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ABSTRACT 


The question of Marx's Early Works over the past ten 

years has been invested with a renewed significance by a de

bate over the theoretical -- and ultimately political -

conclusions to be drawn from them. At the centre of this 

debate is the problem of determining the point at which Marx 

formed his oistinctive position vis-a-vis the major philoso

sophies which he had to traverse, namely those of Feuerbach 

and Hegel. A great number of works dedicated to the inter

pretation of Marx's theoretical formation, by recourse to a 

residual concept of 'transition', do not, it is true, raise 

this question, nor pose it as a problem. Over the past ten 

years, however, the problem has taken on a new urgency in 

the light of serious attempts to accomodate Marx to various 

avant garde philosophies such as Phenomenology and various 

forms of 'critical' sociology. Supported by a re-reading 

of Marx's Early Works, these attempts to 'resuscitate' Marx 

and Marxism via a return to its philosophical roots, have 

sharply raised the very question of Marx's 'philosophy'. 

The way that this question has been raised has posed in 

clear terms the problem of establishing the 'specific dif

ference' between Marx's thought and that of his predeces

sors and contemporaries in theory, a problem that takes the 

form of locating the point at which a distinctive Marxist 

position emerged. The answer to the question that under

lies this problem has taken various forms, each associated 

with a distinctive type of interpretation (historicism, hu

manism, structuralism). The 'break' between Marx and his 

predecessors in theory has been located variously in 1843, 

at the level of the Critique of Hegel's Philosophy of Right; 

in 1844, at the level of either the Jahrbucher articles or 

the Paris Manuscripts; and in 1845, at the level of The Ger

man Ideolog:l_. 

Addressing myself to the problem which underlies 
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these diverse and mutually conflicting interpretations, and 

to settle the questions of principle associated with it, I 

argue for the thesis that Marx's Early Works are all gover

ned by a philosophy shaped by Feuerbach's revision of Hegel, 

and thus not distinctly his own, but that he forms the basis 

of his own theoretical position in 1845, ,at the level of The 

German Ideology. 

1 

To argue for this thesis it is incumbent on me to 

demonstrate, first of all, that Marx's Early Works are all 

unified by the same philosophy, governed by its theoretical 

problematic and schemata. To set up a centre of reference 

for this philosophic problematic I reconstruct the opposed 

solutions of Kant and Hegel to the 'problem of knowledge', 

and firmly establish Marx's essential dependence on Feuer

-~!-:h, whose philosophy is inversely-related to and bou~d by 

the principles of Hegel's dialectic. In order to trace out 

this dependence I reconstruct the path of Marx's intellec

tual development, re-assessing the theoretical and political 

meaning of his texts. In the process it becomes the cen

tral burden of my study to show that there is n~fundamental 

·~:i;eak' in Marx's thought either in 1843 _<:?:r__ i:q 18~4, and 

that, in effect, the texts in question are not theoretically 

distinct vis-a-vis the 'philosophy of praxis' shared by the 

Left-Hegelian Movement in general. I also subject the re

nowned Jahrbiicher essays to a re-reading which radically re

vises the meaning assigned to them. The Paris Manuscripts 

are similarly read in the light of a previously unsettled 

....; problem of Feuerbach's relation to Hegel, and of their en-, 7 

counter within Marx's thought. A short, not too well known 

text is invested with a special significance in terms of my 

vcentral thesis viz Marx's dependence on Feuerbach's humanist 

problematic. Several points of original interpretation are 

thus introduced. Finally, I show how in The German Ideology 

. Marx breaks with the 'philosophy' that had to date governed 

lthe mode of his theoretical reflection, the structure of his 
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critique. Although in The German Ideology Marx does no 

more than indicate the minimal conditions of his distinctive 

approach, we trace out the epistemological and methodologi
/ 
~cal dimensions of hi~ 'break' with Feuerbach and Heg~l. 

,From a phenomenological reduction of phenomena to their in

ner essence based on the principles of Hegel's dialectic, 

Marx shifts towards a class analysis based on the principles 

of Historical Materialism. 

The-·dissertation on our thesis not only settles the 

central problem of interpretation with which it is concerned, 

but it gives a coherent reading of Marx's Early Works within 

the framework of their underlying premises,- and it establis

hes as a point of principle that the search for Marx's philo

sophy should be directed at his later and not his early 

works. 
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PREFACE 

As with all events in this world, our study has had 

its history. Beginning with an attempt to assess the theo

retical significance and political implications of various 

twentieth century forms of Marxism, and led back towards an 

examination both of Marx's works and of their extensive in

terpretative literature, I have concluded with a study more 

limited in scope: an investigation into Marx's Early Works, 

)The point of departure for this investigation is a problem 

\raised by the conflicting interpretations of Marx's thought 
\
Iproduced by the broad theoretical tradition of Historicist

. Humanism on the one hand, and the more recent Structuralis' 

tradition on the other. At issue: the question of Marx's ,
relationship to Hegel. With Georg Lukacs and Louis Althus 

ser as my chief centres of reference, I originally conceived 

of my project as a critique of the structuralist interpreta

tation of Marx's thought, and thus of structuralism itself. 

But as I worked my way through the texts of Hegel and Marx 

my understanding of the question at issue underwent conside

rable change and development, as did my appreciation of the 

/magnitude of the problem. In helping me manage this problem 

and sense out my thesis, the works of three people were of 

particular importance/for me~ My study is especially indeb

ted to Auguste Cornu for his thorough study of the Left-He

gelian movement, which builds masterfully on the earlier 

studies of Franz Mehring. Although neither my thesis nor 

the line of interpretation on which it is based, is grounded 

in Cornu's work, his intellectual biographies of Marx and 

the other Left-Hegelians forms my basic source of reference, 

and this is especiall~ so in chapter. three. The person to 

whom I am perhaps most indebted for the suggestion of the 

line of inquiry on which my thesis is based is Lucio Col

letti, whose Marxism and Hegel I deem to be of the greatest 

theoretical importance. The inspiration that I have drawn 
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from Colletti's work relates to his investigation of Hegel's 

critique of Kant, which has led me not only to re-assess 

Marx's indirect relation to Kant, but to establish as a pre

condition for the study of Marx's Early Works an understan

vding of what I have termed the 'idealist problematic' of 

Kant and Hegel's opposed solutions to the problem of know

ledge. My exposition of Hegel's critique of Kant in chap

ter two is largely indebted to Colletti's work. As a 'cen

tre of reference' for my thesis on Marx, my reconstruction 

of the idealist problematic is based on a close reading of 

Hegel and Kant's works (in translation) and a secondary ana

lysis of a number of original studies to which I am general

ly indebted for any discussion of other writers referred to. 

Finally, the greatest source of inspiration for my study pr~ 

bably is Althusser, who not only has directed me towards an 

/!appreciation of the importance of Feuerbach for the develop

/ ment of Marx's thought, but more than anyone else has helped 

I me formulate the problem with which my thesis deals. This 

is clearly established in the introductory.chapter. 

As a point of fact, in relation to the works of Cor

nu, Colletti and Althusser, the contribution of my thesis to 

an understanding of Marx's thought is quite modest. Although 

my study raises as many questions as it settles, and has 

theoretical and political implications easily recognised by 

students of Marx's thought, I purport to do no more than es

tablish the basis for a coherent reading of Marx's Early 

Works in terms of an underlying problematic which allegedly 

unifies them. In particular, by raising in the concluding 

argument for my thesis the question of an 'epistemological 

break' I open up a whole series of problems relating to the 

epistemology and methodology of Marx's 'scientific' approach 

to the study of history. I should make it quite clear that 

within its framework of reference I am unable and do not at

tempt to deal with these problems. My study merely records 

at this level Marx's attempt to consciously break with He-
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/Jlgel's philosophy of history, and in so doing to set up 

the study of history on a scientific basis. Within the 

self-imposed limits of my study I cannot treat the con

cept of 'science' as problematical, and therefore I do 

not seriously address the question of Marx's 'philoso

phy' vis-a-vis this science. In this regard, beyond the 

limited objective of my study I merely establish as a 

point of principle that the search for Marx's philosophy 

should be directed at Marx's post-1845 theoretical and 

political practice. With my thesis formulated in terms 

of a problem raised by the interpretative literature on 

Marx's thought, and with t~e scope of my study restric

ted to the Early Works, I believe that I have established 

the necessary groundwork for a serious consideration of 

vthe problems raised by Marx's attempts to construct a new 

science. Indeed I have done no more than this. 

Although a leading note in the Bibiography estab

lishes my sources of reference, I should point out an 

obvious limitation of my study. Given my Yery limited 

grasp of the German language I have had to rely on the most 

authoritative translations available in English, or where 

convenient as is the case with Cornu's three volume study, 

in Spanish. In the case of any reference or quote given 

in Spanish the English translation is invariably my own. On 

occasion I have been led back to the original text in Ger

man, for which I would like to acknowledge the invaluable 

support of my good friend, Inge Orf, whose familiarity with 

the German language and willingness to put out so much of 

her time in helping me work through some otherwise inacce

sible works or ambiguous passages is very much appreciated. 

Obliged to accept full responskbility for both the 

limitations and weaknesses of my study, I would like to 

thank the members of my supervisory committee, Marshall Gol

dstein, Robert Agger, and Howard Aster, for their critical 

support, and to acknowledge their contributions to my work. 

viii 



Though each member posed useful questions that forced me to 

clarify my thesis, I am especially grateful for being allow

ed to think through the thesis in my own way and on my own 

terms. I would also like to acknowledge the support of those 

who throughout it all, despite everything, have remained my 

friends. Above all, however, I would like to acknowledge 

the contributions to my work by my companion-in-life and 

love, Carla Calhoun, who has kept me sane and made this stu

dy possible. 
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CHAPTER ONE 


THE SEARCH FOR MARX'S PHILOSOPHY: A GENERAL 

INTRODUCTION TO THE PROBLEM 


In his exposition on the 'Origins and Component Parts 

of Marxism' Lenin has referred us to three great theoretical 

traditions in the most advanced countries of nineteenth cen

tury Europe: classical German philosophy, English Political 

Economy, and French Socialism. Only with the assimilation, 

and theoretical transformation, of the central construct of 

German Idealism, the 'dialectic of reason' -- supported by a 

serious and profound study of the socialism of the French ma

terialists, and of the doctrines of the English economists -

do Marx and Engels elaborate their conception of Historical 

Materialism, the basis no longer of a utopian, but of a sci

entific socialism. On the basis of this conception, the 

principles of which were detailed in The German Ideology and 

summarised in the 1859 Preface, Marx laid down the corner

stones of an immense theoretical domain -- the science of 

history, or, as Althusser has put it, the 'History-Continent' 

-- in which Marx will make significant discoveries, and in 

which his successors have continued and continue to explore, 

but whose vast extent and new problems demand unceasing ef

forts .1 

1 our chief centres of reference: F.Engels, 'Ludwig 
Feuerbach and the end of Classical German Philosophy', Select
ed Works (Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1970); Anti-DUhring 
(Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1969); Lenin, 'The three sources 
and three component parts of Marxism', Selected Works (Moscow: 
Progress Publishers, 1971); the biographies of Frank Mehring, 
Carlos Marx (Barcelona: Grijalbo, 1967), and Auguste Cornu, 
Carlos Marx Federico Engels, vols. 1-111 (Havana: Institute 
del libro, 1967 ; and the theoretical precisions of Louis 
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In the historic circumstance of an implacable class 

struggle, this theoretical event, the foundation of a new sci

ence, has had a pronounced 'political' effect. By demonstrat

ing that human history is the history of class societies, and 

hence of class exploitation and class rule, ie., ultimately 

of the class struggle, by demonstrating the mechanisms of cap

italist exploitation and capitalist rule, Marx directly coun

tered the interests of the ruling classes who thereupon have 

unleashed their ideologues against him. On the other side, 

the exploited, and above all the proletariat, have recognized 

in Marx's theory (and later, Marxism-Leninism) 'their' truth: 

they have adopted it and made it a weapon in their revolution

ary class struggle. This recognition has a name in history: 

it is the 'union' of the workers' movement and Marxist theory, 

which has taken place neither spontaneously nor easily. In 

the first place, the working-class movement, which existed well 

before the formation and spread of Marxist theory, was ori

ginally under the influence of petty-bourgeois ideological 

conceptions, such as utopian socialism, anarchism, etc. In 

the second place, very lengthy theoretical work, and a pro

tracted ideological and political struggle were necessary for 

this 'unity' in question to form and acquire historic exist

ence -- and, furthermore, the very conditions of its existence 

mean that this union cannot be a result achieved once and for 

all. Subject to a class struggle, it requires constant de

fence against the 'crises' and 'deviations' that threaten it. 

As testimony of these difficulties -- theoretical and 

political -- we need but take yesterday's betrayals by the 

Second International, and then by Stalinism, the particular 

circumstances of which have brought about two lines of inter-

Althusser, Reading Capital, part one (London: NLB, 1970); 'On 
the new definition of philosophy: the conditions of Marx's 
scientific discovery', Theoretical Practice 7/8 (Jan 1973). 
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pretation -- historicism, and humanism -- which have had such 

considerable success in defining for Marxism its 'philosophy', 

the systematic presentation of its fundamental principles. 

This humanist and historicist interpretation of Marx's 

thought was born as a vital reaction against the 'mechanism', 

'fatalism', and 'economism' of the Second International, in 

the period just preceding and, above all, in the years just 

following the 1917 Revolution. The themes of a revolutionary 

humanism and historicism emerged from the German Left, initial

ly from Rosa Luxembourg and Mehring, and then, after the 1917 

Revolution, from a whole series of theoreticians (Lukacs, 

Korsch, Gramsci, etc ••• ) whose theoretical fables and political 

tactics were roundly criticized by Lenin as an 'infantile dis

order'. In the particular circumstances of the time, the re

action against the opportunistic fatalism and economism of the 

Second International necessarily took the form of an appeal 

to the consciousness and will of man to reject the war, over

throw capitalism, and make the revolution. In the urgency of 

this appeal to the historical responsibility of real men hurled 

into the revolution, these 'Left-wing' theorists absolutely 

rejected Kautsky's and Lenin's thesis that Marxist theory is 

roduced by a specific theoretical practice, outside the pro

etariat, and that Marxist theory must be 'imported' into the 

roletariat. Proclaiming a radical return to Hegel (the young ~ 
Lukacs and Kersch), and laying claim to those of Marx's early 

texts then available, these theorists worked out a theory 

which put Marx's doctrine into a directly expressive relation

ship with the working-class. With reference to a revolutionary 

alliance between the proletariat and philosophy announced in 

Marx's early texts, these theorists formulated an idealist and 

voluntarist interpretation of Marxism as the exclusive product!
and expression of proletarian practice, which designated the 

proletariat as the subject of an inverted Hegelian dialectic, 

the missionary of the human essence. Its destiny: the histor

ical role of freeing man from his 'alienation' through the 
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negation of the human essence whose absolute victim it was. 

The alliance between the proletariat and philosophy announced 

in Marx's early texts was no longer seen as the unity of two 

mutually exclusive components: the proletariat in its politi

cal practice is philosophy itself. As for Marx's role it is 

reduced to having conferred on this philosophy of praxis the 

mere form of self-consciousness, and thus it is that Marxism 

is proclaimed 'proletarian science' (philosophy), the direct 

expression of the human essence in revolt against its radi

cal negation, the product of its sole historical author: the 

proletariat. 2 

2 our chief centres of reference for this summary ex
position are: Georg Luk~cs, History and Class Consciousness 
(London: Merlin Press, 1971); Karl Korsh, Marxism and Philos
ophy (New York: Monthly Review, 1971) and various writings of 
Gramsci's, the following passage of which we take as a symp
tomatic point of this interpretation: "The philosophy of 
praxis derives certainly from the immanentist conception of 
reality ••• insofar as it is purified of any speculative aroma 
and reduced to pure history or historicity or to pure human
ism •••• Not only is the philosophy of praxis (ie., Marxism) 
connected to immanentism. It is also connected to the sub
jective conception of reality, to the extent precisely that 
it turns it on its head, explaining it as a historical fact, 
as the 'historical subjectivity of a social group (class)', 
as a real fact, which presents itself as a phenomenon of 
philosophical 'speculation' and is simply a practical act, 
the form of a concrete social content, and the means of lead
ing the ensemble of society to shape for itself a moral unity" 
El Materialismo Historico y la Filosofia de Benedetto Croce 
(Buenos Aires: Ed Lautero, 1958), p. 191. Since the various 
themes touched upon in this summary constitute the leitmotif 
of our own study, the negative object of our thesis, we will 
have occasion to reconstruct in detail the bases of this 
historicist-humanist interpretation, which is very much the 
prisoner of its ideological context: the romantic idealist 
critique of science formulated by the Lebensphilosophie of 
the early twentieth century, developed by the phenomenology 
of Husserl and Heidegger, and taken up by the various forms 
of 'Critical Theory' which have to a large degree shaped the 
perspective of 'Western Marxism'. For a perspective on this 
ideological-theoretical context, see Althusser, Reading Cap
ital, Part one, and Part two (5); Gareth Stedman Jones, 'The 
Marxism of the Early Lukacs: an evaluation', NLR 70 (November
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As to its political effect: this revolutionary 'human

ism' and 'historicism' opened up within Marxism a breach -

the humanist universalism of the proletariat through which 

all the themes of spontaneism rushed in, and which has sup

ported, and authorized, the various forms of theoretical and 

political 'subjectivism' which have threatened, and continue 

to compromise Marxism. 3 

December 1971); D.Howard and K.Klare, The Unknown Dimension: 
European Marxism since Lenin (New York: Basic Books, 1972); 
F.Halliday, introduction to Karl Korsh's Marxism and Philos
ophy. 

3 we refer to the various forms of 'Western Marxism' 
which have exhalted the 'subjectivity' of voluntary and con
scious action, with a particular emphasis on the tradition of 
'Critical Theory' developed by the Frankfurt School of Social 
Research (Adorno, Horkheimer, Benjamin, Marcuse, ••• Habermas), 
and taken up by the Yugoslav social philosophers in Belgrade 
(Markovic, Stojanovic, etc.) and in Zagreb (Petrovic, Pejovic, 
etc.); and taken up in North America by contributors to Telos 
(Arato, Piccone, Breiner, etc.). Aside from the attempts to 
construct a bridge between Marxism and either existentialism 
or phenomenology, so as to 'resurrect' or 'revitalize' Marx
ism, the most characteristic feature of these various 'pro
jects' to search for the 'authentic' Marx -- is the attempt 
to push Marx back into Hegel: Marx's philosophy points to 
the telos of history, but only praxis can realize it, a con
cept worked in tandem with Hegel's dialectic, and with the 
proletariat's universal totalizing function. Characteristic 
of this 'hegelian Marxism' are two components identified by 
Markovic: humanism -- perception of alienation, in the form 
of class society, as the 'symptomatic, universal condition of 
out time'; the dialectic as a means to critical social philos
ophy and socialist praxis -- 'Dialectic is ••• not only a gener
al theory and method of acquiring positive knowledge, but also 
a theory and method of revolutionary negation and supersession 
of existing reality' (Markovic, p.22). The ontological fixa
tion of this Critical Theory, trapped by a Hegelian notion of 
Reason, is particularly evident in the group of writers who 
write for Telos who by and large are greatly concerned to de
fend the 'materialist stringency of Hegel': 'surely, if any
one stood Hegel on his feet (as Marx is alleged to have done) 
it was Hegel himself, rooted firmly in the ground of revolu
tionary history, where Marx could meet him' (Telos 22, p.164). 
The Hegelian-Marxist project of these thinkers is the 'criti
cal application of dialectical reasoning' for which no less 
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Over the past forty years or so, the various inflated 

themes of historicism-humanism have dictated the ideological 

form of the class struggle -- at the level of 'philosophy' in 

which Marxism thinks the necessary conditions of its own prac

tice, and establishes a relation of knowledge between the 

political position of the proletariat and the theoretical 	po

sition that represents it. Little by little, and then mas

sively after the twentieth Congress' denunciation of the 

dogmatist errors and crimes of Stalinism -- this historicist

humanist interpretation (revision) of Marx's thought, has 

launched an effective attack on the 'orthodoxy' of Marxism

Leninism, and indeed, has gained the upper hand. That this 

is so, and that we can speak of a renaissance of historicism

humanism, is a result of various circumstances which have 	been 
4brought into a clear theoretical focus by Louis Althusser. 

On the one hand, although the critique of Stalinist 'dogma

an authority than Lenin is appealed to as 'the only revolution
ary who felt a compulsion to return to the Hegelian dialectic 
as a preparation for proletarian revolution, as a method for 
merging with the self-activity, self-movement, self-develop
ment of the masses that became the 1917 Revolution' (Dunayev
skaya, Philosophy and Revolution; reviewed in Telos 22, p.165 
ff.). Dunayevskaya's highly speculative reconstruction of 
history, and Marxism, leads John O'Neill to speak not only of 
'Hegelian Marxism' ('The Hegelian Marxist totality is ••• the 
basis for the integral humanism of Marxist social science') 
but of 'Hegelian Leninism', and that, indeed, 'living Marxism 
is inseparable from its idealist and Hegelian legacy' (Telos 
22, p.165). These few references give some indication of 
the stakes involved! These exponents of 'Hegelian Marxism' 
would go into the world, and either appeal to workers to 
cultivate their 'subjectivity' (develop a consciousness of 
their historic vocation, etc.) or, armed with Hegel's dialec
tic (purged of its mysticism, by Marx), apply its insights 
into particular situations: a social force is identified as 
the 'subject' of this dialectic, and then one turns to 'his
tory' to check on the progress of this dialectic; to see how 
the dialectic is doing. 

4cf. Louis Althusser, 'Introduction; Today' and 'On 
the young Marx', in For Marx (New York: Random House, 1970); 
'Marxism is not a Historicism' in Reading Capital. 
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tism' has been generally 'lived' by Marxist intellectuals as 

a 'liberation', it has led at the same time to a profound 

ideological reaction, 'liberal' and 'ethical' in tendency, 

which re-discovered the old philosophical themes of 'freedom', 
5'man', 'human person', 'alienation', etc. On the other hand, 

the form which this bourgeois-ideological struggle against 

Marxism has taken has caught Marxists both off-guard and un

prepared. Off-guard, because Marxism is attacked in its home

ground: Marx's philosophy is read directly from his early 

texts which do indeed contain all the arguments of a philos

ophy of man, his alienation and liberation. Unprepared, be

cause Marxists have been neglectful of Marx's early texts, and, 

unmindful of the detailed study of the Young Marx by Auguste 

Cornu, have failed to establish the specificity of Marxist 

'philosophy' with respect to Marx's own intellectual develop

ment, and thus, to his predecessors in theory. 

Since the 1930's, Marx's Early Works have been a war

horse for the bourgeois-ideological struggle against Marxism, 

and thus, the focal point for a power ful counter-attack 

mounted against the historicist-humanist interpretation of 

Marx's thought by a number of Marxist scholars inspired by 

the investigations of Louis Althusser. 6 Indeed, Marx's Early 

5A good index of this tendency can be found in the 
anthology of writings edited by Erich Fromm: Socialist 
Humanism (New York: Doubleday & Co., 1966). 

6The Althusserian 'structuralist' interrogation of 
Marx's thought has created the basis of an intense debate, 
inspired a whole series of theoretical investigations (its 
most notable exponent. Nicos Poulantzas; see a so a series 
of contributions to the New Left Review,rEcono ~and Societ ]~ 
and the now defunct, Theoretical Practice'), and has clearly 
focused the major problems and questions at issue. For a 
tentative assessment of the structuralist interpretation of 
Marx's thought, see this writer's article on Althusser and 
Levi-Strauss, Science & Society, Vol.38, no.4 (Fall 1974-75). 
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Works take us into the heart of a debate, the protocols of 

which are submitted by Althusser himself: 

This is the location of the discussion: the Young Marx. Re
ally at stake in it: Marxism. The terms of the discussion: 
whether the Young Marx was already and wholly Marx.7 

The problem in question, the focal point of debate, 

is unavoidable. According to historicism and humanism, the 

principles of Marx's economic analysis, the theoretical con

struction of Capital, are ultimately derived from an ethical 

theory ('the true reality of man'), the silent philosophy of 

which is openly spoken in Marx's Early Works. 8 The thesis 

proclaimed by these two propositions, which has met such ex

traordinary success, has left Marxists but a single choice: 

to admit that Capital (and 'mature Marxism' in general) is 

either an expression of the Young Marx's philosophy, or its 

betrayal. In effect, Marx is set up against his own youth, 

or reconciled with it. In either case, the established in

terpretation must be totally revised and we must return to 

the Young Marx, 'the Marx through whom spoke the truth', 

namely, that the essence of man has become alienated in pri

vate property, and that human freedom can only be resolved 

in a class-less society.9 

7For Marx, p. 153. 

8As reviewed by Althusser, the ancestors of this inter
pretation were Landshut and Mayer, whose preface to the Philos
ophical Works of Marx (1831) inaugurated a Social-Democratic 
tradition of Marx's biography (Riazanov, Rubel, Cole, Laski, 
Blumenberg, •.• ). The touchstone of this line of interpretation 
is the following, apparently innocent, but quite tendentious 
revision of Marx by Landshut and Mayer: 'A slight alteration in 
the first sentence of the Communist Manifesto would give us: 
"The history of all hitherto existing society is the history of 
the self-alienation of man"~ in Oeuvres philosophiques de Marx, 
(Paris: Ed. Costes), p. XLll; quoted by Althusser, For Marx, 
p.52n. 

9cf. Althusser's formulation of the problem, which we 
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Underlying this entire discussion is an essential ques

tion: 'What is Marxist philosophy? Has it any theoretical 

right to existence? And if it does exist in principle, how 

can its specificity be defined?' • 10 

It is this question to which we address ourselves in 

our present study. 

Within the sharply-defined context of an ideological 

struggle, this 'essential question' -- the search for Marx's 

philosophy -- is raised by 'an apparently historical but re

ally theoretical question': 'the question of reading and in
11terpreting Marx's Early Works 1 

• The problem in dispute, as 

posed by Althusser, is clear. In order to interrogate of 

Marxism its philosophy, which at bottom involves a 'political' 

discussion, 'it is indispensable to submit these famous texts 
. . . 1 . t. ' 12t o a serious critica examina ion • 

It is directive to which we align ourselves. 

The Problem Posed 

With Marx's thought subject to two divergent forms of 

interpretation -- historicist and humanist, on the one hand, 

and structuralist, on the other -- the lines of debate are 

clearly drawn: Marx's Early Works either admit of a fundamen

tal continuity at the level of principle (underlying philos

ophy) or, on the contrary, they express (or betray) the exis

tence of a radical rupture. In terms of this debate, the ques

tion of Marx's philosphy assumes the form of a question as 

to whether or no there was an 'epistemological break' in 

take as the basis for our investigation of Marx's thought, in 
'On the Young Marx', For Marx. 

10Althusser, For Marx, p.31. 

11Ibid. 

12Ibid. 
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Marx's intellectual development, and the related question of 
13the precise location of this break. With reference to these 

two questions (both raised by Althusser) the study of Marx's 

Early Works acquires a decisive theoretical importance (does 

this break exist?) as well as a historical importance (where 

is it located?). 

To situate ourselves within this debate we take as 

the conscious centre of our investigations the specificity 

of Marx's philosophy, the essential question of which we 

address with respect to Marx's Early Works. 14 This question 

of Marx's philosophy, and of its specificity with respect to 

Marx's Early Works, necessarily implies the question of Marx's 

relation to the philosophies which he had espoused or traversed, 

those of Hegel and Feuerbach, and therefore, the question of 

where he differed with them. Addressed in this form, the ques

tion of Marx's Early Works has given rise to the most conflict

ing interpretations, and indeed, poses for us the major pro

blem in dispute. On the one hand, the majority of Marx's 

expositors and commentators tend to give Marx's writings either 

a FE2_~erbachian (humanist) reading or a Hegelian Jhietoricist) 

r~g, but are manifestly troubled by the nature of Marx's 

relation to Hegel and Feuerbach. This embarrassment is not 

merely due to a lack of familiarity with the writings of Hegel 

and Feuerbach (they can be read), but partly arises as a fail

ure to conceive what it is that constitutes the basic unity 

13rbid., p. 32. 

14 Indeed, says Althusser, 'only a critical reading of 
Marx's Early Works and a thorough study of Capital can en
lighten us as to the significance and risks involved in a 
theoretical humanism and historicism for they are foreign 
to Marx's problematic' (Reading Capital, p. 143). Althusser, 
although he poses the problem in general terms, himself 
addresses the essential question to Marx's Capital, rather 
than to his Early Works, as we do in this present study. 
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of Marx's various texts (their specificity vis-a-vis Hegel 
15and Feuerbach. On the other hand, we have at least two 

forms of serious, systematic interpretations, based on real 

philosophical, epistemological and historical knowledge, and 

on rigorous reading methods -- not on mere opinion (many a 

book has been written on this basis} -- that recognize, and 

presuppose, the existence of a fundamental rupture between 

Marx and Hegel, and between Marx and Feuerbach. These two 

systematic interpretations, one provided by the school of 

Della Volpe in Italy (Della Volpe, Colletti, Pietranera, Rossi, 

etc.}, the other by the Althusserian 'structuralists' in 

France, have from different angles developed Marx's rupture 

with Hegel through the constitution of a new science of soci

ety, which has since been compromised by the re-introduction 

of Hegelian motifs into Historical Materialism after Marx. In 

this they converge. They disagree, however, as to the location 

of this break. The former locates it in 1843, at the level of 

Marx's Critique of Hegel's Philosophy of Right; the latter lo

cates it in 1845, at the level of Marx's Theses on Feuerbach 

and The German Ideology. 

This difference in interpretation points towards a 

problem of the utmost importance, a theoretical and ulti

mately, political -- problem which we highlight by the ques

tion of Marx's theoretical formation in 1844, at the level of 

the Jahrbucher essays, the Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts, 

and The Holy Family. At stake in the interpretation of these 

15 rn these readings, Marx is either read as (or con
fused with) an avant-garde Feuerbach, or as a Hegelian, on the 
basis of a comparison of terms, and association of ideas; or, 
on the other hand, ideas and concepts which Marx borrows 
wholesale from Hegel, or as is more likely, from Feuerbach, 
and which are widely shared by Marx's contemporaries, are 
wrongly taken to be specifically Marxist. That this is so 
would be easy, but too tedious to document, for it applies to 
many a commentary. We will have occasion, however, to raise 
this problem in specific terms at various points of our in
vestigation where relevant. 
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works is Marxism itself as a theoretical formation distinct 

from that of Hegel and that of Feuerbach. The position of the 

Della Volpean school, best represented by Lucio Colletti, takes 

as its central starting-point the 1843 Critique, in relation 

to which the 1844 writings become 'Marxist' works and as such, 

the theoretical basis of all of Marx's later studies. 16 The 

position adopted by Althusser suggests an altogether differ

ent interpretation of these same writings. In this interpre

tation, which takes as its central starting-point The German 

Ideology, Marx's theoretical formation in 1844 was still 'pre

Marxist' -- his writings still impregnated with philosophical 

principles derived from Hegel and Feuerbach, themes and con

cepts of which have authorized historicist and humanist read

ings of Marx's philosophy, but with which Marx makes a thor

ough-going break in 1845. 

This problem of interpretation, posed by the study of 

Marx's Early Works, and reflected in the divergent positions 

of Althusser and Colletti, will form the theoretical frame

work for our investigation, which has as its centre the spe

cificity of Marx's philosophy, and as its object Marx's rela

tion to Feuerbach and Hegel as expressed in Marx's Early Works. 

Although the centre of debate is between the positions of 

Colletti and Althusser on the one hand, and the 'Hegelian

16In this connection, the Economic and Philosophical 
Manuscripts of 1844_are often taken as the embodiment of 
Marx's fundamental philosophy, the theoretical 'underpinnings' 
of Marx's later economic and historical analyses. This posi
tion, expressed in the thesis of a fundamental 'continuity' 
between Marx's Early Works and his Mature Works, is very 
widely held, and is reflected in the following judgements of 
the 1844 Manuscripts as: 'the birth of scientific socialism' 
(Jahn); 'the crucial pivot around which Marx re-oriented the 
social sciences. The theoretical premises of Marxism had been 
laid down' (Pajitnov); 'Historical Materialism en nuce' (Col
letti); 'Marx's system (Capital) in statu nascendi (Meszaros); 
'the conscious passage to materialism' (Lapine). And we deal 
here of the more 'serious' interpretations of Marx's thought! 
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Marxists' on the other, the problem in question is best posed 

with respect to the devergence of interpretation between Althus

ser and Colletti. This problem of interpretation takes var

ious forms, but ultimately turns on the question of Marx's 

relation to Hegel and Feuerbach, and their relation to each 

other within Marx's thought. Does Marx adapt and thus ulti

mately derive his epistemology and methodology -- his 'philos

ophy' -- from the philosophies of Hegel and Feuerbach, which 

thus indirectly forms the theoretical basis of Marx's economic 

and historical studies? Or, on the contrary, dpes Marx effec
~ 

tively break with this 'philosophy' to constitute these later 

studies on an entirely new basis, with a new method? If so, 

what are the epistemological and methodological conditions of 

such a break? Keeping in mind that we can hardly speak of an 

instantaneous event, an immaculate conception as it were, 

where does it occur? In 1843? 1844? 1845? The answer is of 

both theoretical and political importance as it authorizes 

quite different conceptions of Marxism. Indeed, it takes us 

right into the centre of an open debate, an ideological strug

gle, whose outcome is by no means clear. 

A Question of Method: how we read Marx 

In order to submit Marx's early texts to a critical 

examination so as to settle the questions of principle raised 

by the problem in dispute, we are brought face to face with 

a prior question: how to read Marx? As to this question we 

take as our point of reference the standpoint of a rigorous 
17reading method used and defended by the school of Della Volpe 

on the one hand, and by the Althusserians on the other; and we 

17Anyone familiar with the writings of Della Volpe 
and Colletti will need no further reference. However, Col
letti's own words in a recent interview, are apropds: 'The 
essential lesson I learnt from contact with the writings of 
Della Volpe was the need for an absolutely serious relation
ship to the work of Marx -- based on direct knowledge and real 
study of his original texts' (New Left Review 86: 8). Col
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relate consciously to the problem as formulated by Althusser's 

methodological demand for a 'symptomatic reading' of Marx's 

texts. 18 

This call for a close reading of Marx's texts itself 

if, of course, a most elementary demand: the demanjfor a sim

ple definition of the pre-conditions of the search for Marx's 

philosophy. However, the form in which Marx's writings have 

been frequently read, and the diverse interpretations to which 

it has been subject, gives this methodological demand the 

force of an imperative. As indicated by Althusser, only too 

often the form of the reading of Marx's early writings has 

depended not so much on a historical critique as on a free 

association of ideas or a simple comparison of terms, which 

may well be superficial or profound, and either give rise to 

misunderstandings or open up interesting perspectives, but in 

any event falls prey to the ec~lecticism of a theory of sources 

h . h f . . . 19-- or, wh at comes to t h e same t 1ng, a t eory o ant1c1pat1on. 

Whether the history of Marx's theoretical formation is deter

letti refers his statement to the 'intellectually and theor
etically very superficial and exiguous' character of Marxism 
in Italy, in relation to which 'Della Volpe came to symbolize 
a commitment to study Marxism rigorously, where it is actually 
to be found, namely in Marx's writings themselves' (ibid). 

18cf. the question of a 'symptomatic reading': Reading 
Capital, pp.28, 32-3, 86, 143, 317. Cf. the broader question 
of 'reading~ For Marx, pp.15, 29-30, 37-9, 45, 55-6, 58, 69, 
254; Reading Capital, pp.13-14, 16-21, 16n, 24, 30, 32-5, 34n, 
74-8, 101, 121, 123, 126, 150, 295. 

19cf. 'presuppositions' of an 'analytico-teleological' 
method and the potential pitfalls of an ec~lectic criticism 
as opposed to a historical critique see Althusser's discussion 
and examples in For Marx, pp.55ff. Taking to task Togliatti 
for attributing to Marx certain ideas which were clearly pla
giarized by Marx from Feuerbach, Althusser notes: 'The moral of 
these mistakes is that one should read closely one's authors' 
(ibid., p.56n.12). Cf. the presuppositions of a theory of 
sources or anticipation, in which either the origin or later 

http:p.56n.12
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mined with reference to either its original sources or its 

eventual development, the method in question entails the re

duction of Marx's thought into its 'elements' (grouped in 

general under two rubrics: the materialist elements and the 

idealist elements) as if a comparison of these elements, a 

confrontation of the weight of each, determines the meaning 

of the text under examination. Thus, for example, despite 

its defence of idealism, Marx's doctoral dissertation contains 

within it the 'germ' of Historical Materialism; 20 in Marx's 

articles for the Rheinische Zeitung the external form of a 

thought which is still Hegelian can be shown to conceal the 

presence of materialist elements such as the political nature 

of censorship, the social (class) nature of laws on the theft 

of wood, etc.; in the 1843 Critique, the exposition and for

mulation, though still inspired by Feuerbach (or still Hegel

ian) , conceal the presence of materialist elements such as the 

reality of social classes, of private property and its relation 
21to the state, and even of dialectical materialism itself ; 

in the 1844 Manuscripts, Marx's thought is essentially 'mater

ialist' in content, although partially expressed in an ideal

ist form, ie., Marx has not fully weaned himself from certain 

vestiges of his Hegelian education, residues of idealism which 

affect Marx's terminology despite the contrary intent of Marx's 

basic thought. 

development of a thought decides its meaning, see Ibid., pp.56
57, incl.nn.12-13. 

20Cf. A.Cornu, Marx and Engels, 1:144; Schaff, 'Le 
vrai visage du jeune Marx', Researches Internationales (1960), 
p.202: 'We know (from later statements of Engels) that Marx 
became a materialist in 1841' {quoted in For Marx, p.59). 

21Cf. Della Volpe, Rousseau y Marx (Buenos Aires: Ed. 
Platina, 1963); Shlomo Avineri, The Social and Political Thought 
of Karl Marx (London: Cambridge University Press, 1968); J. 
0 1Malley, Introduction to Marx's Critique of Hegel's Philos
ophy of Right (London: Cambridge University Press, 1970). 
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This discrimination between 'elements' detached from 

the internal context of the thought expressed and conceived 

in isolation, this decomposition of a text into what is al

ready materialist and what is still idealist, clearly breaks 

up its basic unity, and just as clearly hinges on a slanted 

interpretation that reads backwards from Marx's mature texts. 

Furthermore, a sort of 'delegation of reference' often occurs, 

which fully developed Marxism confers on ·an intermediate 

author, for example, on Feuerbach. As Feuerbach is taken as 

a 'materialist' he serves as a second centre of reference, 

and in his turn makes possible the acceptance of certain ele

ments in Marx's early writings as 'materialist' by-products 

(the subject-predicate inversion, a transformative critique 

of speculative idealism, the critique of religion, the human 

essence objectified in its productions, etc.). This 'by

production' of elements via Feuerbach, combined with the pro

duction of elements via the mature Marx, gives rise to the 

problem of determining just what does distinguish the mater

ialist elements authorized by Feuerbach from those authorized 
22by Marx himself. Ultimately, this procedure allows one to 

find materialist elements in all of Marx's early texts, inclu

ding even the letter to his father in which like a true Hegel

ian Marx refuses to separate the ideal from the real. Indeed, 

it becomes very difficult to decide when Marx becomes a mater

22 h h h . . bl . . f .T us we ave t e inevita e position o interpretors 
such as James Gregor ('Marx, Feuerbach and the reform of the 
Hegelian Dialectic', Science & Society, vol.29, no.i, Winter 
1965) which regard Marx as an outright Feuerbachian; that 
confuse Feuerbach's 'materialism' for Marx's Historical Mater
ialism (Feuerbach's materialist principle applied to history). 
There is a whole genre of such an interpretation, which is 
indeed fully justified as regards to the 1843 Critique, that 
sees in Marx an ethical (Feuerbachian) philosophy, cf. 
Kamenka, The Ethical Foundations of Marxism (London·: ~outledge 
and Kegan Paul, 1972). 
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ialist. For Cornu and Schaff, despite its obvious idealist 

vestiges, the 'germ' of Historical Materialism is already 

planted in 1841, at the level of Marx's first text, the doc

toral dissertation. For others, it is Marx's discussion of 

the 'materialist question' in the Rheinische Zeitung which 

introduces certain elements of materialism -- spontaneously, 

according to Lapine -- into Marx's thought. Again, for per

haps the majority of Marx's expositors, Marx's conscious 

passage to materialism occurs in his 1843 Critique wherein 

(with a delegated reference to Feuerbach's revision of Hegel) 

Marx penetrates Hegel's mystificatory (idealist) presentation 

of a real process to establish the 'materialist' premise of 

historical explanation. Before this interpretation came into 

vogue (and it did so only recently) the Economic and Philos

ophic Manuscripts of 1844 were (and often still are) accorded 

this honour. 

This problem of interpretation raises the question of 

a valid criterion whereby it can pronounce upon a thought de

composed into its elements: what meaning is constituted by 

the combination of materialist and idealist elements into the 

effective unity of a text? Take for example, texts such as 

On the Jewish Question or the 1844 Manuscripts. Taken as 

Marxist writings they give rise to conclusions for theory 

and ideoloaical action with serious theoretical consequences, 

and real political stakes, involved. Nevertheless, the pro

blem in question has no solution within the framework of an 

ectlectic (analytico-teleogical) method which (1) presupposes 

that any theoretical system and any constituted thought is 

reducible to its elements; (2) that institutes these elements 

in order to proceed to their measurement according to its own 

norms as if to their truth; (3) that regards the history of 

ideas as its own element, the world of ideology as its own 
23principle of intelligibility. On the basis of these pre

23Althusser, For Marx, pp.56-7. 
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suppositions, the method in question deprives itself of a 

valid criterion for a possible solution: if an idealist ele

ment is an idealist element, and a materialist element is a 

materialist element, who can really decide as to what meaning 

is constituted by their effective combination within a text? 

This question points to an impasse, a problem without 

solution at the surface level of Marx's thought -- in an 

'immediate' reading of the text. This in turn suggests the 

need for another method of investigation, one that breaks with 

the presuppositions of ec\lectic criticism as a precondition 

for legitimately posing the problem of Marx's Early Works. 

It is in this regard that Althusser's methodological consider

ations acquire for us their importance. Indeed, these consid

erations constitute for us both our principles of investigation, 

and the reading method bo which they apply. 

As to these principles, Althusser derives them from 

a Marxist theory of ideological developement: 

Every ideology must be regarded as a real whole, internally 
unified by its own problematic, so that it is impossible 
to extract one element without altering its meaning; 

The meaning of this whole, of a particular ideology (in this 
case, Marx's early thought) depends not on its relation to 
a truth other than itself but on its ideological field, and 
on the social problems and social structure which sustains the 
ideology and are reflected in it; the sense of the develop
ment of a particular ideology depends not on the relation of 
this development to its origins or its end, considered as its 
truth, but to the relation found within this development be
tween the mutations of the particular ideology and the muta
tions in the ideological field and the social problems and 
relations that sustain it; 

Therefore, the developmental motor principle of a particular 
ideology cannot be found within ideology itself but ouside it, 
in what underlies the particular ideology: its author as a 
concrete individual and the actual history reflected in this 
individual development according to the complex ties between 
the individual and this history.24 

24Ibi'd., pp. 62- 3 • Cf. a theoretical discussion of these 

http:history.24
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On the basis of these Marxist principles of investiga

tion, which respectively correspond to and break with the 

three presuppositions of ecclectic criticism, Althusser for

mulates the methodological concept of a 'symptomatic reading' 

(lecture symptomale) that moves from the level of elements to 

that of an underlying structure so as to expose the 'basic 

unity of a text, the internal essence of an ideological thought, 

ie., its problematic 1 
• 

25 

A 'symptomatic reading' of a text, based on Marxist 

principles of investigation, clearly differs from the reading 

method of ecclectic criticism, namely a reading that is 'mere

ly literal', an 'immediate reading' that assigns meaning to a 

text on the basis of an association of ideas, a comparison of 

elements derived from various sources, and a slanted reference 

to either the origins or the end of a thought. Unlike a lit

eral reading, which characterizes and qualifies a thought by 

the immediate content of the objects discussed, the material 

reflected on, a 'symptomatic reading' moves from these 'ele

ments' towards their 'internal reference system', the 'typical, 

systematic structure unifying all the elements of 3 thought', 

an active but unavowed problematic which fixes for a thought 

the meaning of its problems and thereby of their solutions. 26 

principles, see ibid., pp.66n, 67-72, 74-7, 76n, 78n, 79n, 81, 
8ln. For a brief exposition of the Marxist theory of ideology 
that underlies these principles see this writer's essay on 
Althusser in Science & Society, vol.38, No.4 (Winter 1974-75). 

25For Marx, pp.66. Cf. further, ibid., p.67, 67n. On 
'symptomatic reading' see Reading Capital, pp.28, 32-3, 86, 
143, 317. Althusser himself does not establish this relation 
between these three 'Marxist principles of investigation' for
mulated in For Marx, and the theory of a 'symptomatic reading' 
formulated in Reading Capital. The connection is established 
by us, and, we believe, is consistent with both texts. 

26For Marx, pp.67, 69. Cf. the problematic exposed by 
a 'symptomatic reading': '[it] constitutes its absolute and 
definite conditions of possibility, and hence the absolute 
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As in Freudian psycho-analysis of a patient's utterences, to 

which a 'symptomatic reading' bears comparison, the effective 

problematic of a text cannot generally be read like an open 

book, but 'must be dragged up from the depths of the ideology 

in which it is buried but active•. 27 The object: to make 

visible the effectivity of an unconscious structure, which in 

the case of a text, is to expose the internal unity of a 

thought, its problematic -- the 'objective internal reference 

system' of its particular themes, the 'system of questions 

commanding the answers given by the ideology•. 28 

It is clear that this method of a 'symptomatic read-
f 
!ing', which we will adopt in our study, directly breaks with 
! 
;the first theoretical presupposition of ec~lectic criticism, 

land, in effect, applies the first principle of investigation
! 
~stablished by Althusser's Marx. What of the second and third 

presuppositions of ec~lectic criticism and their corresponding 

Marxist principles? To take up this question, we can make 

the observation that to expose of the internal unity of Marx's 

thought, to dis-inter its problematic, implies of necessity a 

knowledge of the ideological field in which this thought emer

ges and grows, and indeed, of the problematics compounded or 

opposed in it. It is, in fact, this inter-relation of the 

particular problematic of Marx's thought with the particular 

problematics of its existing ideological field, that allows 

us to determine the specific difference of Marx's theoretical 

formation, ie., whether a new meaning has emerged -- or, with 

reference to Althusser's thesis, whether or not there exists 

determination of the forms in which all the problems must be 

posed' (Reading Capital, p.25). 


27 Ibid., p.69. 

28Ibid., p.67n. 
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an 'epistemological break' in Marx's intellectual development. 

As a pre-condition for posing the problem of the re

lation between the (internal) unity of Marx's thought (at 

each moment of its development) and the existing ideological 

field (at each moment of its development) it is necessary to 

admit that -- as Althusser puts it -- 'even philosophers are 

young men for a time. They must be born somewhere, some time, 

and begin to think and write•. 29 The fact is, of course, 

that Marx's intellectual development necessarily had a 'be

ginning', and to work out the history of Marx's particular 

thoughts -- the problem of 'Marx's path' -- their formation 

must be grasped at the juncture at which the Young Marx 

emerged into the thought-world of his own time, to think in 

it in his turn, and to enter into an active debate with (and 

within) it. This thought-world, the existing ideological 

field into which Marx was born and took up thought, was the 

world of German ·Ideology in the 1830s and the 1840s, a world 

dominated by the problems of German Idealism and by what Marx 

himself later referred to as the 'decomposition of Hegel', 

the Hegel of the nee-Hegelian movement. As to the actual 

history of the concrete individuals who make up this thought

world, the substance of its study has been carried out, first 

by Mehring, and then, more substantially by Auguste Cornu, 

the most authoritative biographer of the Young Marx and his 

world. 30 As to this thought-world itself, the most relevant 

studies establish for us the following observation, which will 

29 rbid., p.64. 

30cf. Althusser's judgement, with which we concur: 
'The details (of the actual experience of history which united 
in the Young Marx a particular psychology and the general 
conditions of his time) should be sought in 'Pere' Cornu's 
works, for, with the exception of Mehring who did not have the 
same erudition or source material, he is the only man to have 
made this indispensable effort. I confidently predict that 
he will be read for a long time, for there is no access to the 
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serve as our point of departure: the principal ideologue of 

the nee-Hegelian movement, the philosopher par excellence to 

which all the Young Hegelians deferred -- and this includes 
31Marx -- was Feuerbach. At the centre of this general 

deference was a philosophy of humanism based on a radical 

revision of the Hegelian 'system', the 'dialectic' of which 

is both 'de-mystified' (given a human subject) and 'inverted' 

(placed on a real basis) but yet -- and this is highly signi

ficant -- retained. This observation clearly suggests that 

the 'ideological field' of Marx's early thoughts is dominated 

by the opposed-but-related theoretical positions of Hegel 

and Feuerbach, a fact that both dictates the character of 

the debate within Marxism, and governs the thematic focus of 

our study. 

The Thesis of our study 

By reference to this 'ideological field', the central 

question of Marx's relation to Hegel and Feuerbach turns on 

the prior question of Feuerbach's relation to (critique of) 

Hegel, which dictates a close reading of Hegel's works and 

those of Feuerbach. The question seems innocent enough, and 

Young Marx except by way of his real history' (For Marx, p.83). 
Aside from Mehring's time-honoured biography, and those with
in the Social-Democrat tradition (Rjazanov, Nicolaievsky
Maenchen, Rubel, Blumenberg, etc.), Cornu's three volume study 
constitutes our basic reference-source for Marx's intellec
tual history. The best account n English of Marx's relation
ship to the neo-Hegelian movement, we find in the works of 
David McLellan, although we substantially disagree with his 
theoretical precisions and judgements. 

31Although a systematic study of the neo-Hegelian 
movement readily supports this observation, and the later 
Engels (cf. L.Feuerbach and the end of classical German Phi
losophy) clearly records the moment at which *all became at 
once Feuerbachians', our authority is no less than Marx him
self in The German Ideology wherein he explicitly refers to 
Feuerbach as the 'philosopher par excellence to which (all 
true socialists) defer'. 
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the requirement of a close reading superfluous. After all, 

both are necessary propadeutics to the study of Marx's early 

thought, towards a precise formulation of Marx's thought

world. Nevertheless, our attention to these problems seem war

ranted by the state of exposition and commentary on this ques

tion, which generally speaking often betrays an embarrassing 

lack of familiarity with the writings of Feuerbach and Hegel 

-- and this when their relation to (and indeed, within) Marx's 

thought is at issue. 

To touch upon this issue allows us to bring into f o

cus a problem of interpretation which underlies the question 

of Feuerbach's critique of Hegel, and, we will argue, lies 

at the very root of the failure of 'Western Marxism' to grasp 

the specific difference between Hegel and Marx. The problem 

in question: Hegel's critique of 'Understanding', ie., of 
32Kant's solution to the problem of knowledge. Now, as a 

point of fact, the relation between Kant and Hegel has always 

haunted the interpretation of Marx's thought. However, despite 

frequent reference to Hegel, and more obliquely, to Kant, the 

majority of these interpretations do not pose it as a serious 

problem; 33 at best they shadow-box with the ghosts to which 

it has given rise and which yet plague Marxism; at worst, re

ference to Kant and Hegel, especially with respect to that 

much abused 'dialectic', tends to be carelessly formulated or 

arbitrarily constructed -- based more on received opinion than 

a thorough study. The reason that we do pose Hegel's relation 

32 our perception of this problem derives from the pen
etrating analysis of Lucio Colletti, cf. Marxism and Hegel (Lon
don:NLB, 1973). In fact, our entire line of enquiry is in
spired by and indebted to Colletti's suggestive re-interpreta
tion of Marx's relation to Kant. And this despite the fact 
that our interpretation differs substantially from that for
warded by Colletti. 

33An interesting, but misguided (in our opinion) excep
tion to this case is Luk~cs' The Young Hegel. 
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to Kant as a problem is that and this will form the first 

cornerstone of our thesis -- in Feuerbach's revision of Hegel 

he silently returns to Kant's critique of traditional meta

physics, and that, in effect, Feuerbach's philosophy of man 

(whose problematic dominates the ideological field of Marx's 

early thought) is conceived within the theoretic space of Kant 

and Hegel's opposed solutions to the problem of knowledge. It 

is, in fact, our thesis that: (a) Marx's early thought, his 

theoretical formation, is governed by the problematic of 

Feuerbach's humanism; (b) this philosophy, inversely-related 

to the problematic of Hegel's philosophy, has its theoretical 

basis in the epistemology of Kant's subjective idealism; (c) 

on the basis of Feuerbach's revision of Hegel, Marx indirectly 

returns to Kant's critique of traditional metaphysics -- to 

Kant's solution to the problem of knowledge. 

The leitmotif, and compressed argument, of this theme 

of Marx's indirect dependence on Kant via Feuerbach's critique 

of Hegel points to a problem on which the interpretative lit

erature of Marx's thought has maintained a remarkable silence, 

but which nonetheless has never been far from the centre of 

discussion. The problem in question is to produce the effec

tive problematic underlying Marx's first thoughts, the ideal

ist problematic formed by the opposed solutions of Kant and 

Hegel to the problem of knowledge. 

It is true, of course, that the problem in question 

has to be addressed to Marx's texts themselves, a 'symptomatic 

reading' of which should confirm the effectivity of this ideal

ist problematic within Marx's early thought. However, in order 

to establish a centre of reference for our argument we will 

attempt, first of all, a summary exposition of the idealist 

problematic in its basic form -- as constructed by Kant and 

Hegel (chapter two). On the basis of this summary exposition, 

we will undertake our investigation of Marx's thought with re

ference, first of all, to the question of its basic unity, its 

underlying problematic; and secondly, to the question of a 
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possible 'epistemological break'. 

With reference to these two questions, the thesis of 

our study can be formulated in its most general terms as fol

lows: Marx's early thought and theoretical formation as of 

1841 -- all questions raised and problems posed, as well as 

the range of preferred answers and solutions -- are unified 

and governed by one and the same problematic; but as of 1845 

Marx makes a thorough-going break with this 'philosophy', and 

establishes the epistemological and methodological principles 

of an entirely new problematic, the science of history. 

In more specific terms, our thesis can be broken down 

and expanded to encompass the following arguments: 

{a) a close study of the phases of and shifts within 

Marx's early thought yields a systematic unity, an effective 

problematic which determines the character of Marx's particu

lar thoughts by governing the way all its problems are posed, 

and thus, its range of possible solutions~ 

{b) this systematic unity of Marx's thought relates 

to the idealist problematic of a philosophic dialectic, form

ed by the opposed positions of Kant and Hegel, and reconsti

tuted for Marx through Feuerbach's revision of Hegel's philos

ophy; 

{c) the ideological field of Marx's thought, in which 

the problematics of subjective idealism {Kant) and objective 

idealism {Hegel) are compounded and opposed, is dominated by 

Feuerbach's philosophy of man, itself inversely-related to the 

problematic of Hegel's philosophy of history; 

{d) Marx adopts as his theoretical basis the philo

sophical problematic of Feuerbach's humanism, which he applies 

first of all to the political life, and then to the economic 

basis of bourgeois 'civil' society; 

{e) on the theoretical basis of Feuerbach's humanism, 

the central problem of 'philosophy' -- the relation of thought 

to reality, of freedom to necessity, or {within Marx's frame 

of reference) of philosophy to the proletariat -- is conceived 
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through the ideological schema of the Left-Hegelian philos

ophy of (theoretical) praxis; 

(f) Marx breaks with the ideological schema of this 

philosophy in 1844, and with its underlying problematic in 

1845, whereupon Marx establishes for the study of history 

new theoretical principles, a new method -- in short, the ba

sis for a new philosophy. 

The argument for the thesis 

On the basis of a- summary exposition of the idealist 

problematic of a philosophic dialectic (chapter two) our in

vestigation of Marx's thought, the argument for our thesis, 

is structured by and around two questions, the question of 

Marx's problematic (does Marx's thought yield a systematic 

unity?), and the question of an 'epistemological break' (does 

it exist? and if so, where does it occur?). 

Chapter three 

As to the question of Marx's problematic it can be 

addressed, first of all, to Marx's first text, his doctoral 

dissertation on the Philosophies of Nature of Democritus and 

Epicurus (1841), and we do so in chapter three, within the 

ideological and political context of the general project a

dopted by the neo-Hegelian movement: to realize the principle 

of idealism -- the concept of freedom. To begin with, our 

reading of Marx's text makes it clear that its central problem, 

its essential questions, are all defined by the philosophic 

problematic of German Idealism. What is not so clear is how 

Marx's thought relates to this problematic. On the one hand, 

Marx consciously situates himself within this problematic by 

distancing himself away from Kant and towards Hegel. On the 

other hand, our reading suggests that the Hegel which Marx 

invokes is a Hegel already made to speak against himself, the 

Hegel of the neo-Hegelian movement. Indeed, we will argue that 

despite Marx's avowals to the contrary, Marx adopts a position 
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closer to Kant and Fichte than to Hegel. To resolve this 

apparant contradiction -- to reconcile our imputation of Marx's 

theoretical position with his own self-conscious formulation 

-- it is necessary to grasp the Hegel of the neo-Hegelian 

movement, a Hegel fundamentally revised on the basis of a 

shift from the speculative standpoint of 'the Absolute' to the 

human standpoint of 'praxis' -- from a historic rationality 

of which God is the subject and man the object to its radical 

revision: philosophy brought to its 'subjective point'. 

The emergence of this Left-Hegelian philosophy of a 

'self-conscious (theoretical) praxis' has been well enough 

described by Mehring and Cornu, although we find reason to 

dispute essential points of their interpretation. On the one 

hand, we fully concur with the thesis formulated by Mehring 

and thoroughly documented by Cornu to the effect that Marx's 

dissertation is cast within a Left-Hegelian 'philosophy of 

praxis'. On the other hand, we reject Cornu's thesis that 

Marx's dual critique of Democritus and Epicurus produces a new 

concept of Man superior to both Hegel and the other Left

Hegelians. In our interpretation, Marx's concept of 'Man' re

lates to, and is indirectly governed by (via Feuerbach's un

announced presence) the philosophic problematic of Kant's sub

jective idealism, in which man appears simultaneously as a 

noumenal being (essentially free) and a phenomenal being (sub

ject to the external necessity of material needs). The 

philosophic problematic of this concept, reflected in Kant~s 

solution to the problem of knowledge, is clearly visible in 

its effects on Marx's thought, although its meaning cannot be 

fully established at the level of Marx's dissertation. Re

sisting the temptation to extract more meaning from Marx's 

dissertation than its text will bear, and in anticipation of 

our study to follow, we do not attempt to fully reconstruct 

the systematic unity of its underlying problematic. At this 

point we mereJy delineate in most general terms its effects on 

the structure of Marx's critique -- a structure formed by the 
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theoretical relation of the dialectical method to its object 

(reason). Supported by our earlier exposition on the problem 

of knowledge, and in anticipation of our analysis of Feuer

bach' s critique of speculative idealism, we argue that the 

structure of Marx's philosophic critique the dialectic of 

reason -- has at its centre a philosophy of praxis, the ideal

ist problematic of which places Marx closer to Kant and Fichte 

than to Hegel. 

Chapter four 

In chapter four we explore more fully the structure 

of Marx's philosophic critique, expose its underlying pro

blematic and trace the formation of Marx's thought within it. 

The leitmotif of this chapter, the basis for our argument, 

is that the central construct of Marx's philosophic critique 

the concept of Reason -- derives not so much from Hegel 

as it does from the Enlightenment philosophes. Although this 

alleged return to the eighteenth century Enlightenment (with 

respect to the concept of reason, in function of which philos

ophy adopts a negative-critical standpoint to the existing 

world) applies to the Left-Hegelian movement in general, and 

involves complex historical questions which we must entirely 

by-pass, we take as a centre of reference for Marx's thought 

Rousseau's solution to the problem of 'civil society'. This 

is not so much to allege a direct or indirect contact with 

Rousseau's work {although the case could easily be made) as 

to define the problematic of Marx's thought. The essential 

point of our argument, which reference to Rousseau allows us 

to illustrate, is that the concept of 'reason' with which 

Marx criticizes the existing state of affairs is neither 

embodied in existing institutions {as Hegel would have it) 

nor a subjective faculty generic to the individual (as the 

eighteenth century liberals would have it). 'Reason', grasped 

by philosophy as the (ideal) measure of the real, is 'objec

tive' in Kant's sense of 'universality and necessity', but 
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not in the form as conceived by Kant -- as the effectivity of 

an inward moral law interrogated in each individual -- nor as 

conceived by Hegel -- as the effectivity of an impersonal, 

cosmic force which uses the subjectivity of man as a means to 

its own end. 'Reason' is embodied in the ideal totality 

(Weltanschauung) of a human society, a meaningful whole ex

pressive of -- and reducible to -- the 'people's spirit', 

which is grasped by 'philosophy' as the measure of the ration

ality of the real, ie., the freedom of man. 

On the basis of this concept of 'reason' of the 

'rational state', its embodied form -- our argument proceeds 

as follows: we refer the concept of a 'rational state' (which 

Marx shares with the other Left-Hegelian ideologues) to its 

political context -- the bourgeois-liberal struggle for free

dom as a general right. This struggle, realized when the 

state fully corresponds to its essence, ie., when the people's 

spirit is embodied in free institutions and laws, provides a 

historical context for the emergence of 'philosophy', the form 

in which the 'reason' of society becomes conscious. This leads 

us, secondly, to Marx's concept of philosophy as critique, of 

enlightened thought that measures the actual conditions of life 

against the Idea -- the concept of a rational state. In re

gards to this concept of philosophy we clearly establish its 

continuity with the idealist project of Marx's dissertation: 

to realize the principle of idealism, the concept of freedom. 

As in the dissertation, the idealist metaphysic of this prin

ciple, the identity of opposites, is satisfied in the concept 

of 'freedom', the 'essence of man'. With the concept of 'Man' 

as its ultimate point of reference, the problematic of Marx's 

philosophic critique -- at the level both of the dissertation 

(1841) and of the Rheinische Zeitung (1842) -- supports the 

principle of an inherent truth: a unity in essence. The ideal

ist principle of this inherent truth, the reason of society, 

is grasped by 'philosophy' through the application of the 

critical method, the dialectic, which resolves all contradic
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tions of material life into their universal form so as to dis

close their human meaning: the alienation of man from his es

sence. Again, we relate the structure of Marx's method of 

philosophic criticism to principles established in the dis

sertation, and we allude to its underlying problematic 

Feuerbach's philosophy of man -- which we systematically re

construct below (chapter five) at a point where Marx's depend

ence on Feuerbach becomes explicit and conscious. At this 

point we expose the effectivity of this problematic as the 

theoretical basis of Marx's democratic-liberal critique of 

political life, which leads us, thirdly, to explore (a) Marx's 

dependence on Hegel's philosophy of law: and (b) his first 

critical encounter with theories of communism and socialism. 

As to this double-encounter, it is our thesis, and we so argue, 

that Marx's critique of the Prussian state -- and thus, of its 

rationalization, Hegel's 'system' -- and of socialism-communism, 

proceed from theoretical principles derived from Feuerbach's 

philosophy of man; that Marx's un-referenced dependence on 

Feuerbach relates not to his principle of materialism, but to 

his principle of humanism which is the basis of an idealist 

metaphysic satisfied in the concept of 'Man'. Indeed, although 

the support for this argument follows later (chapters five and 

six), we show that Marx's concept of a 'rational state' de

rives its meaning from a philosophy of man (the essence of man 

is freedom), and that the idealist principle of this philosophy 

forms the basis of the standpoint (universality) from which 

Marx both attacks the chief supports of the Prussian-Hegelian 

state and criticizes theories of communism. 

We end this chapter, and begin the next, by document

ing the general condition of an insupportable theoretical 

crisis into which Marx, and the Left-Hegelian movement in 

general, were thrown by the failure of the Prussian state to 

assume its essence, which is to say, to heed the appeals by 

'philosophy' for reason and freedom. As a precondition for 

grasping the theoretical implications of Marx's response to 
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this crisis, we point towards Feuerbach whose philosophic texts 

liberated the Young Hegelians from their theoretical impasse 

and, we will argue, established Marx's mode of reflection, the 

problematic of real-humanism which Marx first applies to pol

itics (a critique of Hegel's Philosophy of Law) and then to 

economics (a critique of English Political Economy). 

Chapter five 

Marx's strategic dependence on Feuerbach as of 1843, 

at the level of the Critique of Hegel's Philosophy of Right, 

is widely acknowledged, and is well-documented historically 

and theoretically. What is not so well-understood is the ef

fect of Feuerbach's philosophic humanism on Marx's thought 

before 1843 -- from the 1841 dissertation throughout the 

Rheinische Zeitung writings -- and indeed, after 1843 -- from 

the Jahrblicher essays to The Holy Family. As to the question 

of 'before 1843' it has to be admitted that Marx makes no 

explicit reference to Feuerbach, nor does he endorse his prin

ciple of materialism or accept his philosophical communism. 

Indeed, it is Althusser's contention that until 1843 Marx's 

thought was characterized by a Kant-Fichtean type of ration

alist humanism rather than a Feuerbachian type, a judgement 

which is supported by the fact that the question of Marx's 

relation to Feuerbach is never addressed to Marx's pre-1843 

writings, or when it is, it is denied. As to the question 

of 'after 1843' there is the problem of specifying the differ

ences between Marx and Feuerbach, a problem raised by a ser

ies of recent investigations which trace the epistemological 

and methodological basis of Marxism to the 1843 Critique, the 

precise work in which Marx himself openly avows his dependence 

on Feuerbach. 

To clarify these issues, and to clearly pose the pro

blem of Marx's relation to Feuerbach, we outline first of all, 

the philosophic problematic of Feuerbach's philosophy of man 

and in so doing, introduce points of interpretation that es
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tablish the following thesis: in his revision of Hegel's spe

culative philosophy, the inversion of its dialectic, Feuer

bach returns to the Enlightenment, and supports himself on 

Kant's critique of traditional metaphysics. Incredible as it 

may seem we have found no support for this thesis in the lit

erature, although Colletti's line of interpretation certainly 

suggests such a position. 34 The implication of this thesis 

is clear: to argue, as we do, that Marx adopts the philosoph

ic problematic of Feuerbach's humanism is to assert Marx's 

indirect dependence on Kant. This is precisely what we pro

ceed to do. Indeed, we will argue that the problematic of 

Feuerbach's two principles -- humanism, materialism -- which 

Marx adopts in its entirety, ultimately goes back to Kant's 

solution to the problem of knowledge. The problematic of 

these two principles turns on a revision of Hegel's dialectic, 

which Feuerbach de-mystifies (gives a human subject) and in

verts (places on a real basis), but yet retains. On the one 

hand, Feuerbach translates Kant's attempt to reconcile ration

alism and empiricism, idealism and materialism, into a theory 

of the 'head' and 'heart' of philosophy, whose idealist meta

physic supports the principles of a 'real-humanism' adopted 

by Marx. On the other hand, Feuerbach reverts to the princi

ple of materialism -- the heterogeneity of thought and being, 

and the essential dependence of the former on the latter -

defined by Kant, and accepted by Marx as the basis for an 

epistemology of science. 

34witness, for example, Manfred Vogel's 73pp. review 
of the literature on Feuerbach, and assessment of his intel
lectual sources (cf. Feuerbach: Principles of the Philosophy 
of the Future, Library of Liberal Arts Press, 1966), without 
a mention of Kant. 

Colletti never discusses Kant in tandem with Feuer
bach, but to assert Marx's dependence on Kant implies, in our 
opinion, this relation. 
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As a result, there is no reason for following Althus

ser in dividing Marx's early thought into two types of human

ism, a Kant-Fichtean type until early 1843, and a Feuerbachian 

type from then up to 1845. Although Marx only realizes or 

accepts the 'materialist' implications of Feuerbach's theore

tic revolution in 1843, at the level of his Critique of Hegel's 

Philosophy of Right, Marx's indirect dependence on Kant via 

Feuerbach can be traced all the way back to his doctoral dis

sertation in 1841. Indeed, the essential type-structure, and 

de-mystified form, of Feuerbach's critical method, the dialec

tic, is already found in Marx's dissertation, and we have al

ready disclosed the presence of Feuerbach's theory of philos

ophy's 'head and heart' in the Rheinische Zeitung writings, 

and implicitly, in the dissertation itself. It is the· ideal

ist metaphysic of this theory -- of its principle of humanism 

-- that supports Marx's quest for the 'unifying truth' of 

idealism and materialism, a quest that animates and sustains 

Marx's theoretical endeavours throughout his early writing -

from his doctoral dissertation in 1841 to his Theses on Feuer

bach in 1845. 

To establish (at the level of problematic) a basic 

continuity between all of Marx's Early Works is not to deny 

the theoretical significance of the 1843 Critique as a water

shed in Marx's thought. Feuerbach's 'theoretical revolution' 

involves a twofold revision of Hegel's idealist dialectic: on 

the one hand, it is 'de-mystified' '(given a human subject) to 

produce the principle of humanism; on the other hand, it is 

'inverted' (placed on a real basis to produce the principle 

of materialism. With respect to the first principle, which 

Marx adopts at the outset, Marx has necessarily distanced him

self from Hegel -- towards Kant vis-a-vis the problem of know

ledge (of. chapter three), and towards Rousseau vis-a-vis the 

problem of civil society (cf. chapter four). However, it is 

with respect to the second principle, which Marx adopts in 

1843, that Marx is able to settle account with Hegel, formulate 
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a thorough-going critique of his speculative philosophy, atld 

break with -- or rather, invert -- the idealist problematic 

of his dialectic. 

Marx's Critique of Hegel's Philosophy of Right clearly 

testifies to this intellectual process, and in so doing, raises 

the question of an 'epistemological break' within Marx's 

thought, a break with Hegel's philosophy of speculative ideal

ism. To_raise this question (as Marxists of the Della Vol

pean school have done) nevertheless begs the question, or 

poses the problem, of Marx's relation to Feuerbach. As is made 

clear by our exposition Marx's critique of Hegel's philosophy 

of the state, his very mode of reflection, the structure of 

his critique, is thoroughly Feuerbachian. As a point of 

fact, the principle of materialism from which Marx levels his 

attack on Hegel's speculative idealism is defined by the very 

problematic which has governed Marx's thought from the begin

ning, and that continues to do so in a more explicit form. 

As the epistemological basis of science, this principle of 

materialism was well-established in the eighteenth century, 

especially in 'French theory' (Condillac, Helvetius, Dezarny, 

Gay, etc.) which, together with Kant's Critique of Pure Reason, 

is the apparant source of Feuerbach's self-proclaimed 'mater

ialism'. Marx himself, at this level, adds nothing to Feuer

bach's theoretical reflections which in the last instance 

simply go back to a principle defended by Kant and attacked by 

Hegel. Although the 1843 Critique marks Marx's transition to 

materialism, and gives rise to serious epistemological and 

methodological considerations, it is fully caught up in the 

idealist problematic of Feuerbach's humanism, and theoret

ically speaking -- does not warrant attention as a source for 

principles which are specifically Marxist. 

Chapter six 

To support this position, and to develop the thesis 

connected with it, we trace the dependence of Marx's thought 
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in the Jahrblicher essays on the problematic of Feuerbach's 

philosophy of man (chapter six). As we reconstruct it, this 

problematic forms the basis of a new politics, whose object 

is the re-appropriation of the human essence, whose method 

is the reform of public consciousness, and whose medium is a 

new journal that combines Feuerbach's 'French heart' and 

'German head'. In formulating the conditions of this politics 

we show, first of all, that Marx's critique of communism-

socialism parallels that levelled against Democritus in his 

doctoral dissertation years earlier, namely that it is 'one

sided', neglectful of the 'spiritual' (ideal) side of human 

life. We than relate the general structure of Marx's politi

cal project to a Left-Hegelian philosophy of praxis, which 

and this is the leitmotif of our study -- dominates Marx's 

thought in the form of Feuerbach's theory viz. Its ideological 

schema of a passive heart/active head. In our analysis we 

demonstrate conclusively that neither On the Jewish Question 

nor the 1843-44 Introduction are, strictly speaking, Marx

ist texts; that theprevailing, well-established tendency to 

see the Introduction as Marx's first formulation of what 

will becomes his mature theory of proletarian revolution is 

(despite Marx's own contrary indications) mistaken; that Marx's 

thought at this level remains trapped within the schema of an 

idealist metaphysic (which relates to Feuerbach, and not to 

Hegel, as frequently asserted); that Marx's theoretical posi

tion is formed in tandem with a strong tendency with the neo

Hegelian movement, and is quite consistent with a Left-Hegelian 

philosophy of (theoretical) praxis. 

Chapter seven 

In our analysis of Marx's Jahrblicher writings of 1843

44 we point out that Marx's critique of political life in

evitably leads him, by extension, to apply Feuerbach's anthro

pological problematic to the 'economic basis' of (bourgeois) 

civil society, or, to be exact, to a critique of (bourgeois) 
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Political Economy. In chapter seven we submit the resulting 

text -- the E·conomic & Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844 -- to 

a close reading, the symptomatic point of which falls on the 

fateful encounter within Marx's thought of 'philosophy' (Hegel

Feuerbach) and 'science' (Political Economy). This encounter, 

of course, has been the object of much commentary and diver

gent interpretation. To date, however, we have not found any 

studies that rigorously pose the essential problem involved: 

how are the problematics of Hegel and Feuerbach's philosophies 

related in the specific form of their conjuncture within Marx's 

thought? 

In posing· this problem as the focal point of our read

ing we find that Marx's text gives evidence of an unresolved 

tension, a theoretical ambiguity, which we trace back to the 

presence within Marx's thought of two problematics, that of 

Feuerbach's philosophy of man, and that of Hegel's philosophy 

of history. In order to clarify Marx's 'philosophical' en

counter with Political Economy we bring into a systematic fo

cus the inverse-relation of these two problematics, and expose 

the philophic problematic of Feuerbach's philosophy and its 

structure of a positive-critical discourse as Marx's theoret

ical basis, the point of departure for his critique of Hegel's 

dialectic. We than analyse the structure of Marx's critique 

of Political Economy, and of his conception of communism, by 

reference to principles derived from both Hegel and Feuerbach. 

Our investigation of Marx's thought in the 1844 Manu

scripts leads us to the following conclusions. The reality 

of a class struggle, which had haunted Marx's thought as of 

his journalistic experience in 1842, erupts into his philo

sophic consciousness early 1844 through his contact in Paris 

with the working-class and their theorists and ideologues, 

French socialists and communists. This decisive experience 

-- the philosophic discovery of the proletariat -- determines 

a shift in Marx's ideological orientation towards a political 

position based on the interests and needs of the working-class. 



-37 

To represent this shift in theory Marx formulates a theory 

of communism, on the basis of an analysis that combines an 

ethical discourse on alienated labour with a scientific ana

lysis of the capitalist system. Marx's theoretical position, 

formed through a simultaneous critique of Hegel and Feuerbach, 

yields an important discovery reflected in the formation of a 

new concept, but is beset by the ambiguity of an unresolved 

problem: how to reconcile the principles of a philosophic 

critique with those of a scientific analysis. In regards to 

this problem there is no question of an 'epistemological break' 

with the philosophic problematic underlying the inversely 

related philosophies of Hegel and Feuerbach. Despite the fact 

that Marx moves beyond the horizons of both Hegel and Feuer

bach, and that he begins to perceive the reality eluded and 

distorted by German ideology, Marx's text escapes neither the 

idealist metaphysic of a philosophic problematic, nor its 

ideological schema. As a result -- and we address ourselves 

here to the central polemic underlying our study -- we take 

issue with the prevailing tendency to view the 1844 Manu

scripts as the basis of Marx's philosophy: its principles ul

timately derive from Hegel and Feuerbach, and are not specific 

to Marx; they do not form the theoretical basis of Marx's 

later economic and historical studies. 

Chapter eight 

To settle this problem in dispute, the strategic cen

tre of our re-assessment of Marx's early thought falls not on 

the 1844 Manuscripts but on two polemics (also written in 1844) 

and a series of cryptic theses hurriedly written by Marx in 

1845 for later elaboration. 

Of the two polemics at issue we attach a special sig

nificance to the first, in which Marx comments on an article 

written by Arnold Ruge for the Paris Vorwarts. This short, 

generally disregarded and little appreciated essay, commands 

this attention in that it records a fundamental break in 
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Marx's thought with the Hegel of the nee-Hegelian movement, 

a break not with its underlying problematic but with its 

ideological schema of theoretical praxis. This break, pre

cipitated by the outbreak of the working-class movement in 

Germany, forms the basis of a new conception of social revol

ution -- proletarian self-emancipation -- and, in our inter

pretation, constitutes the pivotal point of Marx's theoreti

cal formation: the end of a journey that began in 1842, and 

the beginning of a new direction in theory and politics. 

The first tentative steps towards a new conception of 

history and politics are taken by Marx in an extended polemic 

against a group of Left-Hegelians with whom Marx once associ

ated, but from which he has increasingly distanced himself: 

the 'Holy Family' of 'Bauer and Co.'. At the centre of this 

polemic is a critique of speculative philosophy which, di

rected against his erstwhile companions in theory, is in truth 

motivated by the need for Marx to 'settle accounts' with his 

own 'philosophic conscience', ie., to break away from the pre

suppositions of 'German ideology'. The touchstone of this 

critique of ideology, whose critical formulation in The Holy 

Family anticipates its more systematic presentation a year or 

so later, is the unannounced break which we have located in 

the Vorwarts article. On the basis of this break, Marx for

mulates a new concept of 'revolutionary praxis' and recon

structs his theoretical position -- communism -- on the 'logi

cal basis' of eighteenth century French Materialism. In so 

doing, however, Marx does not yet escape the philosophic pro

blematic of Feuerbach's humanism. Indeed, we show how the 

logical connection between the materialist theorem and the 

concept of revolutionary praxis, the basis for a new concep

tion of politics, is governed by Feuerbach's problematic. We 

argue in this connection that Feuerbach's theory of an 'active 

head-passive heart' which had hitherto governed Marx's epist

emology (cf. the relation of conceptual thought, philosophy, 

to reality) is now (at the level of The Holy Family) simply 
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applied to the proletariat itself. Having rejected the ideo

logy of Feuerbach's schema, Marx nevertheless retains its 

problematic of a human essence, and as a result, authorizes 

the historicist interpretation of Lukacs. 35 At the same time, 

however, Marx again raises the question of an unresolved pro

blem: is the necessity of a proletarian revolution commis

sioned by a philosophic critique of an irrational condition 

a philosophy of praxis -- or by the scientific analysis 

of a rational process -- a science of history? 

To pose this problem takes us right into the heart of 

another short, ambiguous but illuminating text, the Theses on 

Feuerbach, which we subject to a double interpretation: on the 

other hand, the Theses appear to suggest the epistemology of a 

philosophy of praxis; on the other hand, they point towards 

the need for an 'epistemological break' -- the 'end of philos

ophy'. With Marx's concept of revolution ranged against two 

possible frameworks of reference, a philosophy of praxis and 

a science of history, the Theses can be seen alternatively as 

the first 'Marxist' text in which Marx announces the death of 

philosophy in the scientific study of reality and in political 

action; or, as the last text of a philosophic past, the final 

attempt to solve a problem defined by 'philosophy', namely: 

to constitute the 'unifying truth' of idealism and materialism. 

These Theses do inded raise rather than settle the 

question in dispute, although our antithetical presentation of 

their ambiguity has its risks. To settle this question, the 

question of an 'epistemological break', and to conclude there

by our dissertation, we turn to another text, The German Ideo

logy, where Marx himself clears up any ambiguity. 

35cf. above pp.3-4. In effect, our position is that 
the historicist -humanist interpretation of Marx's thought 
has as its centre of reference The Holy' Family. 
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Chapter nine 

Our investigation of Marx's thought clearly supports 

the thesis suggested by Althusser to the effect that in The 

German Ideology Marx makes a thorough-going break with the 

philosophic problematic of his Early Works and establishes 

the theoretical principles of a new problematic, the science 

of history. To focus the essential conditions of this 'break', 

which has both an epistemological and a methodological dimen

sion, first of all we pose the problem confronted by Marx in 

the presuppositions of 'German ideology', presuppositions that 

bind both Hegel's Philosophy of History and its inverted form, 

Feuerbach's Philosophy of Man, to the metaphysic of an ideal

ist dialectic. Secondly, we examine Marx's critique of ideo

logy -- of 'philosophy' as ideology -- to record Marx's at

tempt to set up the study of history on a new basis: the em

pirical premises of a positive science, Historical Material

ism. Thirdly, we show that on this new basis Marx breaks 

with the epistemology of a human essence, and, in consequence, 

with all analytical methods that have as their point of depar

ture, their ultimate point of reference, the concept of 'Man'. 

In effect, we argue that Marx finally breaks with the philos

ophic problematic of his early thought to establish the prin

ciples of a new science. Fourthly, we examine the theory of 

ideology which Marx formulates with reference to these prin

ciples, and applies to the study of history, to conclude that 

there is no longer any question of a Hegelian dialectic -- nor 

of its inverted form, a Feuerbachian dialectic; that Marx's 

new conception of history and politics breaks with the princi

ples of a philosophic dialectic, and establishes the basis for 

new principles, a new method. Fifthly, we establish the the

oretical implications of this break, and settle the question 

of Marxian dialectic,vis-a-vis Hegel and Feuerbach, with res

pect to Marx's theory of the state and his theory of a com

munist revolution. Lastly, with reference to the structure of 

our general argument, we address the essential problem under
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lying our study, namely that of the relationship between Marx

ism and the working-class. Although we cannot settle this 

problem, and indeed at the level of 'The· Ge'rtrian Ideology the 

problem cannot even be properly posed, we firmly establish as 

a point of principle that the search for Marx's philosophy 

should not be directed at Marx's Early Works, but at his 

Mature Works. Although Marx himself, unlike Hegel and Feuer

bach, did not systematize the theoretical principles of his 

philosophy a critical reading of The German Ideology, sup

ported by our investigation of Marx's theoretical formation 

at least shows us where to look, or, rather, where not to look. 

History has not yet absolved us from this task. 



CHAPTER TWO 

THE PHILOSOPHIC PROBLEMATIC OF THE IDEALIST 
DIALECTIC 

The problem of Marx's relation to Hegel and Kant, the 

question of his dependence on the idealist proble_matic of 

their philosophies, is a very complex one; and indeed we can

not hope to do it justice within_the scope of our present 

study. Nevertheless, it is impossible to dispel the theoret

ical confusion that results from attempts to push Marx back 

into H.egel without a clear understanding of what is at stake. 

To address this problem, and at the same time to set up a cen

tre of refere·nce for our investigation of Marx's thought, we 

will attempt a summary exposition of the philosophic problem

atic of German Idealism, a theoretical system unified by the 

concept of freedom, and constituted by Kant and Hegel's op-

posed solutions to the problem of knowledge -- the dialectic 
1of reason. Without addressing ourselves to the many prohlems 

of the philosophical interpretation of I\ant and Hegel's works, 

we will· reconstruct the idealist problematic of the concept 

of freedom as the framework for Marx's early theoretical re

flections, the basis of ~ critical theory within -.;.vhose space 

Marx thinks all of his problems and their solutions, but with 

which he will eventually break as the condition of a scienti

fic study of history. 

l 
~This summary exposition is a highly compressed form 

of, an extended three-part study completed by this writer as 
the ·basis for my dissertation: 'Kant and Hegel on the Pro

. blem of Knowledge: The Dialectic of Reasori'; 'Hegel on the 
Problem of .Modern Civil Society'; 'The Hegelian Problematic: 
Reason in History' (unpublished, McM.aster University, 1973-74). 

42 
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1 


THE PROBLEM OF KNOWLEDGE 


The central problem underlyi~g modern philosophy, the 

pivotal point from which Kant and Hegel's thought develop, is 

the problem of knowle~ge: to secure a valid relation of unity 

between thought and being ·or, as otherwise formulated, be

tween reason and reality, nind and matter, spirit and nature, 

freedom and necessity. As seen with great lucidity by Hegel, 

this problem of knowledge has its basic formulation in Kant's 

Critique of Pure Reason and centres on a clash of two prin

ciples -- idealism, materialism -- that rises out of a ·dis

pute between Rationalism a_nd Ernpiricism, both of which assume. 

that the natural processes of the real world are_ governed by 

an 'objective reason' of universal and necessary relations, 

and that generally speaking man admits of a 'subjective rea

son', a natural faculty by which potentially he can grasp 

the nature of the world, understand its essential structure, 

and ascertain its laws. At the basis of this dispute is a 

different conception of the origins of knowledge. For the 

Rationalists, the 'Understanding' can grasp the true nature 

of reality when it is purged of 'sensuousness' , ie. , with 

'pure reflection' which i? to regress from sense-experience 

upon the innate conc~pts of the mind. For the Empiricists, 

on the contrary, knowledge proceeds not from innate concepts 

hut from sense-perception, ie., from an 'outer experience' 
2of a pre-given world. 

2our discussion of th5_s problem of -knowledge centres 
on Immanuel Kant,· ·cri ti·qu·e· of· Pure· Reas·on, trans·. Norman Kemp 
Smith (New York: St. Martin's Press, 1965}. and ..G.W.H. Hegel, 
The· L·o·gic, translated from The Ericy·clop·ae-ai·a· ·of" ·the Philosophi
cal Sciences by W. Wallace (London: Oxford University Press, 
1972). Hereinafter, the two works respectively referred to as 
CPR and Enc.L. Although the dispute between Rationalism and 
Empiricism has many points of reference (notably in Hegel's 
History of Philosoph:'f_, 111, and Enc. L. , chapters three and four) 
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Within the :framework of this analysis both conceptions 

of knowle~ge are ·inversely-related and. go~erned by a shared 

principle of 'truth'; that of an irrrrnediate,- abstract identity. 

Bither the part~culars of sense ·are ·subsumed under a presup

posed universal, and 'being' is collapsed into 'thought', or 

vice versa, the universal is abstracted from objects of sense 

and 'thought' is collapsed into 'being'~ 3 
In the first case, 

we have a rationalist metaphysic which grounds the idealist 

Rrdposition that the sense-world seems to be, but is not; and 

t:hat God and ,God alone is t:i1e truth. 4 It does so by suggesting 

the power of thought to know 'all' reality, ie., to .. grasp the 

'A~solute'· -- the inner unity of the finite and the in~inite, 

and as such, the 'totality' of the subject-object relation. 

In the second case, we have an empiricist anti-metaphysic 

which denies the speculative power of thought to extend it

self beyond experience, and as a consequence, forms a scepsis 

of metaphysical speculation. 

The problem of knowledge here posed is as follows. On 

the one hand, since epistemology has to explain the origin of 

knowledge, the formation of concepts, it cannot take knowledge 

as pre-given, but must go back to the conditions from which it 

is produced: sense-perception and reflective thought. In this 

sense, epistemology is~necessarily a 'theory of elements' 

where thought is 'one of the two', and is conditioned by the 

.• 

our study takes its inspiration from the investigations of Lu
cio Colletti in Marxism and Hegel (London: NLB, 1973). 

3cf. Hegel's reconstruction of the first two 'attitudes 
of thought to objectivity' (Enc.L., ch.3-4) wherein he assimi
lates :Rationalism to Empiricism with respect to their method 
of demonstration, .whose canons of procedure are represented 
in the m:odus ope·ranc1i of the scientific method. 

4Ib·i'd., pp. 139 , 178 • 
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'other' external to it: there can be no tho~ght unless an ob

ject to be thought is pre~given. On the other hand, inasmuch 

as the stipulation of conditions in which knowle~ge is produ

ced is itself a~ act of thought, that which at first appears 

to place limits. on thought reveals itself '!=-O be a condition 

imposed by thought for itself: there can be no _thought, or 

consciousness bf an object, except by means of the self-con

sciousness of the Subject. Far from being just 'one of two', 

thought appears as the 'totality' of the relationship, and as 

such, a 'self-actualizing universal'. In the first case, when 

epistemology purports to be an.enquiry into the genesis. of 

knowledge, it has to view concepts as a resultant,-a point of 

arrival dependent on extra-logical conditions. Unless it is 

to be a form of immediate knowledge, a faith, knowledge must 

be able to manifest itself at the end of a process -- from 

'being' to 'thought'. This is to say, the concept must be 

mediated and conditioned by experience. To think the world 

philosophy must presuppose its 'other', which is to say, phi

losophy owes its origin to exper ience. In the second case, 

just the reverse: since the very attempt to explain the thought 
-process implies an act of thought., concepts are seen in 

terms of an 'original organic unity' that is essential to 

them. As a result, the concept is a prius, and epistemol~gy, 

despite itself, presents us with the priority not of real con

ditions, but of the thought that articulates them. To think. 

the world, philosophy thus presupposes not its 'other' but it

s elf, the apriori concept, the Idea. Knowledge is already 

given (prior to experience), and mediation and development 

serves only to acquire consciousness of what already exists~ 

5cf. Hegel's subheading 12 ,· En'c• .L. I p .19 I in which he 
traces out this problematic. 
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This 'problem', ,is the ·symptomatic point around which 

Kant and H~gel's tho~ght develops. The problem: is thought 

one of two elements, and as such, derived from and condition

ed by experience? Or is it the totality of the relationship, 

and as such, pregiven? Underlying this problem is the clash 

of two principles. The -:first holds that since all explana
.......... 


tion is a ·s·cire· 'p·e'r' ·c·a·us·as any theory that proposes to explain 

knowledge cannot ~o ot~er than stipulate limiting conditions 

placed on thought, ie., apply to thought the principle of cau

sality. Its presupposition: the heterogeneity of thought 

and being, and the dependence of the former on the latter. 

The second principle holds that since thought is 'subjectivi

ty', and therefore a spontaneous activity, it is irreducible 

to causal explanation. Its presupposition: the· identity of 

thought and being, with an essential dependence of the latter 

on the former. The first principle, which defends the priori

ty of real conditions, establishes the epistemological basis 

of materialism: the truth of the finite is its materiality 

(the 'necessity of being'). 6 The second principle, which de

fends the priority of an original thought, establishes the 

epistemological basis of idealism: 'the truth of the finite 

is.~~ its ideality' (the 'freedom of thought'). 7 

Kant's Solution to the Problem of Knowledge 

Both of these principles, the freedom of thought and 

the necessity of being, have their corresponding dogmas, the 

one given by Rationalism, the other by Empiricism. 8 It is in 

6Enc.L., p. 81. 

.7En·c • L • , p • 1 7 8 • 

8According to Hegel (who here follows Fichte and will 
later be followed by Feuerbach) the relationship bet~·1ecn Ra
tionalism and Idealism on the one hand, and Empiricism and Ma
terialism on the other, is a matter of 'consistent development' 
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his attempt to reconcile these ·opposed principles, to rescue 

them from their corresponding d~gmas, that Kant confronts the 

problem of knowledge ·in the form of a Critical Question: How 

can the mind be both receptive in relation to the 'matter' of 

sense (the ·reality of a pre:-given world) and active in rela

tion to the power of thought to determine apriori the 'appear

ance' of this reality? 9 This problem,- which guides Kant's en

quiry into the limits of Understanding, is found at the very 

centre of Kant's Critical Theory, the essential supports of 

which can be found in section two of the Transcendental De

duction of the Pure Concepts of Understanding. Its basic doc

trine: the object of knowledge is not reality as it is in it

self, but rather, its phenomenal appearance, a synthetic re

presentation (thought construct) subject to apriori forms of 

intuition and categories of Understanding. In opposition to 

Empiricism in general, and Hume in particular, Kant argues 

that the source of 'unity', the 'objective' element in exper

ience, cannot arise from experience, but is constituted by the 

formative activity of the Understanding whose 'categories pre

scribe laws apriori to appearances, and therefore to nature, 
10the sum of all appearances'. 

Kant's argument is clear enough. On the one hand, the 

Transcendental Aesthetic points to the existence of a self

subsistent world, the objective reality of which affects our 

senses with something which is transformed into a synthetic 

(unified) representation by the apriori forms of empirical in

tuition. The implication is that to have knowledge one must 

refer thought back to its 'other', an other -- NB -- whose he-· 

terogeneity is qualitative and not forma}., transcendental and 

not merely logical. On the other hand, the· Tra·n·scendental 

(cf. Enc.L., p.118). 

9CP.R, p. 93 lO£_PR,· P· 172 •. 
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De-au·cti·on confirms the powe:r: of tho~ght to determine the 'ob

jective' form of experience,· reality not as it is in itself, 

but as it appear.s to us. The Understanding is both construc

tive of reality, ~nd conditioned, limited by a reality exter

nal to it. In ~gree·ment with the rationalists Kant insists 

that the mind is active, not merely a ·tabu1·a ·rasa. At the same 

time, however, the empiricists are correct in holding that 

forms without content, ie. , mere thoughts, determineneither 

reality nor knowledge. 11 The reason that both Rationalism 

and Empiricism failed to recognize that knowledge requires 

both an active faculty of,concept..... formation (Understanding) 

and a· receptive faculty of perception (sensibility) is that 

they viewed knowledge in an immediate relation to 'things-in

themselves', and as a consequence, either 'sensualiz8d' thought 

or 'intellectualized' sense-data (which is to treat them as 
12phenomena of an inner essence). Operative in either case 

is an a-critical confusion of thought and being: to treat be

ing as a predicate of thought, or conversely, thought as a pre

dicate of being. Against this a-critical confusion Kant in

sists that 'being' is always something 'more' in relation to 

thought. Applying only to the appearance of phenomena, know

ledge is conditioned by a world beyond experience and there

fore indeterminate and unknmvable. The world formed a.pd under

stood by the mind is but the 'representation of things which 

are unknown ••• in themselves•. 13 As 'appearances, ie., mere 

11cPR, pp. 93 , 265 • 

12cPR, pp.276-96, Appendix: 'On Concepts of Reflection' 
Kant's-centres of reference are Locke and Leibniz. As to the 
latter Kant speaks of the 'strange presumption' by which the 
concept is formed via an abstraction from its 'many necessary 
conditions of intuition', which are then 'treated as not being 
there at all ••• [allowing nothing] to the thing beyond what is 
contained in the concept' (CPR, p.289). 

13CPR, p. 173 . 
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representations' these 	phenomena 'have no independent exis
, 14 

tence outside our tho~ght'. 

Kant's argument can be summed up simply: the formative 

activity of Understanding determines the world as it appears 

to us, but not its real substratum which is beyond experience 

and thus beyond knowledge. On the one hand, tho~ght has an 

essential function in constituti~g the 'objective' element of 

experience, viz. a consciousness of universal and necessary 

relations in reality. On the other hand, as Hegel observes 

(or rather, laments): 'the Kantian objectivity of thought ••• 

are s~ill only thoughts and separated from the thing-in-it

self 1 .15 Hegel's point is clear enough. As an apriori con

stituent of experience, a Kantian 'objectivity' refers to the 

universality and necessity of the 'form' of thought, which is 

the form of the world as it appears to us. Thought may have 

(under conditions of knowledge) an 'objective reference' to 

reality, but it cannot overcome its 'otherness'. In spite of 

its 'objectivity' thought is a 'purely subjective act'. As 

one element within the ensemble of experience its unity does 

not encompass 'all' of reality, which is to say, it is never 

more than one side of the 'totality•. 16 

In this refusal to extend thought beyond the field of 

possible experience Kant adopts what Hegel will call the 'sub

jective' point of view, which stipulates limits beyond which 

thought cannot go. In doing so -- and this is the key to ou~ 

14CPR, p.439. 

15Enc.L, par.41, Z.2. 

16The force of Kant's position is clear, despite its 
frequent misinterpretation. Kant's entire discussion refers 
to the nature of the thought-proc2ss, the process of scienti
fic abstraction, a process obviously restricted to thought, 
viz. the elaboration of percepts and intuitive representations 
into concepts by the application of the rules of logical judge
ment, which are indeed apriori to experience. 

http:totality�.16
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interpretation of Kant's position -- he effectively upholds 

the principle ·of materialism (the minimum basis for an epis

temology of science)". At the same time he ·thereby poses for 

German Idealism its fundamental problem: to remove the limi
• • . I 

ting conditions placed on thought, a precondition for reali
. . ...... . 

zing 'the ·true· 'obj·e·c·tivi·ty of thought' which ·1 1ies in the fact 

that thoughts ·are not merely our thoughts, but .•• the essence 
tl7of things, and of what is objective in general. 

Kant's Theory of Reason 

In stipulating extreme limits for knowledge Kant re

jects the metaphysical principle of an identity of opposites~

based on the a-critical reduction of the 'thought-being' rela

tion into a simple relationship of concepts within thought. 18 

The real world given in empirical intuition constitutes the 

substratum of a logical judgement, and is irreducible to it. 

As put by Feuerbach, and taken up by Marx, the concept does 

not generate itself, which is to exist as thinking outside 

the necessary conditions of intuition. It is, rather, the 

outcome of a process in which percepts and their representa

tions are synthesised into the unity of their concept, which, 

according to Kant, is to represent the object-world as a sys

tem of sense-data unified by laws common to all human exper

ience. The 'unity' of this 'appearance' is secured by means 

of the logical rules of judgement {categories of Understan

ding) which constitute the apriori principles of all science. 

_ 17LOC. .Cl."t.• 

18cf. Kant's critique of the Ontological Argument, 
founded on the ~rresolvability of existenc~ into a mere con
cept, which is rescued by .Marx from Schelling's criticism of 
it in a note to his Doctoral Dissertation in a ma~ner highly 
suggestive ·of Feuerbach. This theme forms a'•central leitmo
tif of our study, and can be traced-from chapter three below, 
through our reconstruction of Feuerbach's philosophy in chap
ter five, to our various reformulations of Marx's critique of 
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Since ·the categories of Und~rstanding determine merely the 

way the world appears' to us, and since their application is 

clearly restricte~ to__ the empirical, the elem~nt of 'unity' 

within experience, ie., the ·1?gical universal,· is clearly not 

without limits. Nevertheless, to restrict knowledge to the 

empirical sug~ests the p~ssibility of thinking beyond its li

mits. Indeed, says Kant, 'to ·think and to ·know an object are 

••. by no means the same thing•. 19 This form~thought, which 

does not apply itself to experience, but rather directs the 

Understanding beyond it, Kant calls 'Reason•. 20 The function 

of this reasoning capacity is to direct the Understanding to

wards a focus imaginarius, a point marked out by the conver

gence of all its rules so as to give its concepts the great

est (possible} unity combined with the greatest (possible) ex

tension. 21 In this, Reason has its legitimate function as a 

canon of knowledge. However, in its speculative demand for 

knowledge of 'all' reality, Reason seeks to free the concepts 

of Understanding from its extreme limits by extending them 

beyond the empirical via a process of 'dialectical inference'. 

The result, Kant immediately adds, is an 'illusion', a meta

physical abstraction: the ideal of an unconditioned unity, the 

Absolute. This metaphysical illusion of pure reason, resting 

on dialectical inference 1 is produced by an illegitimate 

(transcendental} use of the categories as an organon of know

ledge -- 'to take the subjective necessity of a connection of 

our concepts .•• for an objective necessity in the determina

tion of things in thernselves• 22-- rather than as a canon. In 

Hegel's 	dialectic in chapters three to nine. 

19cPR, p.161. 

20cPR, pp.300ff. 

21cPR, p.533. 

22CPR, p.299. 
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this transcendental application (the dialectic of reason) the 

categories of Understandi~g are ·extended towards the 'absolute 

totality of conditions' to which 'no corresponding object can 
23· · · · ' . B t . t . d kb e given in sense-experience • y rying o provi e ~now-

ledge of what ~ies· beyond experience, Rea~on 'oversteps its 

extreme limits, producing only antinomies, and an ideal with

out reality•. 24 The 'absolute whole of appearance' thus re

mains 'only an Idea', a 'dialectical illusion', which 'con

sists in treating the subjective condition of thinking as be
25ing knowledge of the object' . 

With Kant's discovery of this 'logic of i:llusion', a 

dialectic of reason (pairs of opposed, mutually conflicting 

synthetic apriori propositions), his enquiry into the extreme 

limits of (theoretical) Understanding comes to a head. The 

symptomatic point of this enquiry falls on the third antinomy 

of pure reason, which rises in the· simultaneous recognition 

of the 'necessity of nature' and the 'freedom of will' that 
26 appears to contradict it. From the point of view of scien

ce there is no freedom: the determinism'.·of natural· law is a 

prius with respect to the Understanding, and is an essential 

principle of scientific explanation. From the point of view 

of the Subject, however, the problem is not to understand but 

to act, which requires the possibility of self-determination, 
27 an ideal causality that presupposes 'freedom of will 1 

• 

23cPR, p.318. 

24cPR, p.319. 

25cPR, p.361. 

QGCPR, pp.464-79. 

27CPR, pp.464-5. 
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How does Kant confront this problem? Since philoso

phy 'cannot give up the concept of nature any more than that 

of freedom' it must 'assume that no ·re·a1 contradiction will 

be found! 28 Rationalists and Empiricists confronted this ap

parent contradiction by recognizing 'acts of freedom' as a 

subjective appea~ance but not as a principle of explanation: 
.·. 29 

the mind is free, but nature is subject to necessity. This 

rejection of teleological explanation, the principle of clas

sical metaphysics, in favour of an efficient causality threa

tens the principle of subjectivity (the 'dialectic of human 

activity'), a problem I<ant eludes by seeing it as falsely po

sed: the contradiction only arises as a 'dialectical illusion' 

(to which one should not ascribe reality). To escape this 

alleged contradiction of a Subject which seems to be free but 

is yet subject to law Kant conceives of the Subject as free 

in a different sense than when it submits to the laws of na

ture. Here we have the heart of Kant's solution, which is to 

conceive of the problem as a relation between two objects of 

knowledge two worlds orie of which is (phenomena) and 

the other of which is not but ought to be (noumena). In re

lation to these two worlds, man appears in two senses: as ho

mo noumenon, an active Subject, and as such, an absolute end 

in himself; and as homo phenomena~ subject to the causality 

of natural law. 

This raises the question: How can man be looked at 

in these t'\•TO senses? Kant answers: 

2 ~arit-, Groundwork of the Metaphysic ·of Morals, trans. 
by H.J. Paton· (New York: Harper & Row, 1964), pp.123-31. 

29cf. Enc .•L par 35 . 
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[by recognizing that1-~now1edge ..may ..be related. to its object 
••• either as merely "determining ·it and ·its· 'con·c·e·pt . {which 
must be supplied.. from -elsewhere) or as also maki.ng 'it ac·tual. 
The former is· ·the·oretical, the latter,· ·p'r'ac·ti·c·a1 l:nowledge of 
reason. 30 

The theoretical and practical functions of reason es

tablish man in two different relations to the world, which in 

turn allows man to be looked at in two different senses. The 

theoretical function of reason, as pointed out, is to direct 

the understanding towards an ideal unity beyond experience --· 

to conceive of the 'logical possibility' of freedom ('I can 

not know t but 1 I can yet think freedom'). 31 In this function, 

however, reason 'cannot procure reality for its ideas; it 

would thereby overstep its extreme limits, producing only an

tinomies and an ideal without reality•. 32 Nevertheless, al

though freedom 'is only an idea', and 'its objective reality 

is itself doubtful' it is established as a 'logical possibi
33lity' in that it is not contradicted by the la\'TS of nature. 

To move towards the 'real possibility' of freedom Kant turns 

from reason in its theoretical function to reason in its prac

tical function. For the Practical Reason the problem is no 

longer to produce the concept of freedom, but to 'bring about 

its existence', to actualize it as objectively real. No lon

ger a question of theoretical understanding, in relation to 

which reason produces only illusions, reason finds its true 
34

and legitimate function in practical activity.

30cPR, p.18. Here and always emphasis is specifically 
added by writer unless otherwise stated. 

31cPR, p. 28. 

32cPR, p.319. 

33cPR·, pp. 478 •- - 9 

34cf. Groundwork, p.358: '-a rational being who is con

http:reality�.32
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Kant g~ounds the Practical Reason on the postulate 

of a free will,· presupposed as the property of all individuals 
. d . d ea11y rat. 1 b . 35 Th e b . .conceive i as iona ei~g~ asic premise of 

Kant's 'practical concept' is man as· homo· ·n·oume·non: the ra

tional will which determines itself according to universal 

law, as prescribed apriori by reason for freedom. This aprio

ri law, prescribed as a subjective maxim for action, is that 

of the unconditional ·(categorical) necessity of the moral im

perative: to act 'as· if according to a unive~sal law'. 36 

Thus does Kant formulate the problematic of 'rational 

action', as set by the antinomy of freedom and necessity, res

pectively presupposed by morality and science. On the· one 

scious of a causality through reason•••must of necessity make 
it practically, ie., in Idea, the condition of all his volun
tary actions'. Here we have the thesis of the primacy of the 
Practical Reason over the Theoretical, a thesis which Hegel 
recapitulates as the second form of the Idea in its march to
wards the Absolute, but which Lenin and many other Marxists 
(and non-Marxists) mistakenly attribute to Hegel himself. 

35Groundwork, pp.ii4ff. Kant's 'practical' (non-de
deuced) concept of freedom is justified, though ~ot proven em
pirically, by - the Critique of Pure Reason. ID.though free 
will, and the necessity of the moral imperative, are taken by 
Kant as necessary postulates, they are beyond the power of 
human reason to theoretically grasp. Their intelligibility, 
says Kant, 'is precisely the problem we cannot solve' (ibid., 
p.130}. In short, Kant's Practical. Reason is pased ·on ·the 
postulate of freedom and not-on his Critique of Pure Reason. 
As a result, it is quite possible, as we do, to treat the two 
Critiques in isolation, and to refer (in our reference for 
Marx's thought) only to a cornerstone argument of the Critique 
of Pure Reason. 

36Kant, Philosophy of Law, Introduction, par.3, as quo
ted by Hegel in The Ph;i_1·o·sophy of' Ri.ght (New York: Oxford Uni
versity Press, 1969), par.33. ·cf.Grou·nd\v'ork, pp.87-8. 
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hand, if there is to be· ration·a-i- kn·ow'ledge (scientific un
' 

derstanding) the object must be already determinate in itself. 

Only· that which is pre~gi.ven can be determined reflectively 

by thought. Our actions, as events in the world we know, 

must be as completely ~etermined as everything ·else {'sen

sible in its effects'). On the other hand, action presuppo

ses free will, the corollary of which is that the world that 

we determine in action must be indeterminate, capable of being 

given a form. We can only know a determinate world; we can 

only act in an indeterminate world. Therefore, if action is 

real, if freedom is not a mere illusion, the world in which 

we act must be unknowable in itself. The merely possible, 

the non-existent, ie., the future (a field of possibility) 

cannot be known. Only the past (a field of actuality) is ful

ly determined, and thus knowable. 

Thus Kant resolves the antinomy of freedom. With the 

problem conceived of as a relation between a world which is 

and a world which is not but ought to be, we have a theoreti

cal determination of the past {discovery of the necessary con

ditions of its appearance) and the practical determination of 

the future (action in the real world). With man conceived in 

both a theoretical and a practical relation to the world one 

can with Kant think without contradiction of man in two dif

ferent senses: as an active subject intelligible in the free

dom of his action (conceived in relation to a universal law 

experienced as inner ne~essity); and as homo phenomenon7 · 3cn

sible in the effects of his action (understood in relation to 

the laws of nature experienced as external necessity). 

To appreciate Kant's position it should be emphasised 

that science and morality have a different jurisdiction over 

the same territory of experience, which is to say, even tho~gh 

man can understand the past and rea·s·on about the future he is 

bound to.an inescapable present as the point of his action, 
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which is to actualize ~1hat apart ·from action is merely pos

sible. It is in the attempt to think the conditions of this 

action that Kant formulates as the basis of his position a 
.............. 


·theory of mo·ra1i·tv: the individual, in the subjectivity of 

his will, and in a practical relation to the world, confronts 

his material existence with an inner universal (moral iaw). 

Within the problematic of this theory the problem posed is to 

resolve a tension between two possible modes of action: in re

lation to 'necessity' (in dependence on Desire) and in relation 

to 'freedom' {out of conformity to moral law). The· moral 

struggle here adduced is resolved when the individual will is 

in harmony with the universal, ie., when it becomes what it 
37ought to be (rational) . 

It is in this theory of morality that one can find the 

essential condition of Kant's solution to the problem of free

dom, and (with Hegel) confront the limits of his thought. The 

position that emerges from Hegel's various and trenchant cri

tiques of Kant's theory of morality is somewhat as follows. 38 

That man ought to be-moral (in identity with his concept) is 

postulated as a subjective unity which necessarily confronts 

the objectivity of the real as external to it. The unity of 

the Idea of the Good {what ought to be) and the Idea of th,s

True (what is) is an 'absolute postulate, but it is no more 

than a postulate, ie., the absolute afflicted with subjecti

vity'. 39 Presupposing the duality it would solve, Kant's so

lution displaces the unity of reason into an indeterminate 

beyond. The solution (unity) remains ever an inexistent tho

ught, an Ought based on the formal universality of a subjec

tive ideal. It escapes the present, Hegel concludes, as an 

impotent Ought,· surrendering to an anticipated but never con

. - -3-7- . "' - - - . 9 -GrounGT:/ork, p.6 .• Cf .Kant's note. 

38cf •. Hegel's Th~ Science of Logic (London: Allen & 
Unwin, 1969}, p. 820; The Phenomenology of Mind• (New York: Hur
per & Row, 1967), ch.Vl.C.a; Philosophy of Hight (New York: 
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sumnated future. 

Kant's Idea· of Orga·n·ic· Unity 

Kant himself was aware ·of the problem left unresolved 

in his first two ·critiques, viz. 'the ·possibility of a caus

ality through freedom in harmony with the universal law of 

natural necessity'-. 40 It is in his third critique, that of 

Judgement, that Kant _attempts to reconcile the positions of 

science and morality, and, in effect, to conceive of reality 

as a unity of opposites, which is to meet Hegel's 'demand 

that ·the Idea of unity •.• be established not as a beyond but 
41 as a present'. It is in Kant's remarks on this 'postula

ted harmony of nature and free purpose' that Hegel sees Kant's 

most significant contribution to philosophy (ie., idealism): 

'It is in these apergus alone that the Kantian philosophy ri
42

ive ht' I 

continues, Kant 'has put before us the Idea' which 'exper

ience presents .•• in the products of organic nature', and in

tuition apprehends in the 'present reality of living organisms 
43 

ses t o the specu1a t . heig. • I n these remarks, Iege1 

and of the beautiful in art•. Reality, in this aesthetic 

intuition, is given as an organic whole in which an immanent 

end becomes manifest in the ideal totality of its conditions. 

And the unity of the Idea emerges not in a theoretical under

standing of a determinate past, nor in a reasoning about an 

indeterminate future, but as an immediate intuition of the 

present as an organic whole, the manifestation of a realized 

ideal. 

Oxford University Press, 1969), pp.75ff. These works respec
tively referred to hereinafter as Logic,· PM, PR. 

39Logic,· p. 820. 40c.PR,· p. 467 . 

41 .. . . 42History of Philosophy, 111, p.464. Enc.L., p.112. 

43 Enc.L., pp.112-3. 
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The significance of Kant's asthetic concept of te
, 

leological.judgement: is ·that it ·'radically transforms the . . 

relation which the Understanding institutes between means 

and ends,· between subjectivity. and objectivity'. 44 In the 

concept of a 'concrete unity' Kant establishes a different 

relation between the ·universal and the particu~ar than that 

on which the theories of the Pure and Practical Reason ·are 
45

founded. Recalling the two preconditions of unity there 

are two polar positions possible: either thought conditions 

(idealism) or it is conditioned (materialism). In his Cri

tique of Pure Reason Kant adopts the first position, defen

ding it with the concept of an 'original unity of appercep-_ 

tion'. But, says Hegel, this recognition is only formal in 

that it is restricted to the subjectivity of thought, limi

ted by the independent reality of the 'thing-in-itself'. In 

effect, says Hegel (and we agree with him}, Kant assumes the 

first position, but proves the second: that thought is a con

ditioned, and thus 'abstract' (one side of the 'totality'). 

Nonetheless, Hegel continues, Kant's teleological judge

ment at least 'gave the Idea an intellectual expression', and 

'led the mind to grasp and think the concrete Idea•. 46 Kant's 

problem was that though he intuited the Idea, and gave it an 

intellectual expression, he was unwilling to think it. In 

treating the Idea as 'only a principle of criticism, purely 

personal to~ understanding', Kant allows the possibility 

of nature's conformity to freedom.while maintaining an irre

ducible distinction between ideality as thought and reality 

as known. By describing 'harmony ••• as merely subjective, 

somet~ing which merely ought to be, and which ••• is not real' 

Kant's grasp of Reason is 'abstract', ie., within one aspect 

44 . 
Enc.I.., p.114. 

45  46Enc.I.., p.113. Enc.I.., p.113. 
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of the totality·.-47 As .a conseg:uen~e, the unity.which Hegel 

would have an 'absolute, ~elf-conscious actuality' escapes 

reality as a mere ·tho~ght, an ought to be. 

The· L·imi ts· Removed': Fichte •·s· Phil·os·ophy ·o·f· Praxis 

The basic problem confronted by Kant was that of 

the problem of knowledge. On the one hand, the possibility 

of thou9ht requires a pre-given object, and knowledge sti

pulates limiting conditions for thought. This establisheo 

the scientific standpoint in which knowledge proceeds 'ac

cording to necessity' (from being to thought), and the con':'; 

cept emerges· as a conditioned, derived by applying to thought 

the principle. of cause.Ii ty. On the other hand, consciousness 

of a pre-given object requires an objective unity of self

consciousness, which establishes the priority not of real 

conditions but of the thought that articulates them. This 

establishes th~ standpoint of Reason in which knowledge pro

ceeds 'according to freedom' (from thought to being), and the 

concept emerges as an unconditioned universal whose ideality 

constitutes the 'ground of being'. ThiB problem, posed by 

Kant within the framework of the subject-object relation, 

together .. with the conditions of Kant's·.solution, becomes the 

pivotal point for the restoration of an idealist metaphysic 

by Fichte, Schelling, and Hegel. It a~so represents the 

point of their departure away from Kant. 

Kant's solution, as we have constructed it, was to 

recognize .limitihg conditions for thought, but yet conceive 

it as the 'totality' of the subject-object relation; and to 

stress the active side of this relation: to ground knowledge 

in the formative activity of the Understanding, and freedom 

in man's practical reason (ie., moral ·will). The 'truth' of 

Kant's solution -- as conceived by both-Fichte ·and Hegel -

is the principle of the Subject's essential freedom, ie., of 

47 
Enc.L., pp.114-5. 

http:cause.Ii
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the power of thought to determine its own reality. Kant's 
'' . 

reflection on this truth, however, is inconsistent. In re

lation to thought proper, man's theoretical · reason, Kant 

confirms the scientific standpoint in which knowledge is con

ditioned by a~d limited to experience. In relation to the 

thinking will, man's practical reason, Kant confirms the 

standpoint of philosophy in which knowledge proceeds from an 

unconditioned, self-actualizing universal. As Hegel puts it: 

'the free self-determination which Kant denied to the specu

lative, he has expressly vindicated for the practical rea- . 

son'. 48 

The problem 
. 
with 

. 
Kant's solution (from the perspec

tive of specqlative, ie., metaphysical, idealism) is that 

both the •formal unity of theoretical understanding and the 

'inward' unity of practical reason are 'afflicted with sub

jectivity'. This is to say, both modalities of Reason (tho

ught, will) confront the objectivity of the real world as ex

ternal to it. This returns us to Hegel's complaint that the 

duality of the subjective and the objective, supported by 

Kant's recognition of a reality beyond knowledge, does not 

realize the 'true objectivity of thought': 'If we are to be

lieve the Critical Philosophy, thought is subjective, and 

its ultimate •••mode is abstract universality or formal iden

tity• .49 This 'subjectivity of knowledge' -- Kant's 'chief 

thought' -- is responsible for 'the sickness of our time 

which is to despair of ever knowing more than something 

subjective•. 50 By admitting the existence of a 'thing-in

itself' Kant places limits on the power of thought, which is 

48Enc.L., p.111. 

49Enc.L., p.121. 

50Enc.L., p.44. 
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to deny the· Yeali.ty of reason, and thereby, to create for 

German Idealism its basic problem: to restore ·the power of 

speculative thought and revive ·among the German people a con

sciousness of Reason. Its precondition: to remove the limi

ting conditions placed by Kant on thought; to see these li

mits as self-imposed by thought as a condition for its own 

development. 

The first to confront 	this problem as his philoso
51phical project was J.G.Fichte. In Fichte's conception of 

philosophy as science, philosophy must be a logically unified 

system of propositions derived from one 'first and absolute

ly unconditioned fundamental principle'. Accordingly, Fichte 

confronts Kant's problem of knowledge as a theoretical en

quiry into the ultimate ground of experience which, as Kant 

has shown, is cha:;:-a~terized by a twofold system of represen

tations accompanied by corresponding' feelings' of freedom 

and necessity. With reference to these representations and 

their corresponding feelings Fichte recognizes two fundamen

tal, antithetical forms of philosophy: that of 'necessity' 

('dogmatism' or materialism) and that of 'freedom' (ideal

ism), neither of which is able to theoretically refute the 

other. With this antithetic, produced in strict theoreti

cal deduction, Fichte faces the question: how to establish 

the ultimate ground of experience, the condition of its uni

ty? Fichte's response: to turn from a theoretical deduction 

from apriori principles to a practical deduction based on an 

'intellectual intuition' grounded in the consciousness of 

moral law, of 'ego' as self-activity and freedom. 

51The following account, supported by a close read
ing of Ficht~·'.s Scie·n:ce· ·of .Knm'l'Tedqe , ed. & trans. by Peter 
Heal th and ..John- Lachs. (!\few Yor}:: Appleton-Century Crofts, 
1970), draws upon Frederick C opleston, A Hi.story of Philo
sophy, vol.7 (New York: Doubleday & Co., 1965). 

http:Yeali.ty
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Kant had admitted an intuition produced by the ·crea

tive power of the productive imagination but had allowed it 

only a heuristic function as a regulati~e principle. Accor

ding to Fichte, however, Kant relied on, and should have ad

mitted, the use of an 'intellectual intuition' when he estab

lished the categorical imperative of a practical reason ground

ed in the consciousness of moral law. This intuition, groun

ded in moral experience, underlies Fichte's enquiry into the 

ultimate condition of unity, and becomes the basis of his 

philosophy. Consistent with Kant's unity of apperception, 

Fich~e's 'transcendental reflection' does not derive a con

clusion from premises (in theoretical deduction) but proceeds 

from the objective unity of self-consciousness which yields 

as a condition of its unity, an intuitive grasp of 'pure ego', 

an infinite, unlimited activity, an endless striving towards 

consciousness of its own freedom. 

This intuition, given in transcendental reflection, 

of an Absolute Ego as the ultimate ground of the unity in 

experience, provides Fichte with the basic proposition of 

his philosophy: ego posits itself (as self-identical, and 

therefore, as all reality). Although Fichte's 'practical 

deduction' from this first principle is notoriously diffi

cult to trace out, it is clear enough that the groun3of the 

subject-object relation is the universal reason of an Abso

lute Ego; and that in consequence, he formulates not only a 

phenomenology of consciousness but also an idealist metaphy

sic. In doing so, in eliminating Kant's 'thing-in-itself',. 

Fichte transforms Kant's Critical Philosophy into pure idea

lism, -a metaphysic of moral action. In the process, Ficbte 

rescues speculative thought from the Enlightenment's concen

tration on the critical, analytical and scientific understan

ding, and draws philosophy towards the romantic exhaltation 

of the power of the productive imagination, the role of feel

ing and intuition, and its longing for the infinite. With 

Kant's theory of knowledge inflated into an idealist metaphy
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sic of reality, the -p:t:eative ·povrer of thought becomes abso

lute, and philosphy is restored to itself. 

In ~escuing the principle of idealism from Kant's 

agnosticism, Fichte sets up for Hegel an antithetic for Spi

noza's conception of the Absolute: from a metaphysic of 'sub

stance' (in a relation of necessity) to one of 'subject' (in 

a relation of freedom). 52 Indeed, for Hegel, the problem of 

the realization of idealism directly coincides with such a 

reformulation of Spinoza's thought. 53 The antithetic in 

question: whereas Spinoza reduced the ideality of thought to 

a subjective 
,· 
appearance in the exhaltation of the necessity 

of the whole, Fichte so reduced the reality of objective con

ditions in the exhaltation of the freedom of the Subject. 

The antithetic of these two conceptions forms the fram~work · 

of Hegel's concept of freedom. While Spinoza conceives of 

freedom, a universal relation of an immanent force, as the 

rational self-determination of the whole, and Fichte main

tains that freedom can only be predicated of a self-conscious 

Subject, the freedom of the thinking will, Hegel combines the 

two: freedom as self-conscious, rational self-·determination 

of a spiritual whole, an ideal totality. 

This principle underlies the diverse forms of idealism 

developed by Kant, Fichte, Schelling and Hegel -- in a word, 

by the school of German Idealism. Formulated as a philosophy 

of theoretical praxis, and understood as the activity of con

sciousness or Spirit as it manifests its essential freedom, 

52cf .PM, Preface, pp,80, 802, and in general. Like 
the PM, Logicreconstructs this process in great detail. 

53cf.History nf Philosophy, 111, p.283: ' •.• The fact 
is that Spinoza is made a testing-point in modern philosophy, 



65 


the diverse forms of .idealism re-affirm the principle. groun

ded in Kant's _presentation of the Subject as .the axis both 

of knowledge and of moral action. To realize -this principle 

Idealism had only to reject Kant's doctrine of the 'thi~g

in-itself' whose ·•otherness' limited the essential activi

ty of the Subject. The task was essentially accomplished 

by Fichte in a conception of Ego that rec~gnizes only self

imposed limits as a condition for its self-realization. In 

Hegel's view, however, neither Fichte nor Schelling after 

him derived from Kant's principle its adequate conclusion, 

which is to grasp the Absolute as a concrete 'unity-in-dif

ference'; to see the terms in opposition (thought, being) 

in relation to a unity that encompasses them. In this uni

ty, the truth of Absolute Reason, -Which has been successive

ly postulated as an iITL~ediate identity (Descartes, Leibniz), 

theoretically denied (Kant), and intuited (Fichte, Schelling), 

is now finally thought, ie., established both at its own 

level and in its own element. 54 In this element, Absolute 

Reason finds its truth not in the one-sided standpoints of 

science and morality, but in the aesthetic-historical stand

point of a realized ideal, which is that 'reason is in the 
55world in other words, with actuality•. 

Hegel's Critique of Understanding 

In this standpoint of a realized ideal, Hegel trans-

so that it may really be said: you a!'."e either a Spinozist or 
not a philosopher at all'. Also ibid., pp.257-8__ · 

54 Cf. Hegel's reconstruction of the dialectic of the 
Idea, as a history and as a system, in PM and Logic. The en
tire process is compressed in the follo\~ng: 'Philosophy takes 
experience ..• as its point of departure ..• - (and] proceeds in 
such a way so as to rise ••. to its own pure and adulturated 
element [thought] .•. ' (Enc.L., p.19). 

55 - 
Enc.L., p.10. 
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forms the l~gical inclusion of opposites that is Reason in

to the very principle of idealism, the point of view.that de

nies that things and the finite world have true reqlity, and 
. ' 11 . '. 56 . .t h at regard s Reason as a · reality • The principle of this 

idealism is clear1:y based on a metaphysic, the identity of 

thou9ht and being, with which Hegel restores the philosophic 

standpoint of seventeenth century Rationalism beaten off the 

field by the French Enlightenment (to be precise, by French 

materialism) and theoretically destroyed by Kant's Critique
57 . 

of Pure Reason. Indeed, from Hegel's perspective, to re

turn_ to the idealist metaphysic of speculative thought is to 

restore 'philosophy' as such, given that 'every philosophy 

is essential~y an idealism or at least has idealism for its 

principle, and,'Hegel immediately adds, 'the question ••• is 

only how far this principle is actually carried out•. 58 From 

the standpoint of this thesis, the problem for philosophy is 

clear: to actualize the principle of idealism, which is to 

say, to translate the Idea into reality. 

56Enc.L. p.178; Logic, pp.154-5. 

57The identity of thought and being is the principle 
shared by Descartes, ·Spinoza. and Leibniz on the one hand, and 
poc:;t-Kantian·idealisrn on the other. In this nrinciple, says 
Hegel, lies the 'genuinely· philosophical and speculative' cha
racter of seventeenth-century metaphysics. As to the relation
ship between traditional metaph.ysics and French materialism see 
for example Marx, The Holy Family (Moscow: Foreign Languages 
Publication House, 1950), p.168. Like Feuerbach, who he fol
lows closely in this respect (see below, chapter five), Marx 
thinks this discontinuity between pre-Kantian and post-Kantian 
metaphysics with reference to French Materialism rather than 
to Kant as we do. The decisive role of Kant in breaking this 
continuity of metaphysics, clearly appreciated by Hegel, is 
inescapable, though unacknowledged by Feuerbach who in fact 
goes back to Kant's critique, <tnd in so doi!lg sets up the ba
sis for Marx's critique of Hegel's dialectic. On this below. 

58L . . 154 5ogic, pp. - • Cf. ibid., pp.160-1;" En·c.L., p.178. 
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This is indeed the problem which Hegel reads into 

the inadequacy of both the old philosophy of traditional 

metaphysics and Kant's Critical Theory. H~gel's thesis, in 

this regard, is that no philoso~hy has suceeded until now in 

solving this problem. Hitherto, the principle of idealism 

has been contradicted ·or negated in its practical execution: 

philosophy has always been: inconsistent with 1tself. Res

ponsibility for this is traced back by Hegel essentially to 

a question of method. Philosophy has adopted, Hegel states, 

the point of view of the 'Understanding', the principle of 

non-contradiction, which is the source of philosophy's most 

deep-rooted inconsistency: to confront the object of reason;

the infinite·and unconditioned, with a finite logic, the me

thod of Understanding. As a result, the old philosophy is 

half-idealism, half-materialism. It is idealism in its sub

stance or content -- the infinite, the Spirit, God. It is 

materialism in its form or method. 

What problem is here involved? The method of Under

standing, which safe-guards the principle of (logical} non

contradiction, sets up an exclusive oppnsiti9n between the 

infinite or universal on the one side, and the finite or par

ticular on the other. On the basis of this analytic distinc

tion the old philosophy is forced to confront the universal 

as an abstraction, an ideal-projected beyond the world, or 

a.espite itself -- to postulate its immediate identity with the 

world. 5 ~ In either case, philosophy is 'embarrassed by the 

difficulty of passing from the finite to the infinite•. 60 

Kant's_ solution to this problem was to stipulate ex

treme J.imi ts for knowledge beyond which philo9ophy loses its 

way in a 'nest of contradictions'. Adopting the standpoint 

59cf. En'c.L., pp. 72-5; L'og'ic, PP-130, 161;" PM, pp. 
113ff, 190; HP, 111, pp.228-9, 264, 358

60 .. 

Enc.L., p.72. 
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of science against th~ principle of philosophical specu

lation Kant rejects the identity of thought and bei~g as a 

metaphysical abs·t.raction, an unreal object produced by an 

illegitimate ·reduction of two orders of reality and the ·treat-· 

ment of a transcendental concept, an Idea, as an object of 

knowledge. Such speculations produce only illu~ions, ta~en 

by metaphysics as real conditions, ie., hypostatized into 

self-subsistent ideas. The attempt by metaphysics to re~ 

solve the contradiction beb1een the· Ts of Nature and the 

Ought of Reason by postulating their transcendent or imme

diate identity has no objective validity. 'Reason cannot 

procure.reality for its ideas'. The Idea of 'totality' re

mains 'a pro~lem to which there is no solution' (in theory). 

This scepsi~ of reason.clearly pose.s for Hegel his 

fundamental problem, which is to actualize the principle of 

idealism as objectively real. The problem is that . of an 

ir-rationalist dualism (the real is irrational in that it is 

external to, and heterogeneous from, thought) which -- and 

here Hegel agrees with Kant -- is inescapable from the point 

of view of Understanding. Indeed, Hegel a~gues, Kant was 

correct in .his criticism of metaphysics for overst~pping the 

extreme limits of its method -- for mis-applying its method 

to an impossible object. One cannot_ grasp the substance of 

Reason, the infinite and unconditioned, by means of finite 

concepts, ie., in accordance with the categories of Under

standing. Scientific understanding is indeed bound by limits 

beyond which it loses its way in -- as Kant puts it - a nest 

of contradictions. 61 Kant's mistake, however, is that in ma

king explicit this 'inconsistency' of the old philosophy he 

rejects its metaphysics rather than its method. Pre--critical 

metaphysics, Hegel asserts, is a 'true' philosophy, ie., a 

form of idealism. However, it is .'genuinely philosophical and 

speculative' only in principle, and not in method, which is 

61Enc.L., pp.60-1. 
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to say, i ~- i~ .ii:icons_istent in the way it develops and eluci

dates its'principle.· 'Its method of demonstration has forced 

it to contradict itself despite ·itself. In its 'exposition 

of the Absolute' pre-critical metaphysics has remained cap

tive of the finite understanding, and thus of 'dogmatism' -
. i · d . . 62ma t eria ism an science. 

While Kant thus ·criticizes metaphysics for its spe

culative extension of the scientific method, Hegel attacks 

the method itself as the basis the 'exoteric teaching' ·drawn 

froM Kant's philosophy, namely that the Understanding cannot 

go beyond experience without producing anything more-than· il

lusions. Used as a 'justification for a general renuncia

tion of speculative thought' this 'exoteric teaching' pro

vides the impulse for Hegel's own philosophical project: to 

think the t~uth of reason at its own level, viz. a metaphy

sical logic, the dialectic of .speculative thought which 

'grasp(s] ••• opposites of thought in their unity•. 63 

The Dialectic of Reason 

To establish this 'truth' of Reason, Hegel not only 

rejects the scientific method, viz. its principle of expla

nation, but also the static conception of the world as a me

chanical system reflected in it, a conception that prevailed 

throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. In tan

dem \·Ii th an emergent Romantic movement, Hegel develops a con

ception of the world as an organic whole;undergoirig a· teleo

logical process of dynamic change and transformation. The 

logic of this dynamic and organic conception is the dialectic, 

which.i... as the theoretical activity of Reason, is identical 

62E.:..nc. L • , pp.61-75. 

63Logic; p.25~ (1812 Preface to the first edition). 
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with the power of speculative tho~ght to transcend all that 

presents itself to the ordinary understanding as fixed and 

limited by its particularity. '!'.his it does· by_. grasping the 

princi.ple of its inherent ·truth, the essence of its phenome

na, which 'when viewed in the whole of its universality ••• 

is the Idea ·or the Absolute'·. 64 By grasping contrad~ction 
not as an absolute ·1imit but as a basis for movement, dialec

tical thought mediates the opposition set up by the under

standing between subjectivity and objectivity by resolving 

its contradiction-in-appearance into a unity-in-essence, ie., 

in Idea.65 
Breaking down the fixity of scientific concepts, 

the dialectic of speculative thought grasps all of its terms 

in opposition as one-sided abstractions from an o~ganic 

whole, an ideal totality in which the real and the ideal are . . 

in identity, ie., in which unity, broken at the level of 

understanding, is restored (at the level of the Idea). 

This speculative drive towards knowledge of the Ab

solute has both a history (the Phenomenology of Mind) and 

forms a system (the Science of Logic). As to its history, 

its significance is that it grounds Hegel's System in the 

'philosophical point of view', namely that 'the truth of the 

finite is ••. its ideality'. In the idealist metaphysic of 

this principle Hegel solves the problem of philosophy's 'be

ginning': is it to proceed from sense-experience, and thus 

take a given objective world as a limiting condition for 

thought? Or does it proceed from a self-identical thought 

grasped as an unconditioned, self-actualizing universal? 
• h presuppose its t oth er I or i t self? 66Does philosop y • • 

64Enc.L., p.24. 

65This is the central operation of H3gel's dialec
tic: to resolve what appea·rs as a contradiction into a unity 
of essence. We will have much oc sion to examine the struc~ 
ture and conditions of this dialectic of reason which reflects 
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The problematic of Kant's solution is based on the 

first position. On the basis _of sense-experience ·the objec

tive world appears as a given, as -- thinki~g of H~gel -- an 

external, self-subsistent reality indifferent to subjectivi

ty. From this perspective the problem is to discover the na

ture of the world ·a:s· ·it ·is. As an object of sense, nature 

appears as a world of phenomena, the objective necessity of 

which is grasped with reference to law. From the standpoint 

of this conditioned thoug~t philosophy views the relation be

tween thought and its 'other' as an objective contradiction, 

the antithesis of the subjective and the objective. 

From this stan<lpoint the speculative exten?ion of 

thought beyond the liraits of experience, the dialectic of 

reason, points towards the illusory reality of an ideal with

out existence. The universal essence of reason, the Ought, 

is external to the phenomena of the objective world, the Is. 

As an object of dialectic, an 'ideal of pure reason', the 

unity of the Idea serves as a maxim for action, but has no 

objective validity for knowledge, ie., as a principle of ex

planation. To take the Idea, a regulative function of thought, 

as a real condition, ie., to use the dialectic as an organon 

of truth, is to confuse the logical process with the way rea

lity itself develops. The result: a 'logic of illusion' in 

which dialectic functions as a hypostasis of concepts, with 

reality attributed to the Idea. To translate this Idea into 

reali t~,, ie., to trans.form ".:he Ought into the Is, and thus 

bring existence into line ·with its concept, it is necessary 

to move from man's theoretical reason to his practical reas

on. 

its metaphysical principle of an inherent truth, the identity 
of opposites. 

66This is, of course, the problem of knowledge fornm
lated by Kant, reposed by Fichte, and now addressed by Hegel. 
Cf. Enc.L., pp.17ff. for Hegel's formulation of this problem. 
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The problematiq of H~gel's solution turns on the di

rect inversion of Kant's position on the prob '.erri of knowledge: 

in order for philosophy to elevate i~self to the Absolute, ie., 

to realize the principle of Idealism, it must abandon the hu

man standpoint of knowle~ge, both in its theoretical and prac

tical forms, and restore the speculative standpoint of a self
67"d . th hi entical oug t. 

From the speculative standpoint of this Idea, in which 

philosophy presupposes not its 'other' but itself, the objecti

vity of the real necessarily appears to thought as its 'self

contradiction', ie., as the 'negation' of its essential free

dom. However, in proceeding from its own proper element 

thought -- philosophy assumes a negative attitude to the ma

terial, objective world, and finds satisfaction in itself, 

which is to recognize 'that the very self of things to become 
68

what they truly are require to be thought'. From the stand

point of this 'subjective self-certainty' thought is able to 

transcend sense-experience, mediate its self-contradiction, 
69and elevate itself to the Absolute. In effect, philosophy's 

67cf. Hegel's movement from the second form of the Idea, 
Knowledge (in which Hegel compresses Kant's Pure and Practical 
Reason, thought proper·and the thinking will) to the·A~solute 
Idea, in which Hegel sublates the inadequacy of Kant's position 
to com e to his own. This movement, traced out both in PM and 
Logic, is replicated as a history of philosophy in the various 
'attitudes of thought to objectivity' in Enc.L. 

68Enc.L., p.62. 

69Note that whereas for Kant knowledge requires thought 
to be mediated by its 'other', for Hegel thought mediates itself, 
ie., it 'negates' its own negation which is the existence of a 
finite world indifferent to its subjectivity. Thought elevates 
itself to universality by recognizing itself as the very 'es
sence' of things, ie., by graspi!J.g 'reason (as) ·a11· reality' • 
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. grasp of the Absolute is corrunensurate with its capacity to 

dialectically n~gate the phenomenal .world as the outward, 

alienated expression of an infinite, self-identical thought 

-- the Idea. The 'system' of this Idea emerges· ·as ·the media

ted result' of a rational process whose syllogistic form ex

presses the 'mediative function of the concept•~ 7 °: As to the 

'form' of this rational process Hegel closely follows Kant. 

However, whereas for Kant.the ·syllogism merely constitutes 

the logical form of judgement, the Science of Logic (which 

yields the Idea as the 'formal' unity of a subjective thought

process) for Hegel 'logic coincides with metaphysics', and as 

a result, the Idea emerges as the inner unity of an objective 
71'life-process•. The 'system' of this Idea, as a mediated 

result of a rational process, is the Absolute, in which philo

sophy achieves its 'highest and final aim'., '"hich is 

to bring about, through the ascertainment of .... harrnony, a re
conciliation of the self-conscious reason with the reason ••• 
in the world -- in other words, with actuality. 72 

And thus, with the consecration of this principle in 


Hegel's System, the impulse of philosphy to transform the 


Ought into the Is gives way to a sober acceptance of the Is 


as the Ought. 


2 

THE PROBLEM OF CIVIL SOCIETY 

With Hegel's presentation of the life-process as the 

70cf. CPR, pp.30lff; End.L., paras. lBlff;· Logic,11, 
1 (3). As the logical figure of a determinative or reflective 
judgement the syllogism ·cschluss)is as formulated by Aristotle 
and expounded by J(ant. 

71 .. L
LilC•• I p.45, 287ff, 347££; Logic, pp.818ff. 

72Enc.L., p.10. 
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mediurn for the dialectic of the Idea, the ·problem of knowled

ge irrupts into history, and, by extension of Hegel's criti

que of Understanding, translates into another problem the 

problem of 'civil ~ociety•. 73 As Hegel reconstructs it, the 

te~dency of the Understanding towards dualism is the immediate 

reflection of a historical process in which the organic unity 

and harmony of the classic world, the Greek Pol.is, breaks down 

and gives way to a new world characterized by division and 

conflict. At the centre of this new world, as the root cause 

of its historic development, is the 'working of the principle 

of personality' which, produced by Christianity, ~as since 

formed the basis of a new civilization based on private pro

perty. 74 Based on the ideal equality and subjective freedom 

of the individual, the working of this principle has had the 

effect of splitting up the organic unity of the social achie

ved in the classic world into a multiplicity of atomized, ~

class-divided individuals in pursuit of their own particular 

ends, who, thus locked in competition and hostile struggle, 

form a separate organization to mediate their property con

flicts and represent their general interest. As a result, we 

73The following discussion draws on and sumrnarizes 
points of interpretation established in th~ writer's second 
introductory study, the focus of which falls on Hegel's PM and 
PR, and at certain points on Rousseau's The Social Contr:::let. 
Chief supportive references are: Lucio Colletti, From Rousseau 
to Lenin {London: NLB, 1973); Karl Lowith, From Hegel to Niet
zsch~ (~Iew York: Holt, Rinehart & Winston, 19 6 4} ; G·eorg Lukacs, 
El Joven Hegel (Mexico, D.F.: Grijalbo, 1963). · 

74The close connection drawn between the Christian 
concept of 'personality' and the bourgeois concept of 'priva
te property' is evident in the following: 'the right of the 
subject 1 s particularity •.. of_ subjective freedom, is the pi-. 
vot and centre of the difference between antiquity and modern 
times. This right .•• given in Christianity ••• has b.ecome the 
universal principle of a new form of civilization' ·(PR, par. 
124 R); 'the general principle that underlies Plato 1 S-ideal 
state violates the right of personality by forbidding the hol
ding of private priperty' (PR, par.46); 'it is about a milleu
nium and a half since the freedom of personality began through 

http:ociety�.73
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have the formation of 'civil soc:iety', _a sphere ·of 'particu

larity' sep~rate from the state, a spher~ of 'universality•. 75 

The problem, first diagnosed by Rousseau, is that of man in 

bourgeois society split.between the particularity of his sub

jective need and the universality of the body-politic. The 

problem as posed by Hegel: to reconcile the subjective free

dom of each individual with the.objective necessity of the 

whole. 76 

H~gel's mature philosophy is best seen in terms of a 

response to this problem which Hegel diagnosed in his early 

works and struggled to solve most of his life. Together with 

his own- and preceding generations of German intellectuals, He

gel confronted this problem with a youthful ideal, which, as 
77his thought developed, was transformed into a system. This 

transformation of a youthful ideal into a rnature philosophi

cal system involves a complex intellectual process in which 

·Hegel, like Rousseau before him, attempts to reconcile the 

opposed principles of the Greek Polis (organicism) and Chris

tianity (individualism) within an idealist standpoint, ie., 

with the individual conceived as a cohesive memeber of an in

tegrated political community governed by reason. In confron

the spread of Christianity to •.• gain recognition as a univer
sal principle from a ••• __small part of the human race. But it 
was only yesterday, we might say, that the principle of the 
freedom of property became recognized in some places ' ·(PR, par. 
62). ~ 

75cf. Hegel's exposition of the transition from civil 

society to the state (PR, pp.122-34, 155ff.). 


76cf. PR, p.33 and par.258, where Hegel takes up and 
closely-followS-Rouss~au with an important difference. For 
Rousseau the subject of the 'General Will" is a community of 
individuals who consciously formulate their will as law. For 
Hegel this rational will likewise expresses the spirit of the 
whole, but man is not its subject; he is its unwitting instru
ment. 

77cf. Hegel's letter to Schelling, November 11, 1800: 
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ti!J.g the problem of civil society with an ideal ·antithesis 

derived from a Greek __conce_pt of 'ethos' H~gel" ·condemns modern 

life as 'irrational', ie., as failing to correspond to its 
?B I ' t . ' . h. 1 . . b ' concep t .• n our in erpretat~on, t is ear y position rings 

Hegel's thought into line with Fichte's subjective idealism 

and with the negative-critical standpoint of Rousseau and the 
. . . . 

Enlightenment phi"l·o·s·ophes. In the subjective idealism of this 

negative-critical standpoint, Hegel escapes the liberal prob

lematic which is to construct the rationality of the whole, 

the law of the state, as a negative restriction on individual 
79 Re]ecting th antithes1sf reed om. . . e . . on wh'ich th'is problema

tic is based, Rousseau, Fichte, and the early Hegel, resolve 

that man secures his freedom in submission prescribed by his 

own reason, and that in truth the rationality of the whole is 

the realization and not the restrict~on of individual free

dom. 80 This solution has two centres of reference:. For 

Rousseau the necessary condition of unity is conceived with 

reference to the concept of law which prescribes conditions 

equal for all. For the young Hegel, unity is conceived with 

reference to the Greek concept of an organic whole in which 

individuality is subordinated to the functional integration 

of unequal conditions. In either case, however, one argues 

specualtively from what is to what ought to be! and the unity 

in question, ie., the Idea of Reason, is a subjective ideal 

to be realized, which is to say, opposed by the objectivity 

of the real. 

'in my scientific development •.• I was compelled towards phi
losophy, and the ideal of my youth had been transformed into 
a system' (in Br'i:efe von und a·n Hegel, ed. by J. Hoffmeister 
(Hamburg, 1952), quoted in .-:Platt, op.cit., p.15). 

7 8cf. the transcription from Hegel's· Rea·1 Phil·osophie 
(1805-6), vol.11, pp.249-51, in Lukacs,· op.-c'it., pp.313-7. 

79cf. Hegel's remarks in~, P?r. 24. 

80cf. Rousseau's concept of a 'General Will', the mo
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In his early period, H~gel's thought was very much 

caught up in this subjective idealism. However, as his 

thought developed, becoming increasingly aware of the ration

ality of the modern world, Hegel broke with his youthful dream 

of restoring the Greek Polis and came to definitively oppose 

the standpoint of subjective idealism, which is to range a

gainst the objectivity of the real its ideal antithesis, the 
81conce?t of Reason. With reference to a dialectical critique 

o= Understanding, Hegel ad9pts instead the standpoint of an 

'objective idealism': to discover the ideal-within the real, 

which, despite its appearance of contradiction, turns out to 

be a rational process. In his systematic exposition of this 

position Hegel comes into relation with two opposed concep

tions of reason: the negative-critical conception of _the 

French Enlightenment and the positive conception of English 
82Political Economy. In the first case, rationality is a 

function of the equality of all individuals, and is interro

gated within each individual as a subjective faculty to or

der ex?erience, criticize existing reality and shape it anew. 

In the second case, rationality is inherent in reality itself, 

and is interrogated within its objective process of develop

raent. The former concept of reason, reflected in the prin

ciple of equality, emerges as an ideal unity to measure real

ity against and direct action towards. Despite the unity of 

ral and political equality of all individuals integrated into 
a body-politic. As both Della Volpe and Althusser have shown, 
this condition, imposed by the clause of total alienation, re
solves the antithesis of freedom and law by conceiving of ·: 
freedom as a function of equality, viz. the freedom of 'the in
dividual forced into the generality of its concept ("Man'). 

81cf. the process of Hegel's 'inEellectual crisis' tra
ced out by Lukacs from the 1801-6 fragments ·cap·.·cit., pp.303ff.). 

82cf. PR, par. 189 Remark. 
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its concept·, _R(?ason confronts the real as external to it, a 

limit to be ·overcome. The latter concept of reason, reflec

ted in the principle of dialectic, emerges not as a·subjec

tive ideal ranged against the conditions of an objective hi

storical movement, but as the inner essence of its phenome

nal appearance. 

In adopti~g the standpoint of this latter concept as 

the basis for his system, Hegel brings into a relation of 

unity two opposed forces which, despite the unity of thed..r 

concept, remain for Kant irreducible. In either case, the 

grou~d of unity is the 'teleological relation' of the Subject, 

and its form is 'the concept'. However, whereas for Kant the 

concept has a mere subjective validity, for Hegel it impli

cates reality in its very essence. This is to say, the pro

duction of life not only has a logical form, but it is the 

objectification of an inner logic -- the dialectic of the 
83Idea. The appearance of this Idea in history, however,: ±s 

hidden, giving rise to the following paradox: the conscious 

activity of man, directed the realization of his own ends, 

brings about an unintended result; which discloses for Hegel 

a rationality of which 'man' is not the subject, but rather 

its unconscious instrument: 

Reason is just as cunning as she is powerful. Her cunning 
consists principally in her mediating activity, which by cau
sing _object to react on each other in accordance with their 
own nature, in this way, \·1i thout any direct interference in 
the process, carries out reason's intentions. 84 

In this metaphysic of Reason, man appears to himself 

to bev an active Subject but is shown to be the mere support 

of a self-developing process, the means through which the im

manent end of a universal (supra-human) reason is realized. 

Men, progressively and ultimately, become conscious of this 

end, and of themselves as the 'middle term' within a ration

.e 3Logic, pp.739, 818-21; Enc.L., p.347. 

84Enc.L., p.382. 
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al process -- the concept in its concrete existence. 

With this speculel:tive conception of history as a pro

cess with a subject (ie., as ·oriented towards the realiza

tion of an immanent end) Hegel's thought comes full circle: 

the elaboration of a presupposed metaphysic into a system 

which reconciles the ideal of philosophy, the universal of 

reason, with the real world -- the Prussian state and the 

Ch . ._ristian 1. . 85re igion. The . . hcircle of this thoug t, fre lec

ted in the principle of an inner essence, turns on Hegel's 

solution to the problem of civil society, which is to grasp 

its unity-within-contradiction -- its hidden rationality. In 

appearance, civil society is a riot of self-seeking individ

ual~, whose relations are governed by the partic~larity of 

subjective need, and whose individuality is based on the 

identity of personality and its embodiment, property. How

ever, at another level, or from a different angle, this ap

pearance gives way to a decidedly rational development: the 

particularity of bourgeois man is mediated by the universali-c 

ty brought about by his association within a system of needs. 

The rationality-of th~s process, however, is not apparent, 

characterized as it is by the formation of a 'complex of par

ticular system of needs, modes of satisfaction••• (into] 

·which individuals are assigned -- in other words, into class

divisions 1. 86 Reflecting the inequality of conditions under 

which individuals particpate in the social process of the 

division of labour, this division leads to :a.struggle for 

re·cogni tion among ·p:r9perty~owners which compels the f orma

tion of the State which, from one point of view, appears ·as 

the external necessity of civil society, but which proves to 

be its immanent end. 

85Logic, 11, p.156; Enc.L., p.6. 

86PR, par. 201 . 
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In reconstructing the ·conditions of this proof, He

gel closely follows Rousseau yet profoundly differs ·from him. 

Rousseau secures an automatic harmony between the particular 

wills of each individual and the general will of the cornmu

ni ty through the function of the principle of equality, which, 

in estab~ishing (ideal) conditions equal for al~, confronts 

the existing inequality of real conditions with its ought

to-be. By_applying to t~e conditions of inequality, class

division, and alienation, not the principle of equality but 

rather, ~hat of the dialectic, Hegel grasps them as the out

ward form cf a hidden rationality. Whereas Rousseau resolves 

the oppo.:;ition between freedom and law by calling for the im

mediate ·suppression of inequality, Hegel reconstructs the 

mediative function of class-division. Together with the Bu

reaucracy, wh.i.ch has no property-basis, and thus no particu

lar interest to represent. against the State, the two 'offi

cial' classes of civil society (the landed aristocracy and 

the bourgeosie) constitute reciprocal conditions of an or

ganic whole, preconditions for the formation of a rational 

state. By reconciling in their organic institutions (Pri

mogeniture and the Corporation) the particularity of subjec

tive need and the universality of the whole, civil society 

is reconciled to the State not as to an external necessity 

but as to its immanent end, the essence of its phenomena. 

And thus the rational state, a structured, organic whole per

meated by universality, emerges as the reality of the Idea -

of Reason in history. 

In the light of this truth, the appearance of contra

diction in the modern world yields to a rational insight which 

reconciles us to the present as the embodiment of freedom: 'to 

recognize reason as the rose in the present and thereby to en

joy the present, this is the rational insight w·hich reconciles 

us to the actual 1 
• 
87 In the dusk of this rec~gnition the 'owl 

..87PR, p.12. 
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of Minerva', in the shape of Hegel's philosophic system, 

'spreads its wings' and awaits with a troubled conscience. 

the comi!lg of a new dawn. 

CONCLUSION . _ 

The object of this chapter has heen to provide a con

ceptual framework for our thesis on Marx, a centre of refer

ence for its supportive arguments. Within the ·framework of 

this reference our purpose has been to reconstruct the origi

nal form of the idealist problematic formed in Kant and He

gel's opposed solutions to the problem of knowledge. It is 

this problematic, we will argue, that underlies the essen

tial unity of Marx's early thoughts. The point is that Marx's 

relation to Hegel the problem at issue in our thesis can 

only be clarified through a clear understanding of Hegel's re

lation to Kant. This question is a precondition for posing 

the problem of Marx's Early Works, and indeed every serious 

interpretation of Marx's early thought has shadow-boxed with 

this question, for the most part without bringing it into its 

proper focus. 

It is our thesis that_ it is the idealist problematic 

of this Kant-Hegel relation which underlies Feuerbach's hu

manism, and therby governs Marx's thought from the very be

ginning up to the very threshold of a fundamental break with 

his philosophical past in 1845-6; that despite its various 

shifts and significant breakthroughs in 1843 and 1844, until 

The German Ideology Marx's various thoughts have the same ul

timate-centre of reference; that, in effect, throughout his 

early period Marx provides different solutions to the same 

basic problem; that Marx's perspective on this problem is 

shaped by the philosophic problematic of Feuerbach's humanism, 

and thus governed by the principles of Hegel's dialectici and 

that in 1845-6. at the level of The· German Ideology, Marx 
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makes a definitive break with the idealist problemattc of 

this dial0ctic. 
To argue for this thesis, to demonstrate the effec

tivity of this problematic throughout the Early Works, we 
need to trace out the formation of Marx's thought -- the 

pat~ of his i~tellectual development. To this we proceed. 



CHAPTER THREE 


MARX AND THE LEFT-HEGELIAN PROBLEMATIC 

1 

THE PROBLEM OF FREEDOM 

The problem of freedom, posed within the framework of 

a subject-object relation, is thought alternatively as the 

problem of knowledge or as the problem of civil society. The 

problem posed: to overcome the dualism of reality and concep

tual thought and the alienation of the individual from the 

universal -- to do so by securing their unity. 

The first attempt to solve this problem was given on 

the one hand by Rousseau (in relation to civil society), and 

on the other hand, by Kant (in relation to knowledge). Both 

modalities of solution (State, Reason) were thought of in 

terms of the principle of freedom as a function of the formal 

universality of law, and establish unity as an ought-to-be, a 

subjective ideal. This ideal unity, secured through the con

cepts 'social contract' and 'morality' as an Idea of practical 

reason, has as its centre of reference a concept of 'Man' -

of the individual forced into general equality. 

The next attempt at solution is taken up by German 

Idealism, ie., Fichte, Schelling and Hegel, whose mutual re

lationships are, we believe, best summed up by Feuerbach: 

'Schelling ••• restored Spinoza in opposition to Fichte ••• 

1Hegel is a Fichte as mediated through a Schelling•. 

1Ludwig Feuerbach, ·Towards a Critique of Hegel's 
Philosophy, in The Fiery Brook, trans. and ed. by Zawar Hanfi 
(New York: Doubleday & Co., 1972), p. 73. 

83 




The various solutions proffered by German Idealism 

are all based on the principle of freedom formulated by Kant, 

and depart from his scepsis of Reason or critique of meta

physics. In this critique Kant confronts the dualism of Under

standing with the unity of Reason, but rejects the latter as 

a hypostatized illusion produced by the illegitimate reduction 

of two orders of reality. In this position Kant rejects the 

metaphysical postulate of identity (the ideal is real) esta

blished by Spinoza and Leibniz, but recognizes in thought and 

being a categorical homology or formal unity. The twofold 

condition of this unity, established both in practical Reason 

(morality) and theoretical Understanding (science), is that 

the subject imposes the form of its concept on objective real

ity, but takes the content of its object as given -- as a lim

iting condition. In this position Kant upholds the principle 

of materialism: the heterogeneity of thought and being. With

in the type-structure of this relation, freedom, the correla

tive term for thought, emerges as a subjective ideal which 

ought to be, and by implication, can be realized. 

German Idealism rejects the formalism of Kant's solu

tion. It did so by formulating an organic conception of the 

world which subsume science and morality under the aesthetic 

standpoint of a realized ideal. According to this standpoint, 

Kant had only attributed to unity a subjective validity (as 

an Idea of Reason) because he conceived it from the standpoint 

of human understanding in which the totality of the subject

object relation (Reason) could not be grasped. From the 

standpoint of the Absolute Subject, (the historic process in 

its totality of conditions) Reason emerges not as the outer 

form, but as the inner essence of things, the spirit of the 

whole. Spinoza had rightly established the truth of the whole 

thought and being as different forms of a universal essence 

but conceived it wrongly as substance; ie., as a metaphysic 

of matter. On the basis of Kant's principle of freedom, 

Fichte countered Spinoza's metaphysic of substance by conceiv



ing unity not as s·ubsta:n·ce but as s·ubj·ect (absolute ego). 

From this standpoint, the substance of Nature appears as the 

alienated form of an absolute, self-identical subject, 

Infinite Spirit, which posits material, limiting conditions 

as the basis of its self-development. In the pure negativity 

or infinite striving of this subject the object-world as such 

disappears as a 'vanishing factor'. 

Schelling responds to this subjective idealism by re

storing Spinoza's substance within the absolute identity of a 

universal Reason. Hegel, as a 'Fichtean ••• mediated through 

a Schelling', completes this process by establishing the 

dialectical unity of thought and being as an ideal totality, 

ie., at the level of the Idea. 'Reason' here emerges as the 

immanent truth of the whole process, the inner unity of infi

nite life. In the metaphysic of this objective idealism, 

Reason is all reality, and as such the expressive totality of 

an inner essence or Spirit. When Spirit is alienated from its 

essence, ie., when nature is estranged from reason, develop

ment is subject to chance and blind necessity -- mechanical, 

in the case of minerals; unconscious, in the case of plants; 

or instinctive, in the case of animals -- and does not proceed 

according to the ideal causality of freedom. 

Against Kant's position in support of the principle 

of materialism, Hegel formulates a metaphysic of totality, 

secured in the principle of a dialectical unity (=Reason). 

In this metaphysic Hegel shifts from Kant's standpoint of 

man (human reason) to the standpoint of the absolute (univer

sal Reason). In this latter standpoint man emerges not as an 

end to himself, but as an indivisible part of an organic whole, 

animated by an inner universality, a pars totalis of a univer

sal reason or infinite spirit. 

Against Kant's exclusion of reason from reality, and 

against his conception of science and morality as distinct 

practices, Hegel returns to Spinoza's metaphysic of immanence, 

the basis of a philosophy of organic development whose logic, 
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or law of life, is the dial·ectic: the self-mediated unity 

(Aufhebung) or ideal totality of reason and reality. Its 

philosophic proposition: reason is in reality, which is to say, 

it governs the process of its development. 

German Idealism is this dialectical unity of Reason 

brought to consciousness and given philosophical form. Whereas 

in Schelling this unity is realized in the past -- in the 

passive contemplation of the 'beauty' of the whole; and in 

Fichte, this unity is realized in the future -- in the infinite 

striving to realize a subjective ideal, an indeterminate ought

to-be; in Hegel this unity is realized 'not as a beyond ••• but 

as a present'. This position vis-a-vis Fichte and Schelling 

is reflected, as we have seen, in Hegel's own philosophic 

development, as well as in his differentiation of a 'young' 
2and 'old' attitude within his system of morality. In this 

respect, the 'old' are adjusted to the reason of reality, and 

are oriented to the universal and to the past to which they 

give thanks for knowledge of the universal. The 'young' on 

the other hand, live in a relationship of unsatisfied tension 

to a world judged to be inadequate. With an 'antipathy to

wards reality', and out of harmony with the world as its is, 

these 'young' think 'individually', ie., are oriented to the 

'particular'. With a bent for the ideal, and attuned to the 

future, they confront the world with demands for change. 

In these two attitudes Hegel indirectly condemns both 

Schelling's reactionary tendencies, and Fichte's revolutionary 

aspirations. Fichte, for example, had followed Kant in seeing 

the French bourgeois revolution of 1789 as the practical affir

mation of the principle of 'free will': 

2cf. Karl LlSwith, From Hegel to Nietzsche, (New York: 
Holt, Rhinehart & Winston, Inc., 1964), pp. 63-64. 
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My system is the first system of freedom. Just as (France) 
has freed humanity from material chains, my system has freed 
it from the yoke of the thing-in-itself, from external limits, 
and its first principle makes of man an autonomous being.3 

In interpreting the revolutionary aspirations of his epoch, 

and with reference to an organic conception of history, Fichte 

seeks the ideal not in the image of a determinate past, nor 

in the actuality of the present, but in an image of the future 

the raison d'etre of both past and present. With Germany 

as the theoretical but not the historical contemporary of the 

French Revolution Fichte reduces revolutionary action to the 

activity of reason conceived as a moral will. Likewise, in 

opposing to the actuality of the present an ideal to be re

alized, Fichte suppresses the world as such, reducing it to a 

'non-ego' a field and instrument with which the 'ego' is ele

vated towards moral autonomy. The dialectic of this Idea 

determines the rational transformation of the real, and the 

sublation of the individual will, which is progressively in
4tegrated into the general will of the state. 

Schelling, as we have seen rejects this dialectic 

which Fichte establishes between the 'ego' and 'non-ego', 

one that conceives the latter as a 'nullity in itself'. But 

he only concedes 'objectivity' to the natural world to the 

degree that it is permeated by spirit. Like Spinoza Schelling 

considers thought and matter as expressions, different in 

form but the same in essence, of the absolute. In positing 

the primacy of spirit, Schelling leans on Kant's Critioue of 

Judgement to demonstrate that nature elevates itself towards 

spirit, which, for its part, realizes itself in nature; and 

to conceive of the world as a work of art, a state of 'undif

3Letter to Baggeson, April 1796; cited by Roger Garaudy, 
Dieu est Mort: etude sur Hegel (Paris: Presses Universitaires 
de France, 1962). 

4Cf. Auguste Cornu, Carlos Marx y Federico Engels (Ha
vana: Institute del libro, 1967), p. 38. 
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ferentiated identity', in which spirit is nature, and nature 

spirit. This aesthetic and contemplative tendency that charac

terizes Schelling's system reduces the dialectic of the Idea 

to a realized ideal, whose essential moment is given in the 
5past. And thus does Schelling, in opposition to Fichte, 

translate the reactionary tendencies of the landed aristocracy. 

By reference to the essential moment of origin and source 

in all development, Schelling condemns the idea of revolution

ary change. 

As in the case of Schelling and Fichte, Hegel's doc

trine represents a mode of interpretation of the French Revol

ution, which is to say, it reflects certain social and politi

cal tendencies. Our interpretation supports the opinion of 

Cornu to the effect that Hegel translates the aspirations of 

the German bourgeoisie, which desires to free itself from the 

dominant feudal system, but unable to do so, is obliged to 

reconcile itself to it. In this recognition, Hegel condemns 

both the reactionary tendencies of Schelling and the revolu

tionary ones of Fichte, to interpret the organic development 

of the world in a conservative sense. Rather than justifying 

the past or the future, Hegel strives to justify the present. 

Stalling the dialectic of the Idea in the present, like all 

conservatives, Hegel attributes to it an absolute value, the 

necessary result of rational development, the philosophic ex

pression of Absolute Spirit. In the comprehension of Reason 

in reality, of a realized ideal, philosophy (ie., Hegel) 

becomes reconciled with reality: political philosophy with 

the Prussian state, and religious philosophy with Christian

ity. 6 In this 'system' Hegel establishes the inner unity of 

5cf. Ibid, pp. 39ff. 

6cf. Hegel, The Philos·ophy of Right (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1969) at the same time (1821) as the first 
lecture on the philosophy of religion. Religion and the state 
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self-conscious· Reason (philosophy of the state} and the Reason 

in reality (the Prussian state}. This unity, in which philos

ophy is reconciled with reality, is expressed in Hegel's dic

tum: 'What is actual is rational, what is rational is actual 1 • 

2 

THE LEFT-HEGELIAN REVISION OF HEGEL 

Intellectually, Hegel's philosophy became the dominant 

force in Germany, even though in the years following Hegel's 

death, despite its dominance, the Hegelian system came under 

attack. The closure of the Hegelian philosophy with the 

Prussian state confronted aspirations for change, forces re

lated mostly to the incipient industrial and commercial bour

geoisie who demanded a 'democratic' state and economic liber

alism. 8 In relation to these aspirations for change the Hegel

ian philosophy broke into a right-wing, of those who remained 

faithful to its doctrine, and a left-wing, who in a desire to 

adapt Hegelianism to liberal aspirations, rejected the conser

vative system (Prussian state, christian religion} but con

served the concept of dialectical development. Hegel had 

expressed his reconciliation with the existing world in the 

metaphysical unity of two principles: the reason of reality, 

and the reality of the rational. With the decomposition of 

the Hegelian philosophy into two schools this unity is broken 

appear as the subjective and objective determinations of the 
Absolute Idea in Hegel's Phenomenology and Logic. Also, Low
ith, op.cit., pp. 43. 

7Philosophy of Right, Preface, p. 10. Cf. Hegel, Enc. 
L., p. 10: *It may be held the highest and final aim of phil
osophic science to bring about ••• a reconciliation of the self
consciou·s reason with the ·reas·on which is in· the wor·ld --1Il 
other words, with actuality • 

8cf. Cornu, op.cit. for an analysis of the conjuncture 
in which bourgeois liberalism and Left Hegelianism found com
mon ground. TQe following discussion is largely derived from 
a secondary analysis of Cornu's detailed research on the Left-
Hegelian movement supported by the studies of Mehring and McLellan. 



first with the question of religion, and secondly, with the 
9

question of politics. The right-wing emphasized the first 

principle: the real is rational; the left-wing, that only 

the rational is real. In this left-wing interpretation, the 

Hegelian identity does not mean that what exists is adequate 

to reason, but quite the opposite: that the rational must be 

realized, that all which is, but which does not correspond 

to reason appears to be, but actually is not, and that, there

fore, it must be subverted, so as to bring reality into line 
10with its concept. With a lack of political movements and 

parliamentary insitutions, the essential problem posed for 

the left-hegelians consisted in finding a mode of action 

which would permit it to represent the liberal movement. With 

the separation of the revolutionary dialectic from the con

servative system it appears that Hegelianism could be used 

as the philosophic measure of the world's rationality, and 

thus as a means with which to attack the established order. 

Ideologues of growth and movement, in tandem with 

Romantic Movement, the left-Hegelians established themselves 

upon Hegel's principle of dialectical negativity, and thus 

upon the conflict that moves the world. The problem posed for 

the left-Hegelians, in adapting the Hegelian philosophy to 

liberalism, was to separate the method from the system; to 

9cf. Cornu, op.cit., ch. 3; Lowith, ·From Hegel to 
Nietzsche, pp. SO ff, and David McLellan, The Yo·ung Hege'lians 
and Karl Marx (London: The MacMillan Press, 1969). 

10cf. Plekhanov in his Preface to the Russian transla
tion of Engels' work on Feuerbach, in which he comments on 
Engels' words to the effect that for a certain period only 
the poet Heinrich Heine had been able to understand the 're
volutionary essence' of the Hegelian dialectic. Plekhanov 
quotes Heine's imaginary discussion with Hegel: "Once I 
was dis-satisfied with the phrase 'the real is rational'", 
writes Heine. 'He (Hegel) smiled in a strange way and ob
served that it could also mean that "the rational must of 
necessity be"' (also quoted in Lukacs' Der Junge Hegel). This 



91 

extend to the future the dialectical movement of the Idea 
11which Hegel had stalled in the present. 

By opposing the Hegelian dialectic to Hegel's conser

vative 	system, the left-Hegelians broke the identity of the 

rational with the actual present, and transformed the dialec

tic from the comprehension of what is into an instrument of 

action 	-- deriving from it a philosophy of praxis adapted to 

the needs of the German bourgeoisie. 

The first condition of this solution was provided by 

A. 	 von Cieszkowski in his Prolegomena zur Historiosophie 
12

(1838). Cieskowski expounded the need to transform Hegel's 

purely 	speculative philosophy into a philosophy of praxis, and 

proposed, against Hegel, that philosophy should not merely 

grasp the rationality of the objective process (extracted from 

the past or present) but should consciously determine the 

future 	according to rational principles: 

interpretation was generally adopted by the left Hegelians of 
Berlin's Doktorsclub around 1840. 

11cf. Arnold Ruge's essay 'Old and New Rationalism' in 
the Left-Hegelian periodical, the Halische Jahrbucher (March 
20, 1841), p. 271, in Cornu, op.cit., p. 174: " ••• here surges 
the new rationalism, which, converted into an instrument of 
dialectic to denounce the irrational character of Reason fixed 
in a determinate reality [viz. the Prussian state}, becomes 
at the same time an instrument of Criticism, and, overcoming 
both pastana present, points the way to the future. In ef
fect, the present is no more than the Idea fixed in a deter
minate reality; the Idea, however, grasped in its dialectical 
movement, in the development of Spirit, has no right to stick 
to a specific reality and be stalled therein". This passage 
is highly symptomatic of a dominant leitmotif which, after 
Cieszkowski, characterizes the Left-Hegelian movement as a 
whole. On this see Cornu, op.cit., pp. 109ff; D. McLellan, 
The Young Hegelians and Karl Ma·rx; and Engels, Ludwig Feuer
bach ·and the 'End of Clas·sicaT 'Ge·rman PhiTos·ophy, in 'SeTected 
Works (Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1970). 

12August von Cieszkowski, a polish count who had stud
ied philosophy in Berlin under the orthodox Hegelian Michelet, 
is widely recognized as having originated the left-Hegelian 
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The history of the world expresses the development of the 
Idea, of Spirit. Till now it has done so in an inadequate 
form inasmuch as it has not been the work of the conscious 
activity of men, of their rational will. We have arrived, 
however, at a threshold of a new period that opens with Hegel, 
in which men will determine the rational march of history.13 

Hegel had the merit of recognizing in the laws of 

historic development certain rational principles, but against 

their application to the present -- Cieszkowski argued the 

need to apply them to the future, which is to say, to the 

shaping of society in conformity with the concept of Man 

(freedom and reason). Hegel, Cieszkowski argued, inadequately 

considered human activity in the form of thought instead of 

will, and falsely restricted the application of its historical 
14laws to an understanding of the past. Underlying this argu

ment is a shift of great theoretical import: from an 'objec

tive' standpoint based on a speculative grasp of the Absolute, 

the movement of the whole, Cieszkowski adopts a 'subjective' 

standpoint based on a philosophy of human praxis. This is to 

say, Reason, which for Hegel was the realized necessity of 

the objective process, becomes the realization of a subjec

tive human ideal. Rather than being the telos of the historic 

process of which man is an unconscious support or unwitting 

instrument, Reason is an Idea of which man is the subject. 

conception of a philosophy of praxis. Cf. in particular, 
Cornu, op.cit., pp. llOff; McLellan, Marx befdre Marxism and 
The Young Heg·elians and Karl Marx; B. Hepner, 'History and 
the Future: the Vision of A. von Cieszkowski, Review of Poli
tics, vol. XV, No. 3 (July 1953). 

13August von Cieszkowski Prolegdmena (Berlin: Veit, 
1838), p. 30, quoted by Cornu, op.cit., p.110. Translation 
from the Spanish translation mine, as in all such cases. 

14cf. ibid., p. 120: 'According to Hegel the Will is 
only a particular mode of thought's existence, which is false: 
on the contrary, it is thought that constitutes a moment of 
Will, in that thought in its drive towards realization ac
quires the form of Will and action'. 

http:history.13
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The task of philosophy, therefore, is to oppose 'being' (rea

lity) with 'non-being' (thought) -- to confront the world 

with an ideal to be realized. The essential task of philos

ophy is to determine the future. 	 In effect we go back to 
15'subjective idealism a la Fichte•. 

The second condition of the Left-Hegelian solution 

was provided by Bruno Bauer, who extracted from the Greek 

philosophy of 'self-consciousness' (Stoicism, Epicureanism, 
. . t' 16

Supportedand Scepticism) a philosophy. o f t h eore ica1 praxis.. 

by a revised conception of the Greek philosophy of self-con

sciousness, Bauer transformed Hegel's Absolute Spirit into a 

universal consciousness which develops in incessant opposi

15The change in conception that Cieszkowski introduces 
entails a profound and far-reaching revision of Hegel's posi
tion back to the Enlightenment concept of Reason, and to a 
position approximate to that of Fichte. The difference in 
conception of philosophy is signalled by the association of 
'speculation' with the 'whole' (God) and the past, and 'pra
xis' with the individual, and the future. In shifting the 
axis of human activity from thought to will not only does 
Cieszkowski go back to Kant's concept of practical reason in 
its Fichtean form, but he returns to the rationalist humanism 
of the bourgeois Enlightenment. We touch upon a point of 
considerable confusion, a source of ambiguity found in the 
tendency of the Left-Hegelians and Marx to shift between Hegel 
on the one hand, and Kant-Fichte on the other. The problem 
is rooted in a double-line of interpretation formed by sliding 
back and forth between two concepts of 'Reason', one related 
to the necessity of the whole, the telos of the historic 
process and the other related to the freedom of individual 
forced into the formal generality of 'man'. We return to this 
below. 

l6Cf. Mehring, Franz, Carlos Marx. (Barcelona: 
Grijalbo, 1967): ch. 2; Cornu, op.cit., pp. 118ff; McLellan, 
The Young Megelians and Karl Marx, pp. 69ff; Sidney Hook, F~om 
Hegel to Marx (New York: Humanities Press, 1950). 
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tion to the world of 'substance'. Within this conception 

Bauer demonstrates that the philosophy of praxis has to be 

realized by self-conscious criticism, the critique of the 

ir-rational elements of reality which impede the development 

of universal consciousness. With this absolute opposition of 

consciousness and substance, Bauer, like Cieszkowski, separ

ates the Idea from reality, and revives Fichte's antagonism 

of what is and what ought to be. 17 

Whereas Hegel had conceived of the ultimate end and 

interest of philosophy as the reconciliation of thought, the 

concept, with reality, the Left-Hegelians, in their Fichtean 

demand for philosophy to be 'practical', conceived of philos

ophy as the critical measure of the real, and as such, as an 

active force that compels reality to conform to its concept. 

With these two conditions the 'philosophy of praxis', 

or 'critical philosophy', was adopted as the general project 

of the Left-Hegelians. The demand for philosophy to be 

'practical' that united these ideologues of liberalism was 

understood as the capacity of theoretical criticism to trans

form the world through the omnipotent power of ideas (human 

reason). 

Throughout the period of 1838-1840 the majority of 

the Young Hegelians, led, after Strauss, by Bauer and Feuer

bach, directed philosophy towards an attack on the Christian 

religion (the encarnation of Absolute Spirit), and agitated 

(in Marx's later words), in the heaven of theological criti

cism. Another tendency, represented by Arnold Ruge, the 

17Bauer constituted the most notable figure of Berlin's 
Doktorsclub, and together with Friedrich Koppen, and Marx, 
formed what Ruge called the 'Montagne', whose philosophic ef
forts were directed to a revision of Hegel by bringing philos
ophy 'to a subjective point' in support the liberal bourgeoi
sie in their struggle for freedom. 
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editor of the Haillische· ·Jahrbucher, the leading periodical 
---~~~~~~~~~~-

of the Hegelian Left, directed philosophy against the Prussian 

state -- to convince the government to give the state a 'ra

tional' character, to orient it towards liberalism. The; 

group centred around Ruge defined themselves as the ideologues 

of the Prussian national state in its struggle against ultra

catholicism. In 1840, the elevation of Frederick William IV 

to the throne was generally regarded by the Young Hegelians 

as the first step towards the transformation of Prussian into 

a rational state: 'The spring has brought everyone's heart 

to life again', 'a ray of hope lights all faces' Bruno Bauer 
18wrote upon the event. However the new king soon dispelled 

these illusions, and moved to silence and suppress the Left

Hegelian movement by denying them their chief modes of ex

pression: their periodicals (the Hallische JahrbUcher suppres

sed in June 1841, and the Athenaum in December} and univer

sity posts (culminating in Bauer's destitution in March, 
191842} •

The Left-Hegelian movement, in the face of this brutal 

suppression both of its traditional means of expression, and, 

for some, its means of existence, suffered a veritable cri

sis which allowed it but three choices: 

(1) capitulate, abandon the political struggle, sub

mit to the government or disappear; 

18Bruno Bauer, Der Aufstan und Falt des deutschen 
Radikalismus vom Jahre 1842 (Berlin: Hempel, 1850}, p. 5, 
quoted by Cornu, 6p.~it., p.165. 

19cf. Cornu, op.cit., vol 1, ch. 3; A. McGovern, 'The 
Young Marx on the State*, 'Science and Society, 34(1970}, pp. 
430-5. 
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(2) emigrate to France or Switzerland, and continue 

the struggle from exile -- as Heine and Borne had done in 

1830, and as most of them will do in 1843; 

(3) ally with a social force capable of mounting a 

resistance to Prussian absolutism, and of opening for it a 

means of action (ie., expression); this movement was the 

Liberalism of the Rhenish bourgeoisie. 

Thus, as a result of the reacti0nary intervention of 

the Prussian state, the Left-Hegelians were drawn away from 

their literary, religious and philosophical criticism and 

thrust into political opposition, into the arms of the Rhine

land bourgeoisie, whose constitutional aspirations, and il

lusions about the new king had suffered similar deception. 

Within the conjuncture of this fortuitous alliance we have 

on the one side, a core of left-Hegelian intellectuals, 

ideologically available, and in need of a social and political 

force to represent; and on the other side, a class of Rhine

land burghers, an incipient commercial and industrial bour

geoisie, in need of ideological weapons (legal, economic, 

philosophical) for its 'constructive' opposition to the 

Prussian state. Despite the far remove between the left-He

gelian philosophical speculation, and the concrete pre-occupa

tions of the Rhineland burghers, the conjunctoral hope of 

liberal aspirations (in a 'critical' and 'constructive' op

position) established a common ground for a temporary alli
20 

ance. 

It is in this conjucture of liberalism and left-Hegel

ianism that Marx took up thought. The contingency of Marx's 

entry into politics and philosophy was defined by the world 

20The conjunction of the bourgeois liberal and the 
Left-Hegelian movements is the leitmotif of Cornu's extensive 
studies on the formation of the conditions in which Marx took 
up thought. These studies document and analyse a connection 
previously suggested by Mehring, and which is now conclu
sively established. Cf. Cornu, op.cit., Vol. 1, ch. 2. 
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of German ideology dominated by the problems of German Ideal

ism, and by the 'decomposition' of Hegel. The Hegel that 

Marx confronted was the Hegel of the Left-Hegelian movement, 

a Hegel that, as Althusser puts it, was 

summoned to provide German intellectuals of the 184~'s with 
the means to think their own history and their own hopes; a 
Hegel already made to contradict himself, invoked against 
himself in despite of himself .21 

In this point of departure {in which Hegel is made to speak 

against himself) philosophy is opposed to the world, rather 

than reconciled with it. Within this Left-Hegelian problem

atic Marx is caught between two opposed positions, respectiv

ely associated with Kant-Fichte and Hegel: either Reason is 

opposed to reality as a subjective ideal of unity to be rea

lized, or Reason is in reality as a realized ideal. 

It is our thesis that as Marx adopted new political 

positions (liberalism, democracy, communism) and attempted to 

represent these shifts in thought, he thought both his pro

blems and his solutions within this philosophic problematic 

before coming into his own with the formulation of a new pro

blematic. 22 We will attempt to construct this problematic and 

t race t h e f ormat ion o f Marx s t houg t . 't • 23 . ' h with'in i 

21___For Ma_r_x_, p. 65 • 

22cf. General Introduction above. We situate our
selves within the current debate within theoretical Marxism on 
the side of Althusser in his differentiation between an ideo
logical (philosophical) and a scientific problematic (For 
Marx, pp. 68ff). Cf. For Marx {1969); Lenin and Philosophy 
(1971); Politics and History {1972); 'Teoria, Practica 
Teorica y Formacion Teorica,' Casa de las Anie'ricas {?) ref. 
Paris, 20 April, 1965; 'The conditions of Marx's scientific 
discovery', Theoretical Practice 7/8, Jan 1973. 

23Throughout the span of his early thought (1837-46) 
Marx has been, and still is, subject to divergent and conflic
ting interpretations. Not only is the point at which Marx 
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MARX'S FIRST ENCOUNTER WITH HEGEL 

Marx first confronted the dilemma represented by the 

opposed positions of Kant-Fichte and Hegel in a project to 

write a philosophy of law, pursued as of the beginning of 1837. 

Under the influence of both Gans and Savigny, Marx attempted 

to reconcile in this project (prefixed with several 'metaphy

sical propositions') the philosophic concept of law (Reason) 

with actual existing legal relations (reality). As admitted in 

a letter to his father (November 1837) Marx got to about 300 

pages, and then gave the project up because of his failure to 

resolve the problem that 'greatly disturbed' him: that of 

reconciling the 'conflict between what is and what ought to be, 
24 a conflict peculiar to idealism•. 

In his letter to his father Marx reports a fundament

al shift in his thinking as a result of an intellectual trauma 

experienced in his struggle to think this problem: 'A curtain 

had fallen, my holy of holies had been shattered, and new 
25

Gods had to be found•. Marx concludes that his error was 

came to his conception of historical materialism in dispute, 
located variously in his dissertation (Cornu) , articles for 
the Rheinische Zeitung (1842-43), Critique (1843), Paris Manu
scripts (1844) or German Ideology (1856), but he is alterna
tively regarded as a Hegelian, Feuerbachian, Fichtean, closer 
to Kant or Spinoza, or free from Hegelian influence. His 
thought has been either reduced to a systematic unity or re
garded as a hodge-podge of various, conflicting elements im
possible to reduce to a systematic position. We will attempt 
to cut through this debate by re-thinking the conditions of 
Marx's various solutions, and focusing his basic thought in 
relation to the problematic in which the positions of Kant 
and Fichte confront the position of Hegel. 

24 •Letter to Father' (1837), i~ Writings of the Young 
Marx on Philosophy and Society, ed. and trans. Loyd Easton and 
Kurt Guddat (New York: Doubleday, 1967), p. 42. Herinafter 
referred to as WYMPS. 

25WYMPS, p. 46 • 
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that 'I understood under form the necessary architectonic of 

the formation of the concept, under matter the necessary 

quality of these forms', and in 'my belief that the one could 

and must be divided from the other•. 26 Marx was here drawn 

away from his romantic striving after a subjective ideal to

wards the position that the 'form can only be the continua

tion of the content' and that 

the object itself must be studied in its development; there 
must be no arbitrary classifications; the rational of the thing 
must be disclosed in all its contradictoriness and find its 
unity in itself .27 

Thus does Marx, who 'set ••• out from Idealism -- which ••• I had 

compared to and nourished with that of Kant and Fichte •.• hit 
28 upon seeking the Idea in the real itself 1 In the curtain• 

fall of this shift, Marx draws away from Kant and Fichte, in 

whose position 'gods had dwelt above the world' towards Hegel 
29in which 'they had now become its centre•. 

Turning away from romanticism and Kant-Fichtean sub

jective idealism, Marx is drawn back towards Hegel, whose 
' ~ 

philosophy he studies from eg~ to end, and discusses at Ber

lin's Doktorsclub. To dispel various 'specters haunting me' 

Marx undertakes to write a 'philosophic-dialectical dialogue' 

on the 'godhead manifested as a concept per se, as religion, 

as nature, and as history•. 30 As the dialogue ended with the 

26Ibid, p. 43. 

27Ibid. 

28Ibid., p. 46. 

30ref. to dialogue: 'Cleanthes, or the starting-point 
and the necessary progress of philosophy' (24pp), in WYMPS, 
p. 47. 
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'beginning of the Hegelian system' it 'bears me like a false

31
hearted siren into the clutches of the enemy' (Hegel). The 

emotional trauma and intellectual crisis experienced by Marx 

in the writing of the dialogue is clearly recorded in Marx's 

letter to his father, where, with reference to his discovery 

of Hegel, he writes: 

I was for several days quite unable to think because of the 
futility of my lost labours, from consuming vexation at hav
ing to make an idol of a view I detest, I fell sick.32 

And Marx did indeed fall sick, quite literally dis

tracted out of his mind by the power of Hegel's realism over 

his erstwhile romantic subjectivism. Unable to resist the com

pelling logic of Hegel's realism, Marx records the shift in 

his mind from a subjective idealism which confronts reality 

with its ought to be, towards Hegel's position in which the 

actual world is the embodiment of reason, the manifestation 

of all-embracing Idea. 

4 

THE IDEALIST PROBLEMATIC OF MARX'S DISSERTATION 

In the year following this encounter with Hegel Marx 

concentrated on his own readings, and discussion with his in

timates in the Doktorsclub, an intellectual circle of Left

Hegelians. 33 He read widely, with his notebooks filled with 
34excerpts from Hegel, Aristotle, Leibniz, Hume and Kant, and 

in relation to a general project shared by Bauer and Koppen 

undertakes to write a doctoral thesis. Begun towards the end 

3 ,_ __MPS I 47-wY p. • 

32Ibid., pp. 47-48. 

33Cf. Cornu, op.dit., pp. 84ff. 

34
Tbid., p. 1331 with reference to MEGA,1,1(2), 

pp.908-105. 
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of 1838, and submitted in April 1841 it is the major source 

for the knowledge of Marx's ideas in this period, even though 
. t . . . 1 f 35survives in an incomp ete orm. 

It is generally assumed that as of Marx's first trau

matic encounter with Hegel that, while other Left-Hegelians 

returned to a pre-Hegelian or Fichtean position, Marx became 

a Hegelian. This is to say, rather than explaining, like 

other left-Hegelians, the development of history through the 

constant opposition of consciousness and the world, Marx con

served Hegel's notion of the profound unity of both, and con

sidered the development of history as determined by a dia

lectic immanent in the world. 36 

Marx's dissertation has supported mutually conflicting 

interpretations. On the one hand, his most authoritative 

biographers (Mehring, Cornu) consider Marx's critique of Epi

curus the basis of a position opposed to the Left-Hegelian 

return to Fichte, and in fact, Cornu sees in it the basis of 

a new conception of man in the world, ie., the 'germ' of his

torical materialism. On the other hand, some of Marx's most 

35The thesis, entitled 'The Difference between the 
Democritean and the Epicurean Philosophies of Nature', was 
accompanied by an appendix on Plutarch's criticism of Epi
curus, and two notes on Hegel and Schelling: cf. its transla
tion by Norman Livergood, in Activity in Marx's Philosophy 
(The Hague: Nijihoff, 1967) which translates the thesis with
out preliminary notes; Mehring (Nachlass, pp. 5lff) and Cornu 
(op.cit., pp. 136-155) provide useful exposition and inter
pretation, esp. Cornu, who reproduces the key passages in 
extensive footnotes; also Henry Mins, 'Marx's Doctoral Disser
tation', Science and Society, vol. Xll, No. l (Winter, 1948). 
The foreword to the dissertation is translated in On Religion 
(Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1957), pp. 13-16; and the key 
sections of the preliminary notes in Cornu, op.cit. and WYMPS, 
pp. 51-66. Our primary textual reference is to Livergood's 
translation in Activity in Marx's Philosophy (hereinafter AMP). 

36
Cf. Cornu, op.cit. p. 219, 134. 
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brilliant expositors and interpreters have seen in Marx's 

adherence to Bauer's radical interpretation of Hegel a posi

tion quite and totally consistent with the Left-Hegelian 

return to Fichte and Kant. 37 In his foreword to the disser

tation, Marx in fact notes both his adherence to Hegel, and 

a radical interpretation of Hegel like that of Bauer, for 

whom the Idea is a function of human self-consciousness, ra

ther than of Absolute Spirit. 38 In this revision of Hegel, 

the Idea, or Reason in reality, is understood in relation to 

the development of humans self-consciousness. 

The conjuncture of Marx's thought, and the motif of 

his thesis, was set, according to Mehring's postulate and 

Cornu's careful study, within the Left-Hegelian problematic: 

to find an ideological support for the liberal bourgeoisie 

in their struggle for freedom, and adapt the Hegelian philos
39ophy to this end. The problem faced by the Left-Hegelians 

in general, and that moved Marx in his thesis, was that of 

a possible new beginning after the all-inclusive synthesis 

formed by the Hegelian system. Marx thought this problem in 

his preparatory note on 'Nodal Points in the development of 
40philosophy 1 

• 

37cf. McLellan, o·p.cit.; Roger Garaudy, Karl Marx: 
The Evolution of his thought; and Althusser, For Marx, pp. 45ff, 
65ff. 

38Marx, On Religion (Hoscow~ Proqress Publishers,, 
19 5 7 ) , pp. 13- 6 • 

39cf. Mehring, Carlos Marx, pp.38ff; Cornu, op.cit., 
pp.133ff; Lowith, op.cit., pp.90-2; Mario Rossi, La Genesis 
del Materialismo Histo,rico (L'iadrid: Alberto Corazon, n-d.) . · 

40wyuns, pp. 51- 4 ..L'.Lr 
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In relation to Hegel's concept of the Idea in its unity 

Marx conceives of historic development as a dialectic between 

philosophy and its 'other', the world. This dialectic comes 

full circle in 'nodal points (of) philosophy that ••• rise to 

concretion (and) form abstract principles into a totality, 
41 . . h l' ' t' ' I thand t hus interrupt a straig t- ine continua ion • n ese 

'nodal points' philosophy unites with the world, the world 

acquires a rational character, and the abstract principles 

of philosophy become totally concrete. Such 'nodal points', 

in which a 'concrete totality' of reason and reality is form

ed, are represented by the systems of Aristotle and Hegel. 

The logic of dialectic, however, suggests that these nodal 

points must and do give way to moments in which the concrete 

unity of reason and reality breaks up to produce on the one 

side a world turned ir-rational, and on the other, philosophy 

opposed to it in the form of a will to transform it, and by 

virtue of its separation turned into an 'abstract totality': 

While philosophy, as will, turns toward the apparent world, 
the system is reduced to an abstract totality, ie., it be
comes one side of the world facing another. Its relation to 
the world is a reflexive relation. Enthusiastic in its 
drive to realize itself, it enters into tension with every
thing else.42 

In this situation its 'inner self-contentedness and 

roundedness' is broken down, and 'the former inner light be
43 comes a consuming flame turned outward 1 • Philosophy loses 

the 'objective universality' of the system, and 'reverts to 
4 4 ' . f o f . d . . d 1 ' ' I n thesubJective orms in 1v1 ua consciousness • 

41Ibid., p. 52. 

42
WYMPS, p. 62. 

43 Ibid. 

44Ibid., p. 52. 
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process of this transformation -- of philosophy 'brought to 

the subjective point' -- Hegel's 'owl of Minerva (which) takes 

wings at dusk' gives way to the 'nocturnal moth (which) when 
45the sun has set seeks the lamplight of the individual 1 

• 

With philosophy brought to the subjective point (con

verted into a 'will'), and the separation of philosophy from 

the world turned ir-rational, Marx poses the problem of 're

conciliation', of restoring the unity of reason and reality. 

The problem: to mediate (discover or create the means of me

diating) the opposition of philosophy and its historic exist

ence, of reason and reality. On the one hand, this situation 

of 'philosophy after its completion' clearly revives Kant's 

dualism of the real and the ideal, and Fichte's concept of an 

'active will' which 'in its drive to realize itself' enters 

into tension with its 'other'. On the other hand, the pro

blem of the world's 'redemption' is thought in relation to 

Hegel's problematic of the Unhappy Consciousness, given by 

Marx as the 'duality of philosophical self-consciousness'. 

Marx expresses the need for the Hegelian philosophy 'to turn 

against the apparent world' to redeem its 'split and contra

dictory' nature (ie., its ir-rationality), and so realize 

Hegel's principle of dialectical unity. 

Marx clearly adopts Hegel's principle: the unity of 

reason and reality, and reality itself as the union of es

sence and existence. In the present situation, however, this 

unity is broken, and philosophy finds itself opposed to the 

world. The problematic of this situation leads to the forma

tion of two attitudes that reflect the 'duality of philoso

phical self-consciousness': to either retreat from the world 

into itself; or to turn against, and act upon the world so as 

45MEGA, 1, 1, pp. 132, quoted by Lowith, op.cit.,p.92. 

http:op.cit.,p.92


46to transform it. The first attitude is given in the ten

dency of 'positive' philosophy to 'philosophize ••• the turning 
47inward of philosophy•. The second attitude is given in 

the tendency of the 'liberal party' in philosophy towards 
48'criticism••• the turning outward of philosophy 1 

• 

In the case of the practical attitude of the 'liberal' 

party, which turns outward to engage the world, philosophy 

becomes a philosophy of praxis which opposes the world in the 

form of 'practical energy', as an 'active will': 

It is a psychological law that the theoretical mind, having 
become free in itself, turns into practical energy It turns 
against worldly actuality which exists outside it.a9 

In this echo of Kant and Fichte, Marx clearly identi

fies with the 'liberal' party which 'adheres to the concept 

and the principle of philosophy' against the 'positive' party 

which adheres to the 'non-concept, the element of reality': 

'In content only the liberal party makes any real progress, 
50because it is the party of the concept'. In the 'act' of 

positive philosophy, on the contrary, 'appears perversity, 

so to speak , insanity• • itse• lf 1 • 51 Marx I s f ormu1a t' •ion is some

46WYMPS, p. 63. Cf. Lowith, op.cit., pp. 92ff, and 
Cornu, op.cit., p. 142. 

47wYMPS, p. 63. Marx's reference to the romantic
liberal movement of 'Young Germany' which represented, between 
1831 and 1835 a protest (essentially literary) against re
actionary romanticism and the Prussian state. Its most not
able figure was the poet Heine. 

48Ibid., Reference is to the 'critical philosophy' of 
Bauer et.al. 

49
WYMPS, p. 61. 

5oibid., p. 63. 

51WY1-fi>S, p. 63. 
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what enigmatic, and subject to a prevalent mis-interpretation. 

It is generally held that in this 'duality of ••• self-conscious

ness' Marx counterposes theory and practice, and asserts, 

like Kant and Fichte, the primacy of the latter. In actual 

fact, however, Marx clearly follows Bauer in asserting 'the 
52praxis of philosophy ••• is itself theoretical' The signi

ficance of the adherence to the concept becomes clear in re

lation to a later statement in which Marx asserts: 'The con

cept is, after all, the intermediary between form and content'. 

The practical attitude of the 'liberal' party relates to its 

idealism, ie., to the mediative function of the concept given 

in philosophy's drive to realize itself, in its 'criticism 

which measures individual existence against essence, parti

cular actuality against the Idea•. 53 

In the other direction, the 'perversity' or 'insan

ity' of the 'positive' party relates to its 'turning inward' 

away from the 'principle of philosophy' (the concept), and 

towards its non-concept, the element of reality'. Marx's 

thought here can be illuminated by reference to Hegel's cri

tique of the Stoical attitude in the Phenomenology of Mind, 

and his History of Philosophy. In its 'avoidance of the 

world' and its withdrawal into itself, the Stoical attitude 

yields an abstract and empty freedom of 'inwardness' or pure 

'self-relation' ('to think is to be free'). The weakness of 

this attitude is that in its attempt to escape its dependence 

on life (material conditions) by retreating into itself, it 

abolishes the world in thought (within philosophy) while the 

world is left as it is -- in the face of philosophy's 'per

versity'. Thus Stoicism results in Scepticism, whose 'ironic' 

52 Ibid., pp. 61-62. Cf. McLellan, The Youn:g Hegelians 
and Karl Marx (pp. 72ff) for Bruno Bauer's influence on Marx, 
viz., Bauer's letter to Marx 0 'Theory is now the strongest form 
of practice' (Ibid., p. 73). 

53Ibid., pp. 61-62. 
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consciousness leads to the Unhappy Consciousness, which, con

scious of its self-contradiction, enters into tension with 

the world and asserts itself against the apparent world in a 

struggle to re-possess its self-certainty (of being all rea

lity). 54 As Marx put it: 

••• the theoretical mind, having become free in itself, turns 
into practical energy. It turns against worldly actuality 
which exists outside it. 

In this emergence of philosophy from a world of re

flection, and its transformation into 'subjective conscious

ness' which, as 'practical energy' revolts against reality, 

Marx thinks the present conjuncture of philosophy as 'an 

inner light (that has become) a consuming flame turned out

wards'. The philosophic Idea, emerging from a world of 

reflection, and transformed into an active will, revolts and 

act against the world not yet shaped by the image of that 

Idea. 

The superiority of the 'liberal' party, with which 

Marx identifies, is that in its adherence to the Idea (viz. 

the mediative function of the concept), in its praxis, it 

transcends philosophy itself to engage the world. This pra

xis, in relation to the concept, is theoretical: it is 

criticism which seeks out 'the deficiencies of the world to 

be made philosophical'. It is criticism 'which measures 

individual existence against essence, particular actuality 

against the Idea'. 

54 compare Hegel's exposition in The Phenomenology of 
Mind of this transition with Marx's essay on *Nodal Points ••• ' 
in which he treats of the Post-Aristotelian and Post-Hegelian 
periods as epochs of 'unhappiness'. Cf. WYMPS, pp. 53-54. 



The conjuncture disclosed by these preliminary notes, 

and within which Marx initiates his thesis, is thought within 

the Left-Hegelian problematic, and determined by Marx's need 

to think his own participation in the associated political 

struggle for freedom. Marx thinks this conjuncture as a his

toric moment in which philosophy assumes a practical attitude, 

and as 'subjective consciousness' (the philosophic Idea trans

formed into an active will) turns against a world whose exis

tence contradicts its concept. Thus it is that Marx who in 

1837 set out to 'seek the Idea in reality itself' discovers 

it instead in the subjective consciousness of the individual, 

of philosophy opposed to the world. Although Marx accepts 

Hegel's principle of Reason he, in effect, adopts a position 

closer to that of Kant and Fichte. Marx's idea of philosophy 

transforming itself into a will to transform the world, which 

expresses his first critical relation to Hegel, is in perfect 

agreement with the line of interpretation dominant among the 

Left-Hegelians in general. Marx, it can be said, at this 

point thinks within the Left-Hegelian problematic in which 

Hegel is made to speak against himself and brought into rela

tion with the very position which he inveighed against. 

The necessary and general condition of this Left

Hegelian problematic is to transform Hegel's speculative 

philosophy into a philosophy of praxis. As we have seen, the 

first two conditions of this problematic were given by Cies

zkowski (philosophy as the determination of the future) and 

Bruno Bauer (criticism, which measures reality by the Idea). 

To realize these two conditions, which posits the possibility 

of freedom (and thus action) and reduces the Idea to the 

subjectivity of universal consciousness, it was necessary, 

first of all, to reject Hegel's 'speculative' standpoint of 

'objective spirit' gained by reflection on the necessity (Rea

son) of the whole, and establish the standpoint of 'subjective 

spirit' of the self-conscious individual. This problem -- of 

bringing philosophy 'to the subjective point' -- was confronted 
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roost directly as a critique of religion, ie., in the reduc

tion of the 'divine' to the 'human'. 

This problem, reflected in Marx's appeal to Promethius 

as the symbol of man's creative power and freedom, underlies 

one of the critical leitmotifs of Marx's preliminary studies 

to his thesis. This theme has two points of reference: re

ligion is the 'alienation of (man's) essence in God'; and 

'divinity .•• is avoidance of the world'. With apparent refer

ence to Feuerbach's critique of religion, Marx recognizes 

that the true Subject of God is constituted by the essential 

human qualities in relation to which the divine has only the 

value of attributes.SS In a note on Plutarch, and again in 

one on Schelling, Marx follows Kant (both directly, and in

directly via Feuerbach) in seeing proofs of God as either 

pure tautologies or as a reference to the existence of the 

consciousness that man has of his own essence: 'Proofs of the 

existence of God are only proofs and logical explications of 
6the existence of essential human self-consciousness•.s The 

significance of this point is developed in a passage of the 

Appendix where Marx criticizes Schelling for relapsing into 

orthodoxy, and abandoning his early views which, according to 

Marx, denied the existence of God as contradictory to the 
S7freedom and autonomy of Reason. This interpretation of the 

SSCf. WYMPS, P.64. 

56cited by Mins, op.cit., p. 168; cf. WYMPS, p. 6S. 

57Cf. WYMPS, pp. 64, 66: urn general, Herr Schelling 
would be well advised to recall his first writings. For in
stance, he says in the piece on the Self as the principle of 
philosophy: 'If we assume ••• that insofar as God ••• is the real 
basis of our nature, then God himself enters'the sphere o-f-
knowledge as object and hence cannot be the ultimate point for 
us on which this entire sphere depends'. And we remind Herr 
Schelling of the concluding sentence of his letter ••• : 'It is 
time to acquaint the new humanity with freedom of mind and no 
longer tolerate its crying about its lost restrictions'". 

http:attributes.SS
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the early Schelling is revealing in that it indirectly reflects 

Marx's interpretation of Fichte. Reason, in this interpreta

tion, is associated with the freedom 	of the individual rather 
58than with the necessity of the whole. Philosophy, in this 

interpretation, is not based on the principle of reflection, 

whose object is 'god', but on the\principle of action, whose 
. t . ' lf' . h. b. . . 5 9o b Jec is se -- man in is su Jective consciousness. 

60Following Bruno Bauer Marx confronts the condition 

of this transfonnation of philosophy 	in Greek systems of 

Stoicism, Epicureanism and Scepticism, in which philosophy 

'is brought to the subjective point', and that together con

stitute the 'complete construction of self-consciousness'. 

After recapitulating Kant's critique 	of the 'proofs of the ex
istence of God Marx quotes from the early Schelling against 
the late Schelling: 'When you presuppose the idea of an ob
jective god, how can you speak of laws which Re'aSon produces 
from itself, since autonomy can be attributed only to an ab
solutely free being?* 

58This does not imply a liberal individualist concept 
of freedom, but like Rousseau, it implies a concept of 'man' 
in which the individual and the community are forced into iden
tity by reference to the principle of equality. 

59The principle of reflection and action bring into 
respective focus as the object of philosophy, the 'object' 
of knowledge and the 'Subject' of knowledge. The theoretical 
interest in the 'object' is consummated in 'god', the totality 
of conditions, or the absolutely unconditioned; the practical 
interest in the 'subject' recognizes the freedom and position 
in the world of 'man'. In other words, the speculative' stand
point converts an active Subject ('man') into a passive ob
ject, which is converted into a means with which the absolute 
being produced in hypostasis realizes itself. 

60cf. McLellan, op.cit., pp. 72ff; Cornu, op.cit., pp. 
138ff; Mehring, op.cit. Mehring plausibly reconstructs the 
motives for Marx's theme out of the efforts of what Ruge cal
led the philosophical 'Montagne' (Rutenberg, Bauer, Koppen, 
Marx) to find the ideological support for the liberal bour
geoisie in their struggle for freedom (the rational develop
ment of freedom) by taking Hegel and going beyond him (Mehring, 
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The starting point for Bauer, Koppen and Marx's treat

ment of the philosophy of self-consciousness was Hegel's ac

count in the History of Phi:losophy. In this account, Stoicism 

and Epicureanism constitute the general and individual aspect 

of 'subjective spirit', representing respectively the abstract

general and abstract-individual consciousness of self -- of 

the individual's 'pure self-relation'. The Stoics (to which 

one can assimilate Spinoza are philosophical determinists in 

that their principle supports a pantheistic surrender to the 

necessity of the whole. The Epicureans (to which one can 

assimilate Fichte) are philosophical indeterminists, in that 

their principle is that of the atomistic isolation of the 
61individual -- the freedom of wi11. 

According to the view of the Montagne from which Marx 

wrote, Hegel was unable to appreciate the importance of the 

Greek philosophy of self-consciousness because of his 'spe

culative' standpoint -- of reflection on the necessity of the 
62whole, reason in reality, or God. The significance of the 

Greek systems of self-consciousness, in which Marx thinks his 

post-Hegelian situation, is that it 'solve(s) a thus far un

solved problem': the role of the 'historic individual ••• as a 

representative of a species'. This is to say, it looks at 

Nachlass, 1, pp. 42ff). This view is solidly supported by 
Cornu 1 s extensive studies (op.cit., pp. 118ff). The point 
chosen as decisive was Hegel's treatment of the Greek philos
ophy of self-consciousness (Selbstbewusstsein) which they 
proposed to correct with reference to Hegel's underestimation 
of their significance (cf. also Mins, op.cit.). 

61cf. Mehring, Carlos Marx (Barcelona: Ed. Grijalbo, 
1967), p. 39. Cf. below for our argument and point of inter~ 
pretation inserted here. 

62cf. Cornu, op.cit., p. 137. We re-focus this point 
somewhat differently from Cornu, in order to suggest the rela
tionship that runs through 'speculation' (qua standpoint), 
necessity of the whole, reason in reality, God. 
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man as the active subject of the historic process, which dis

closes the possibility of man's action upon the world, and 

allows philosophy to formulate an 'energizing principle' of 

action based on the possibility of freedom. 

In thinking the present (post-Hegelian) conjuncture 

of philosophy in relation to the post-Aristotle conjuncture, 

the 'duality of philosophical self-consciousness' takes the 

form of two opposed attitudes to the world: passive reflec

tion, or conformism (Stoicism, the positive party); and ac

tive criticism (Epicureanism, the liberal party). It is the 

second attitude or party which in its practical attitude and 

adherence to the concept realizes the principle of philosophy 

(ie., idealism), and makes progress. 

The problem confronted by the liber-critical party is 

to realize the 'principle of philosophy' by defending it 

against its 'non-concept, the element of reality'. This pro

blem is raised by the question of the relation: thought-being, 

reason-reality, philosophy-world; and is posed within the pro

blematic of two viewpoints: materialism, which recognizes 

development according to 'necessity', and idealism, which re

cognizes development according to 'freedom'. Marx confronts 

this problematic, which had been formulated in turn by Kant, 

Fichte, and Hegel, in the opposed philosophies of nature of 

Epicurus and Democritus. 

In Democritus' philosophy of nature Marx recognizes 

a determinist and materialist theory of the world. For Demo

critus the universe is composed of an infinity of atoms that 

fall in empty space. In this fall the large atoms fall more 

quickly and repulse the smaller, producing a vortex of move

ments which determine possible combinations and separations 

of atoms. In the course of these movements the lighter atoms 

are pushed towards the outside, while the heavier tend to the 

centre. In these movements -- which are the basis of the ori

gin and development of the universe -- there is no element of 

chance or freedom: the necessity of all developments is axio
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matic, in function of the mechanical determinism of universal 

law. By thus converting necessity into a universal law, and 

reducing the totality to a combination of atoms, Democritus 

allows between these atoms only differences of quantity (size, 

form, weight), and assigns to the qualities {colour, smell, 

taste, temperature) a subjective value, dependent on our sen

sations and not on reason. Sceptic in request to the various 

senses, which provide an unreliable knowledge of things, Demo

critus presupposes the objective reality of the world, and 

believes in the possibility, for man, to grasp it in his capa

city of reason which provide knowledge of the universal laws 
63that govern the world. 

Taking as a point of departure the fundamental prin

ciples of Democritus' philosophy of nature, Epicurus pro

foundly modified Democritus's atomism by introducing changes 

which allowed him to reject Democritus' determinism, and af

firm instead the essential freedom of man in a world dominated 

by chance. 

Marx explains the profound difference between Demo

critus and Epicurus' philosophies of nature in terms of their 

opposed methods, respectively based on the principle of 'real 

possibility' and 'abstract possibility'. These two opposed 

modalities of possibility explain to a great part the differ

ence in conception, materialist and determinist the one, 

idealist and indeterrninist the other. In relation to 'real' 

possibility, we have the 'sceptic and empiricist' (Democritus) 

who holds chance and freedom a subjective illusion, considers 

nature from the point of view of necessity, and attempts to 

explain the real existence of things; in relation to 'abstract' 

63 .M'T..P, pp.69ff. 
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possibility, we have the 'dogmatist and philosopher' (Epir

curus) who considers appearance as real, sees only chance 

(and thus freedom), and whose manner of explanation tends 
64to destroy the objective reality of nature. 

To elaborate: Democritus' philosophy of nature is 

based on the principle of 'real possibility' which pre-sup

poses the effective (objective) existence of the object, and 

from which is deduced its relative necessity or determinism: 

'Necessity appears in finite nature as relative necessity, as 

determinism••• only ••• deduced from real possibility' (cf. the 

'ambience of conditions, causes, grounds, etc., by which this 

necessity is mediated'). 65 In this connection 'Epicurus is 

directly opposed to Democritus. Chance is reality, which has 

merely the value of ••• abstract possibility ••• the exact anti

pode of real possibility ••• (which) is confined within sharp 

1 imi. 'ts ' 65• 

Real possibility, like reason, is confined within 

limits, and tries to justify the necessity and reality of its 

object; abstract possibility, like imagination, does not re

cognize limits, in that its interest falls not on the explain

ed object, but rather on the Subject that explains. Its only 

purpose is to make the object possible at the level of thought. 

That which can be thought (abstractly possible) does not con

stitute a limit for the thinking subject ('to think is to be 

free'). For Epicurus the principle of philosophy is to esta

blish the world as thinkable and thus as possible is, Marx 

64c£. thesis, Part 1 (3) 'Difficulties with regard to 
the identity of the Democritean and Epicurean philosophy of 
nature', in AMP, pp. 75-76. 

65Ibid., p. 74. 

66 rbid. 
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67points out, a matter of profound indifference to Epicurus. 

The two modes of explanation that correspond to the 

principles of 'real' and 'abstract' possibility, respectively 

secure the determinism of necessary laws, and the freedom of 

man. The respective modes of explanation, one of which sup

poses the necessity and reality of its object and the other 

recognizes the essential freedom of the Subject, clearly have 

a different function, in terms of a corresponding theoretical 

interest in the object and a practical interest in the Subject. 

Democritus has a theoretical interest in natural knowledge or 

science, and, consequently, is satisfied with 'empirical re

flection' on his object, the material element of reality. In 

this reflection, the atom is the material expression of neces

sity, and as such 'the general objective expression of empiri

cal natural enquiry ••• (which) remains apure and abstract cate

gory, a hypothesis which is the result of experience, not its 
68animating principle' • Epicurus denies determinism of neces

sary laws, and thus science, in order to save the possibility 

of freedom. In relation to this practical interest in freedom, 

Epicurus' mode of explanation 'aims only at the composure 

(ataraxia) of self-consciousness, not natural knowledge in and 

for itself'. Accordingly, Epicurus sees in the atom not only 

67Quoted by Cornu, op.cit. 1 p.15S: 'Real possibility seeks 
to give a basis for the necessity and reality of its object; 
abstract possibility is not concerned with the object to be 
explained, but with the Subject that does the explaining. The 
thing need only be possible~ thinkable. What is abstractly 
possible, what can be thought, does not stand in the way of 
the thinking subject; it is not a limitation •••• Whether this 
possibility is actual is a matter of indifference (to Epicurus)'. 

6 8 Q d " - . . t '16 2 uote 1JY 1-n.ns, op. c1 . , p. . . 
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the substance of the material world, but the symbol of indi

vidual human consciousness. 

In context of Democritus and Epicurus' opposed inter

ests Marx notes that Democritus considers only the empirical 

existence of the atom, whereas Epicurus considers also its 

spiritual essence or concept. Whereas for Democritus the 

atom is the material expression of 'necessity', for Epicurus 

. t . ' d b' t • I n 

considering the ideality or form of the atom, as opposed to 

its materiality or matter, Epicurus introduces the change in 

which the whole science of atomics is placed on different 

ground: the declination of atoms. If Democritus deduced from 

the motion of the straight-line or fall of the atoms an axio

matic necessity, Epicurus introduces a 'declination' from the 

straight-line to allow for and vindicate man's freedom, to 

affirm the autonomy of teh self-conscious individual. This is 

to say, where Democritus symbolized the materiality of the 

atom in the straight-line, Epicurus symbolized the ideality 

or spiritual essence of the atom in the declination from the 

straight-line. 

The necessary consequence of declination if 'repulsion' 

(negation) -- the first form of self-consciousness gained in 

grasping itself as 'an immediately existing entity, an abstrac
70 

i. t s spiri. ua1 expression is. ch ance an t h e ar i rary ' 69 

tly individual thing 1 By seeing only the 'material side,• 

the scattering, the change' of repulsion, Democritus makes an 

'act of blind necessity' out of what is for Epicurus the 're

alization of the concept of the atom'. In this concept Marx 

69 ' . dQuoted by Cornu, p.154~. Epicurus ten s to estab
blish the possiblity of the world, and thought. His mode of 
proof, the principle according to which the proof is realized 
is, once again, abstract possibility, being-for-itself, that 
finds its concrete expression in the atom and its spiritual 
expression in chance and the arbitrary'. 

70AMP I p. 84 • 
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recognizes the 'ideal side according to which all relation 

to something is negated and the motion is posited as self

determination •. 71 With the spiritual essence or form of the 

atom expressed in its declination, the ideality of repulsion 

yields the 'real soul' of the atom, the concept of 'abstract 

particularity': 'pure being-for-itself, independence from 
72immediate existence, negation of relativity•. The 'relative 

existence opposed to the atom, the existence which it must 

negate' is the straight-line; ie., the atom frees itself from 

its relative existence by abstracting from it (deviating from 

the straight-line). The concept of the atom is thus actual

ized (its form determined) by abstracting from the existence 

opposed to it. Thus Epicurus' principle is ideated (vorges

tellen) in the form of 'being against the concrete world', 

and its 'dialectic and inner essence' emerges from its im

mediate and necessary 'collision with the concrete world'. 

In this ideation the atom emerges as the isolated individual, 

the formal principle of individual consciousness, which in 

the face of a hostile world, affirms its freedom and indepen

dence by withdrawing from it, in 'abstraction of the existence 

that limits the individua1•. 73 

In grasping the ideal side of repulsion (the spiritual 

essence of the atom) Epicurus changed the 'whole inner con

struction of the realm of atoms', and rises above Democritus' 

'external' determinism. He did so by 'making valid the deter

mination of form through (the atom), and by realizing the con

71Ibid. 

72 Cf. Cornu, op.cit.~ pp.147ff, who refers to and 
quotes from MEGA,1,1 (1), pp.27ff. 

73 Ibid., p.147 n.124, in which Cornu quotes at length 
from MEGA,l;r-(1), pp.27, 29. Also AMP, p.84. 



llR 

74tradiction which lies in the concept of the atom•. In line 

with Hegel's principle of idealism, the ideality here affirmed 

has the concept not as an 'external' form imposed on reality 

from the outside, but as its essential element (ie., as self

determined). Against Hegel, however, the ideality relates not 

to the necessity of the whole conceived as Spirit, but to the 

freedom of the absolutely autonomous individual, who, as an 

atom in repulsion, negates all relations to other existents, 

and posits his motion as self-determination. 75 

In grasping the essence of repulsion rather than its 

material existence, the atom emerges not as in Democritus -

as an abstract category (empirical hypothesis) -- but as a 

symbol of the absolutely autonomous individual who has the 

centre of his gravity in himself. It establishes the prin

ciple of his abstract individuality (individuality freed from 

its relative existence), and as such the 'energizing princi

ple' of freedom which is necessary for its activity. 

By recognizing in Epicurus' analysis both the material 

and ideal sides of repulsion (the material existence and the 

spiritual essence of the atom) Marx indirectly returns to 

Kant's distinction of phenomena (atom as substratum of matter) 

and noumena (atom as pure form), and to Kant's insistence on 

the 'objectivity' of the contradiction between existence and 

essence. To 'objectify' this contradiction (as Epicurus does, 

but Democritus does not) is to simultaneously recognize the 

atom as (a) 'the natural form of the abstract, particular 

self-consciousness' and as (b) 'the empirical, particular self

74AMP, p. 85. 

75Ibid., p. 84. 
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consciousness made into a thing•. 76 In this simultaneous re

cognition, repulsion emerges as a synthetic unity of form and 

matter, and man is looked at in two different senses: as an 

active Subject (free) and as a passive object (determined) • 

In the first sense, in which the individual is viewed from 

his 'ideal side', man is intelligible in the freedom of his 

action (the criterion for which is reason); in the second 

sense, which looks at the individual from his 'material side', 

man is sensible in the 'effects' of the action (the criterion 

for which is sensation) • 

This distinction of form and matter within the atom 

discloses an apparent contradiction (essence vs. existence) 

which, as in the case of Kant, 'constitutes the main interest 
77of Epicurus•. According to its concept, the atom consti

tutes the absolute, essential or pure, form (spiritual es

sence) of nature, but in contradiction to its concept the 

atom also constitutes the material substratum of the pheno

menal world in which it acquires variable 'qualities'. In 

its essence as pure form, the atom cannot have qualities, in

asmuch as their variability give the atom an existence which 
78contradicts its concept. In this existence, viz. the sen

sible world of phenomena, the atom appears 'in a 	 mode of 
79alienated being differentiated from its essence•. 

76Ibid., pp. 97ff; Mins, op.cit., p. 164: 'As the 
atom is nothing but the natural form of the abstract, parti
cular self-consciousness; so sensible nature is but the em
pirical, particular self-consciousness made into a thing, 
and this is sensible. The senses are therefore the only cri
teria in concrete nature, as abstract reason is in the world 
of atoms'. 

77AMP, pp. 85-86. 

78 Ibid. 

79Ibid. 
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Unlike, Epicurus, Democritus does not objectify this 

internal contradiction of the atom's concept and existence. 

For Democritus, appearance is totally confused with essence 

(appearance considered as to its existence) or is entirely 

separated from it (appearance as to its concept). In either 

case 'appearance is ••• degraded to the state of subjective il

lusion• .80 As with Kant and Hegel's criticism of Spinozist 

rationalism or Hobbesian empiricism, the reduction of an ob

jective appearance to a subjective illusion (cf. freedom and 
81chance) results from confusing existence and essence. In 

Epicurus' objectification of the contradiction 'appearance 

(is) comprehended as appearance, ie., as alienation in its 

essence which asserts itself as alienation in its reality•. 82 

1 97so I b"d ., p •• 

81 we suggest here a parallel between Epicurus' revi
sion of Democritus, and Kant's critique of empiricism-ration
alism. Both Democritus and the seventeenth century pre
Kantian philosophers 'confuse' existence and essence, and con
sequently affirm the axiomatic necessity of universal law 
(mechanical determinism) at the expense of freedom and chance 
which are reduced to a subjective illusion. Both Epicurus and 
Kant insist on the objectivity of the contradiction which is 
resolved by looking at man in two different senses as dis
closed by a theoretical interest in the object, and a practi
cal interest in the Subject. This relation between Kant and 
Epicurus is strengthened in particular by Epicurus' theory 
of time. For both Democritus and Epicurus the concept of atom 
as an eternal element excludes time (birth and death) , but 
while Democritus transfers time from the world of being to 
the subjective consciousness of the Subject, Epicurus trans
fers it to the phenomenal world of appearance wherein it re
presents the absolute form of sense-perception. As such it 
establishes a necessary connexion with phenomenal reality, 
which allows Epicurus to affirm a relation of congruence and 
objective reference between the object and its perception; ie., 
the phenomenal appearance of the object given in sense-percep
tion represented in space-time is objective. The criterion 
for phenomenal appearance, of concrete nature, is sensation, 
whereas its substratum, the atom, has as its criterion abstract 
reason (.Cf. Cornu, op.cit., p~l48, in which extensive· q~otes 
are drawn from MEGA,1,1(1), pp.41-4. 

82AM.P, p. 97 • 
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rn other words, essence only appears in the form of aliena

tion: the atom's existence contradicts its concept. Because 

Democritus is trapped in the empiricism of the object, he 

does not grasp this contradiction, and confuses the atom's 

spiritual essence with its material existence (ie., does not 

recognize the latter as the alienated form of the former). 

As a result, Democritus makes an 'act of blind necessity' out 

of what for Epicurus is the 'realization of the concept of 

the atom'. 

Kant, as we have seen, confronted this confusion of 

existence and essence, by insisting on the objectivity of the 

contradiction while holding that knowledge does not have an 

immediate relation to 'things in themselves', but is confined 

to their phenomenal appearance. Kant's solution was to con

ceive of man in two different senses as determined by the 

respective standpoints of theoretical understanding (science) 

and practical reason (ethics). From the standpoint of sci

ence man appears as a phenomenal being subject to the natural 

causality~of nature (necessity); from the standpoint of ethics 

man appears as a noumenal being intelligible in the freedom 

of his action. Although these two standpoints disclose a 

theoretical and practical faculty of knowledge whose corres

ponding principles apply to different realms, they converge 

on the same territory of experience. This is to say, they 

bring into focus the world in which man acts as a synthetic 

unity. This synthetic unity or totality, however, emerges 

as a regulative idea of reflective judgement, and cannot be 

constituted as an object of knowledge. 

This solution given by Kant has three conditions: (1) 

the world is a totality or synthetic unity of existence and 

essence (2) The objectivity of their contradiction discloses 

two alternative possible standpoints based respectively on 

a theoretical interest in the object, and a practical inter

est in the Subject; (3) the world as a synthetic unity cannot 

be constructed as an object of knowledge; ie., one must adopt 
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a dual perspective given by the standpoints of science and 

ethics -- both of which have objective validity. 

Epicurus approximates Kant in respect to the first 

two conditions of his solution, but diverges from him in 

respect to the third in a direction followed by Fichte in 

his double revision of Kant and Spinoza viz. the synthetic 

unity (knowledge) of the world disclosed from a standpoint of 

an ethics based on the principle of freedom. 

The world in which man acts is, first of all, a syn

the tic unity of form and matter that corresponds to the atom's 

spiritual essence and material existence, and that is deter

mined by the ideality and materiality of repulsion. In adopt

ing the standpoint of science determined by a theoretical in

terest in the object, Democritus confuses the atom's essence 

with its existence, and considers only the 'material side' of 

repulsion. As a result man appears as the passive support of 

a rigorous determinism or objective reason, and his freedom, 

limited by circumstances of life, is reduced to a subjective 

illusion. 

Epicurus confronts this determinism viz. its negation 

of freedom, by adopting the standpoint of ethics, formed by 

a practical interest in the Subject, and based on the princi

ple of freedom. This is to say, Epicurus subordinates science 

to ethics, materialism to idealism. From this standpoint Epi

curus grounds knowledge (synthetic unity) in the Subject con

sidered in its ideality or spiritual essence. In seeing the 

world not as an immediate unity, but a synthetic unity, Epi

curus objectifies the contradiction of existence and essence, 

but resolves it by recognizing within the world of phenomena 

the alienated form of the atom's appearance: 'In Epicurus ••• 

appearance (is) comprehended as appearance, ie., as alienation 

of the essence which asserts itself as alienation in its re
. t I 83a l i Y . 

83Ibid. 
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In that the atom alienates its essence or pure form 

in the world of phenomena (in which it is projected as its 

substratum) it only conserves its essence outside its phe

nomenal appearance. To affirm 'its concept, its essence ••• 

its independence from immediate reality' the atom suppresses 

'its relative mode of existence' by 'abstraction' of the 
84world opposed to it. In effect, Marx concludes, Epicurus 

actualizes his concept of the atom, and ideates his principle 

of freedom, by conceiving the atom in the form of the isolated 

individual who affirms himself and secures his freedom by 

making 'abstraction' the goal of his action. In this 'abstrac

tion' (negation of its 'relative existence) the individual 

protects his freedom by withdrawing from the world, and there

by securing the composure (ataraxia) of his self-consciousness. 

In this composure of self-consciousness, or freedom 

of thought, Epicurus draws the ultimate conclusion from a 

philosophy of self-consciousness based on the principle of 

'abstract possibility', and posited in the form of 'abstract 

individuality' • 

Marx confronts this Epicurean philosophy with a bal

anced critique. On the one hand, Marx lauds Epicurus' con

version of Democritus' philosophy of nature into the basis 

of an idealist ethic whose objective is to secure and justify 
85human freedom. That Marx considered idealism as the true 

84cf. above notes 74-76. 

85 ' h hQuoted by Cornu, p.l.Sl: I In Epicurus t e t eory 
of the atom, with all its contradictions, is the natural sci
ence of the philosophy of self-consciousness, posited in the 
form of abstract individuality as its absolute principle, 
and developed to its extreme consequence in which· its con
scious opposition to the universal leads to its own destruc
tion. In Democritus, on the other hand, the atom is only the 
general and objective expression of his empirical conception 
of nature. The atom continues to be the a pure, abstract 
category, a simple hypothesis derived from experience, and not 
a principle of action; thus not driven to realize itself it~-
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foundation of science is clearly reflected in his positive 

evaluation of Epicurus, in respect to both his distinction 

of essence and existence, and his subordination of the mater

ial element to the spiritual element: 'What is enduring and 

great in Epicurus is that he gives the circumstances no pri

ority over ideas (Vorstellungen} and makes no effort to main

tain them•. 86 On the other hand, by conceiving man in the 

form of 'isolated and abstract individuality' Epicurus repre

sents a 'freedom isolated from the world, not freedom inte
87grated in the world 1 This 'abstract' freedom secured by• 

abstraction from the individual's relative existence, or with

drawal from the world, satisfies Epicurus' philosophic aim: 

the composure (ataraxis} of self-consciousness. In its avoi

dance of the world, however, it frustrates the real possibil

ity of man acting upon the world so as to transform it. In 

the form of 'abstract individuality' the atom (ie., man) can

not affirm itself as the 'idealizing power capable of dominat

ing the world ' : 

isolated and abstract individuality cannot affirm its concept, 
its essence, being-for-itself, its independence in respect to 
immediate reality, suppression of its relative mode of exis
tence, by abstraction of the world opposed to it.88 

Epicurus based his philosophy on the principle: what 

is thinkable, is possible. However, the isolation of abstract 

individuality, and its impotency to act, forced Epicurus to 

has no influence on the concrete development of natural sci
ence'. 

86 . d b . . 1 7cite y Mins, op.cit., p. 6 • 

87 cornu, op.cit., p.154, quoting from.MEGA,1,1(1), 
pp . 4 0 ' 50-1. 

88 rbid.~ quoting_ from·MEGA,1,1(1), p.29. 
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construct a world in its image, .and confer reality to the 

product of its consciousness. Marx indirectly criticizes the 

ideological position on which such recourse is based in a 

note on Plutarch. 89 In this note Marx directly, although 

loosely, follows Kant in refering the traditional ontological 

argument for the existence of God based on deducing from the 

Idea of an absolute being its effective existence. 

Supported directly and indirectly by Kant, Marx demon

strates that while Democritus errs in his concept of reality 

by confusing existence with essence, Epicurus errs in his mode 

of reasoning (hypostasis) which confuses abstract and real 

possibility. In this confusion (to attribute real existence 

to a mere concept) Epicurus only admits reality inasmuch as 

it agrees with the laws of thought, and affirms the freedom 

of abstract self-consciousness -- the absolute freedom of the 

individual's pure self-relation. This however is clearly not 

a satisfactory solution to the problem of philosophy's rela

tion to the world. In effect, while Democritus' philosophy 

of nature leads to determinism, ie., negation of freedom, that 

of Epicurus leads to a false concept of freedom -- conceived 

in the absolute form of self-relation, and not in its dialec

tical relation with necessity (within the framework of man's 

relation to objective nature). In his desire to secure the 

freedom of man in a world which he cannot dominate Epicurus 

is forced to separate man from the world, which makes it im

possible for him to act upon the world, and renders his free

dom abstract. 

Against Epicurus, and with reference to Hegel's posi

tion, Marx considers that the problem of freedom only yields 

a solution when placed within the framework of man's relation 

to necessity (which implies a relative limitation of man's 

autonomy) and not in abstraction from it. Hegel's solution, 

89 Ibid., quoting from MEGA,1,1(1) ,p.80. 
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however, is given from the speculative standpoint: the inner 

reflection of a realized ideal -- of reason in reality. In 

its recognition of this objective rationality, disclosed 

from the standpoint of the absolute, philosophy is reconciled 

to the world. 

Consistent with the general project adopted by the 

Left-Hegelians in general, and with a conscious reference to 

the liberal-critical party in philosophy, Marx revises this 

speculative conception, and converts Hegel's philosophy into 

a philosophy of praxis supported by the principle of freedom 

established by Epicurus. Marx accepts in principle Hegel's 

principle of unity, but in transforming Hegel's speculative 

philosophy into a philosophy of praxis, he shifts from the 

standpoint of the absolute in which reason is a realized 

ideal, to the standpoint of man in which reason is an ideal 

to be realized; and moves from an objective idealism based on 

the power of a universal reason to a subjective idealism based 

on the freedom of the 'historic individual', the creative po

wer of human reason. The Subject of history is not God, but 

man. 

In this transformation of philosophy into an 'active 

will' turned against the 'apparent world' -- a world that 

contradicts its concept (ie., is alienated from its essence) 

-- Marx clearly adopts a position closer to Kant and Fichte 

than to Hegel. In this subjective idealist conception, 

thought in relation to Kant's practical reason and Fichte's 

'active urge', the task of philosophy is to criticize the 

world-turned-irrational, to measure its existence against the 

philosophic idea and bring it into line with its concept. 

It is with this concept of philosophy as theoretical 

praxis or criticism that Marx thinks his participation in 

the Left-Hegelian movement to represent the liberal struggle 

for freedom. 
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CONCLUSION 

The central problem of Marx's dissertation, and in

deed of all his Early Works, concerns the relation between 

'philosophy' and the 'world'• a modality of the problem posed 

by Kant and Hegel: to secure a relation of unity between 

thought and being, spirit and matter. Within the idealist 

problematic of Kant and Hegel's opposed solutions to this 

problem, the first terms in the type-structure of this sub

ject-object relation is homologous with the principle of 

idealism (freedom) while the second forms the basis of the 

principle of materialism (necessity). The project of German 

Idealism was to constitute the 'unifying truth' of these 

two principles, which is that the Idea is the 'essence' of 

the real. This project clearly shapes Marx's dual critique 

of Democritus and Epicurus, and it does so with reference 

to a Left-Hegelian revision of Hegel that takes Marx back to 

the rationalist humanism of the bourgeois Enlightenment and 

draws him towards a position closer to Kant and Fichte than 

to Hegel. This is to say, the 'essence' of the real, the 

Idea, is associated not with the universal reason of an 

Absolute Subject, God, but with the reason of a human sub

ject, Man. Whereas for Hegel, reason is in reality, embodied 

in the totality of its conditions as its immanent truth, for 

Marx and the Left-Hegelian movement in general reason con

fronts reality as its critical measure, and as such, as a 

subjective ideal. Its centre of reference: the concept of 

'Man', the 'essence' of man (:freedom, reason). 

With reference to this concept of Man, 'philosophy' 

is brought to its 'subjective point' and set against a 'world' 

turned irrational -- ie., in violation of the human essence, 

in contradiction to its concept. Marx's dissertation viz. its 

search for a 'principle of action' -- of theoretical criti

cism that is -- is shaped by the subjective idealism and ra

tionalist humanism of this 'philosophy-world' relation. Like 
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the Enlightenment phi·1·o·s·ophes and his companions in theory, 

Marx believed in the power of ideas -- ie., of human reason 

-- to change the world and determine its development. In 

other words, philosophy is invested with an active force, 

with the power to compel reality to conform to its concept. 

It is this 'philosophy of praxis' which underlies 

the structure of Marx's Critical Method: to reduce all phe

nomena to their inner essence -- ie., their universal form 

(defined by reference to a concept of 'Man', and thus given 

a 'human meaning'). 

The dissertation, however, does not move beyond the 

suggested form of this conception of philosophy as critique 

and a presention of its initial conditions. To illuminate 

the structure of Marx's philosophic critique, and to demon

strate the effectivity of its underlying problematic, we 

need to consider Marx's thought in action, which is to say, 

we need to examine Marx's application of this critique. 

This takes us beyond the dissertation into the next phase 

of Marx's intellectual development based on his journalist 

experience, and from there on to the most critical point 

of Marx's theoretical formation, the works of 1843-44. 



CHAPTER FOUR 

MARX'S ENTRY INTO POLITICAL STRUGGLE: A LIBERAL
DEMOCRATIC CRITIQUE OF POLITICAL LIFE, 

AND THE POWER OF FREE PRESS 

1 

Despite the divergence between the interests and con

cerns of the Rhenish merchants and industrialists, and their 

movement of bourgeois liberalism, on the one hand, and the 

philosophical interests and concerns of the Left-Hegelians 

on the other hand, a common ground was found in the conjunc

ture of shared aspirations for change, and in opposition to 

the Prussian bureaucratic-feudal state. This common ground 

established the basis for an 'affair', the fruit of which was 

the Rheinische Zeitung, a journal founded as a mouthpiece for 

the interests of the liberal bourgeoisie, and supported by 
1the Left-Hegelians who assumed editorial control. 

With the political radicalization of the Hegelian 

Left, brought about by the reactionary intervention of the 

state, which deprived the Young Hegelians of their traditional 

means of expression -- university positions -- philosophy was 

obliged to 'install itself in the press'. 'The press', ob

serves Marx, who took over as editor in October, 1842, 'is 
2the freest form in which the mind evidences itself nowadays•. 

1 on the Rheinische ·zeitung (hereafter RhZ) , see esp. 
Cornu, op.cit., vol. 2, ch. 1. For Marx's role-8"ee Robert 
Pascal, Karl Ma:r·x: His App·ren:ticeship to Po'li tics (London: 
Labour Monthly, 1943). 

2cf. 'The Debates on Freedom of the Press', in Saul 
K. Padover ed. & trans. Karl Marx: On the Freedom of the Press 
and Censorship (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1974), p. 13. Hereafter: 
On Freedom. 

129 
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The standpoint of 'critical' opposition adopted by 

the Left-Hegelians was thought in relation to the problematic 

of a world turned ir-rational: the actual existence of the 

Prussian state contradicts its essence as disclosed by the 

concept of a 'rational state'. Within this problematic the 

Left-Hegelians defined the need for philosophy to realize 

itself by turning against the 'apparent' world in criticism 

which measures the existence of the state against its con

cept. Within this conception of philosophy the 'critic' tried 

in the last instance to convince the state itself to assume 

its essence. The sphere of the critic's action -- to strug

gle for freedom and realize philosophy -- was journalism. 

Above all, the struggle took the form of freedom of the press: 

since 'freedom is ••• the essential species of the whole intel

lectual existence' it is 'also', Marx adds, 'that of the 

press' which relates itself to the condition of the people 

as intelligence•. 3 

The Rheinsche Zeitung period (January, 1842-Marx 31, 

1843) as a journalist and editor, was decisive for the for

mation of Marx's political and theoretical development: it 

signalled his entry into political life, as a critic of the 

socio-political conditions of exploitation and oppression, 

and his first confrontation with 'material interests•. 4 Par

3On Freedom, pp. 26, 77. 

4cf. Marx's Preface to A Con·tribution to the Critique 
of Political Economy (1859), p. 19: 1 In the year 1842-43, as 
editor of the Rheinische Zeitung, I first found myself in the 
embarrassing position of having to discuss what is known as 
material interests. The deliberations of the Rhenish Landtag 
on forest thefts and the division of landed property; the of
ficial polemic ••• against the RhZ about the condition of the 
Moselle peasantry, and finally the debates on free trade and 
protective tariffs caused me in the first instance to turn my 
attention to economic questions'. Cf. on the RhZ period as 
decisive for the transition form 'idealism to materialis~, 
and radical democracy to communism' see Lenin, Karl Marx (New 
York: International Publishers, 1989). We, it will be seen, 
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ticularly as editor Marx had the opportunity of showing 

whether a philosophic understanding ergo critique of actual 

events (giving society a consciousness of itself, showing it 

the reason for its conflicts) could play an effective role in 

bringing about radical change: to free the state from irra

tional elements, and bring it into line with its concept. 

Forced to confront the 'so-called material questions' 

Marx's writings ranged over many areas: censorship; provin

cial diets, and their estate-representation; divorce laws; 

peasants accused of stealing wood; poor vintagers in the Mos

elle region, etc. To each of these questions, in relation 

to the Left-Hegelian problematic, Marx brought the unifying 

concept of 'rational state', used as a norm to measure ac

tual socio-political conditions. 

Marx formulated this concept of a 'rational state' 

in terms of a metaphysical principle of freedom: 'freedom 

is the essence of man as gravitation is the essence of 

bodies•. 5 In relation to this unifying concept based on the 

principle of freedom (ie., the 'essence of man') Marx's phil

osophy is, throughout this period, dominated by what can be 

called 'liberal-rationalist humanism•. 6 This philosophic 

position has been subject to diverse, mutually conflicting 

disagree with Lenin's judgement, given that the character of 
a thought is determined by its mode of reflection rather than 
its objects. 

5cf. 'Debates on the Freedom of the Press' (RhZ, May 
5-19, 1842), in On Freedom, p. 23: 'Freedom is so much of the 
essence of man that even its opponents realize it in that they 
fight its reality'. 

6cf. Louis Althusser, For Ma·rx, pp. 223££; Franz 
Mehring, Karl Marx, ch. 2; Cornu, op.cit. vol. 2, ch.l. 
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interpretations. In this period Marx has been alternatively 
9regarded as either a H~gelian7 , Feuerbachian8 , or Kantian • 

Although most commentators see Marx's unifying concept of 

'rational state' as Hegelian, Maximilian Rubel insists that 

Marx is 'practically free from Hegelian influences 110 , and 

according to Franz Mehring Marx 'reaches back to the bour

geois enlightenment movement ••• recogniz(ing) Kant as the 

theorist of the French revolution•. 11 Another, and perhaps 

most prevalent position, recognizes the respective points 

of these contending interpretations, and declares that Marx 

throughout this period is an ecclectic polemicist whose 

thought does not yield a systematic idea, but rather, a mix

ture of unsynthesized elements. 12 

We ourselves have tentatively defined Marx's thought 

at this point as locating an unspecified space somewhere be

tween Hegel, on the on hand, and Kant-Fichte on the other. 

7cf. in particular, Easton and Guddatt, Introduction 
to Writings of the Young Marx on Philosophy and Society. 

8cf. Althusser, op.cit.; W. Schuffenhauer, Feuerbach 
und der junge Marx (Berlin: Deutscher Verlag, 1965), pp. 27ff. 

9The relation to Kant is alleged on the basis of a 
return to an Enlightenment concept of Reason based on a phil
osophy of man, and of criticism in terms of this reason (cf. 
Mehring and M. Rubel); also, as formed indirectly via Feuer
bach (cf. Althusser). 

lOMaximilien Rubel, Karl Marx: Essai hie in
tellectuelle (Paris: M. Riviere, 1957 , pp. Sydney 
Hook, From Hegel to Marx, p. 159 commenting on Marx's article 
on the Diet debate on the peasants' theft of wood: 'This event 
marked the complete abandonment of the Hegelian theory of the 
state' • 

11 h . 1 6Me ring, Car os Marx, p. 7. 

12navid McLellan, Marxism be·f:ore Marx, pp. 133ff. 
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To move beyond this point, we hold that it is possible to 

form a systematic idea of Marx's thought, and that to grasp 

this thought it is necessary to reduce it not to its diverse 

elements, but to its unifying concept. 

Generally speaking, the interpretation of Marx as 

Hegelian is supported by Marx's concept of the state, where

as that which relates Marx to the Enlightenment is supported 

by Marx's concept of freedom based on a philosophy of man. 

The principle of reason relates to both these concepts, and, 

we will argue, is subject to the ambiguity of a double inter

pretation that allows us to grasp the unity of Marx's thought 

vis-a-vis both Hegel and Kant. 

2 

The eighteenth century French Encyclbpedists and Eng

lish theorists, in the name of natural law, sought to defend 

the individual against the despotism of the state, which was 

regarded as the external necessity of civil society, and as 

such, a rational restriction on individual freedom. Marx 

follows Rousseau and Hegel in opposing this liberal-indivi

dualist conception of the state so as to conceive of it as 

the 'actualization of rational freedom•. 13 This concept of 

the state as 'rational freedom' relates not to the 'subjec

tive' reason 'in the individual' but to the 'objective' rea

son 'of the whole': 

While the earlier philosophers of state .law deriv~d the state 
from drives of arnbition ••• or from reason -- though not reason 
in society but rather in the individual -- the more ideal and 

13cf. 'Leading article in No. 179 of the KOlnische 
Zeitung: Religion, Free Press, and Philosophy' (July 1842), in 
WYMPS, p. 128. 
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profound view of modern philosophy derives it from the idea 
of the whole.14 

From the standpoint of the 'Idea' of 'viewpoint of 

essence' the state is 

a great organism in which legaJ. ethical and political freedom 
has to be actualized and the individual citizen simply obeys 
the natural laws of his own reason, human reason, in laws of 
the state. 15 

From the standpoint of this 'Idea', which Marx opposes 

to the 'childish standpoint (of) sensible perception (which) 

sees only the particular'), philosophy apprehends the 'invis

ible nerve threads which connect the 	particular with the 

general -- which everywhere in the state animate the material 
16parts into an intellectual whole 1	 This intellectual whole• 

or ideal totality of the 'people's spirit' (Volksgeist) forms 

an ethical state whose 'spirit of sovereignty ••• is (or should 
17be) realized in free institutions and 	laws•. 

Law, conceived as the 'positive being 	of freedom', is 
18the embodiment of the 'spirit of sovereignty 1 Freedom,• 

embodied in law, can and has existed 	as either a 'particular 
19prerogative' or as a 'general right 1 In the first case,• 

freedom is not one of law, stricly speaking, but one of 

14Ibid., p. 130. 

15Ibid. 

16cf. 'Debates on Freedom of the Press' (May 5-19, 
1842), in On Freedom, op.cit., p. 6. 

17cf. 'Marginal Notes on changes made in the Minis
terial Rescript' (Feb. 12, 1843), in On Fr·e·edom, op.cit., 
p. 86. Marx's parenthesis. 

18
cf. 'Debates on Freedom of the Press', in On Free

dom, op.cit., p. 29: 'A law text is the bible of freedom of a 
people'. 

19Ibid., p. 23. 

http:whole.14
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'privilege' in that it is regarded as a 'supernatural gift ••• 

as an individual characteristic of certain persons and es
20

states' In the second case, freedom is regarded as the 

'natural gift of the universal sunlight of reason', and as 

such the 'essential species of the whole intellectual exis

tence'. 21 Freedom, as embodied in law, is in short predic

ated not on freedom of the will, but on the 'general freedom 
22of the mind 1 

• 

The first concept of freedom, given in the 'unethical 

materialistic view' of the state abolishes 'the equality of 

all citizens before the law' and establishes the 'law of a 

party against another party' which 'divides rather than 

unites•. 23 In a clear echo of Rousseau, Marx adds that law, 

based on 'class unreason' ('private egoism of the classes'), 
24divides, and as such is 'reactionary•. In effect, 'it is 

not a law; it is a privelege•. 25 The second concept of free

dom, given from the 'viewpoint of essence', is based on 'civic 

reason' of the ethical state rather than on 'class-unreason' 

(egoism), and establishes not a law of 'party against .••party' 

(which divides) but a law of the 'state for all the citizenry' 

20 Ibid., p. 21. 

21 Ibid., pp. 21, 26. 

22 Ibid., p. 8. 

23cf. 'Comments on the latest Prussian Censorship 
Instruction' (written Jan-Feb 1842; published in Ruge's 
Anekdota, Sep. 1843), in WYMPS, p. 80. 

24cf. 'Debates on Freedom of the Press', in Padover, 
p. 87; WYMPS, p. 80. 

25cf. 'Comments on •••Censorship ••• ', in WYMPS, p. 80. 
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(which unites). In this case of law -- as the form of an 

ethical state law is the 'conscious expression of the will 

of the people created with and through it'. It is, in short, 

the embodiment of the 'people's spirit' or the 'civic reason' 

of Rousseau's 'general will'. 

As the expression of the 'people's spirit', and, as 

such, the embodiment of an objective reason, laws are 'posi

tive, clear universal norms in which freedom has won an imper

sonal theoretical existence independent of the caprice of any 
26in. d.iv1. d ual' • As sueh , 1 aw is. b ased on the ' essence o f man ' , 

the 'unconscious natural law of freedom': 'Where law is real 

law -- ie., where it is the essence of freedom -- it is the 
27real essence of the freedom of man 1 • As a universal which 

'I do not possess' but 'which possesses me' real law is not 

'prescribed from outside me' but is the 'conscious expression 

of the people's moral spirit', the 'recognition of its inner 

laws' : 

The legislator ••• does not make laws; he does not invent them; 
he only formulates them. He expresses the inner principles of 
spiritual relationships in conscious positive laws.28 

In this formulation of the people's spirit as law, the 

unconscious natural law of freedom (moral spirit) becomes the 

conscious law of state (political spirit). As for the indivi

dual, in respect to this law 

until his real action shows that he has stopped obeying the 
natural law of freedom, the law of the state compels him to be 
free.29 

26 on Freedom, p. 29. 

27Ibid. , p. 29. 

28cf. 'On a Proposed Divorce Law' (Dec. 19, 1842), in 
WYMPS, p. 140. 

29cf. 'Debates on Freedom of the Press', in On Freedom, 
p. 30. 
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Marx derives this conception of state-law not from 

either 'ambition' or 'reason' in the individual (cf. the 

liberal-individualist position grounded in natural law), but 

from the 'more ideal and profound view of ••• the idea of the 

whole'. In regard to this 'whole' -- and this is very impor

tant -- Marx clearly approaches Rousseau rather than, as 

commonly asserted, Hegel. 

This requires elaboration. Rousseau and Hegel con

verged on the concept of 'reason in society' which is formed 

by the integration of all individuals into an indivisible 

whole -- the ethical state -- and their submission (in total 

alienation) to the state. They differed, however, in their 

respective conceptions of the 'reason' of this state. Rous

seau saw as the Subject of this reason 'man' -- conceived not 

in the form of the isolated individual, but in the form of 

a moral and rational community, of men in a relation of funda

mental unity. Within this community (Gemeinwesen) reason is 

disclosed as the conscious expression of the 'general will' 

(cf. Rousseau) or 'people's spirit' (cf. Marx), but is ulti

mately interrogated within the individual as a social being -

in respect to the individual's 'moral spirit'. This 'general 

will' declares itself -- a people's spirit manifests itself -

in an intellectual whole (concept of the state) in which the 

'private egoism of the classes' is abolished. The condition 

of this abolition is either that of equality imposed by 

freedom as a function of law (Rousseau) or of universality 
30imposed by law as a function of freedom (Marx). This moral 

30 we will elaborate the concept of this distinction 
below. His difference from, yet relation to, Rousseau allows 
Marx to insist with Rousseau on 'popular representation' or 
democracy in terms of an equality before the law; and with 
Hegel, that 'in popular representation one should not make an 
abstraction of actually existing differences' but that 'demands, 
rather, that one should recognize the actual differences cre
ated and conditioned by the inner structure of the state' (cf. 
the suppression of Leipziger Allg'emeine Zei tung (Jan. 1943) , in 
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and civic reason, or people's spirit, is 'objective' in the 

sense of its universal necessity (viz. its independence from 

individual caprice} embodied in the very concept of law, but 

is yet 'human': its Subject is the moral and rational com

munity in which individuals obey in the law of state the law 

of 'their own reason, human reason'. The reason which gov

erns the state (Staatsvernunft} is the combined intelligence 

(Volksintelligenz) of the people as a whole. 

For Hegel it is quite different. Man is not the Sub

ject of the reason that governs the state. This reason, as 

the 'spirit' of the whole, the 'essence' of the state's phe

nomena, realizes itself through the mediative activity of 

'man' who appears as its unwitting, unconscious instrument. 

This supra-human, universal reason, manifests its 'cunning' 

by using the mediative activity of the historic individual as 

a means to its own realization. The condition of this reason 

is not the suppression of 'civil society' viz. its atomized 

and class-divided nature, and the formation of a community 

viz. the equality or universality imposed as a condition of 

law. On the contrary, the individual's integration into the 

state, and the emergence of reason, presupposes the very con

ditions of class-division and alienation that characterizes 

civil society. Reason emerges through and in the dialectic 

of these very conditions as the immanent end of its real de

velopment which proves to be, despite its phenomenal appear

ance, a rational process. 

Marx, like Rousseau, does not accept the existence 

of class-division (inequality}, nor the particularity of pri

vate interests {egoism} with 'civic reason' whose most uni-

On Freedom, p. 62). 
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versal form is the general will or combined intelligence of 

the people as a whole -- of a 'moral and rational community'. 

By establishing 'reason in society' from the stand

point of 'man' rather than from the speculative standpoint 

of the 'absolute', Marx revises Hegel, and, as Mehring puts 

it, 'reaches back to the bourgeois Enlightenment movement'. 

In doing so, however, Marx does not as Mehring suggests, turn 

to Kant. In Kant Marx recognizes the view which derives the 

state from 'reason, though not reason in society, but ••• in 
32the individual 1 • Marx does not conceive of freedom in 

relation to the 'free will' vis-~-vis the external necessity 

0£ the state, but in relation to the 'general freedom of the 

mind' in which every individual constitutes a 'necessary and 

integral part ••• a reciprocally complementing (element)' of 

an organic whole that 'unites within itself harmoniously all 
r • • 1 33true moments o f t h e peop1e s spirit • 

The combined intelligence of the people as a whole 

constitutes an objective reason which Marx conceives in terms 

of law as a function of freedom. In terms of this freedom 

whose 'ethical essence' is the 'essential species of the 

whole intellectual existence' Marx establishes a standpoint 

'that is deliberately universal, the standpoint of philosophy 

of law•. 34 This standpoint, based on a philosophy of man -

on the essential freedom of the mind -- yields the concept of 

32 in the Kolnische 
Zeitung: Religion, Free Press and Philosophy' (July 1842), 
in WYMPS, p. 130. 

c f . ' Lead'ing artic· 1e · No. 179 0£ 

33cf. 'the suppression of LAZ', in On Freedom, p. 56, 
with ref. to the press the organ of the mind, in which the 
views 0£ different segments of society articulated by indivi
dual journalists are combined into an intellectual whole, 
the united view of the people as a whole. 

34cf. 'On a Proposed Divorce law' (Dec. 19, 1842), in 
WYMPS, p. 136. For the concept of the universality of law, 
Marx appears lean on Kant's 'problematical' judgement: 'law 
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the state as the 'actualization of rational freedom'. As 

such, according to its concept, the rational state is not an 

external organization above civil society defined in the 

mere political functions of government -- but is the whole 

life of society permeated by the people's spirit, an organic 

totality of ethical relationships -- relations of real (ie., 

ideal) unity. 

However, Marx adds, 

there is no ••• state (ethical relationship) ••• that completely 
corresponds to its concept ••• No ethical existence corresponds 
to its essence or at least does not have to correspond to it 
•••• World history decides whether a state is so much at odds 
with the idea of the state that it no longer deserves to con
tinue. 35 

What guarantees that the state corresponds to its es

sence is law as the conscious expression of the will of the 

people. Under conditions of law the people's spirit feels 

'at home' in 'political forms ••• as the forms of its own 

life•. 36 The state no longer corresponds to its concept when 

instead of expressing the universal spirit of the people it 

expresses the 'spirit of the estates' which is governed not by 

the 'general freedom of the mind' but by the 'individual in

terests of the particular estates'. The essence of 'true law' 

is universality which establishes freedom not as a 'particular 

prerogative' or privelege, but as a 'general right' based on 

the 'real essence of the freedom of man, and thus on the gener

al interest of the people as a whole, the condition for which 

is universal participation. 

is universal •••• To subsume the individual under the universal 
requires a judgement. The judgement is problematical' (Cf. 
'Debates on Freedom of the Press', in Padover, p. 32. 

35cf. 'On a Proposed Divorce Law' (Dec. 19, 1842), in 
WYMPS, pp. 140-7. 

36cf. 'the suppression of LAZ' (Jan. 1843), in On Free
dom, p. 62. 
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3 

This struggle for freedom as a general right -- re

alized when the state fully corresponds to its essence, ie., 

when the people's spirit is embodied in free institutions and 

laws -- provides the historical context for the emergence of 

philosophy, the form in which reason in society becomes con

scious: 

Philosophers ••• are the fruits of their time, of their people, 
whose most subtle, precious and invisible sap circulates in 
philosophical ideas. The same spirit that builds philosophic 
systems in the brain of the philosopher builds railroads by 
the hands of the workers.37 

Marx's elaboration of his conception of philosophy as 

the 'spiritual quintessence of its time' is very revealing. 

It clearly suggests the influence of Feuerbach's philosophy 

of man, but just as clearly does it suggest that Marx has not 

recognized or accepted the 'materialist' meaning of Feuer

bach 's new conception of philosophy: 

philosophy does not stand outside the world ••• but philoso
phy ••• is in the world with its brain before it stands on the 
earth wit~its feet.38 

37cf. 'Leading article in No. 179 of the KZ', in WYMPS, 
p. 122. 'Since every genuine philosophy is the spiritual quin
tessence of its time, the time must come when philosophy comes 
into contact and mutual reaction with the actual world not 
only internally by its content but also externally through its 
appearance. Then philosophy ceases to be a specific system••• 
it becomes the philosophy of the present world'. ('leading 
Article of the KZ; Easton & Luddat, pp. 122ff). 

38rbid. Cf. The categorical imperative of Feuerbach's 
new philosophy: 'Think as one who exists, as one who is in the 
world and is part of the world ••• '; in Zawat Hanfi, ed. The 
Fiery Brook, p. 36; cf. Marx, 'Luther as Arbiter between Stra
uss and Feuerbach' (Jan. 1842), in WYMPS, p. 95: 'free your
self from the concepts and pre-suppoisitions of existing specu
lative philosophy if you want to get at things as they are ••• '. 
On the contribution of Feuerbach to Marx's concept of philoso

http:workers.37
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Marx clearly conceives of philosophy in terms of Hegel's 

idealist principle of 'reason ·in reality'. It is 'spirit', 

albeit the spirit of 'man', that is in the world as its driv

ing force. As the 'spiritual quintessence' of its age philo

sophy has its basis in the world itself. This is to say, the 

concept against which the world is measured is derived from a 

philosophic enquiry into the world itself, and presupposes a 

thorough study of what exists -- to disclose the Idea in the 

real itself. 

Given that 'no ethical existence (state) corresponds 

bo its essence, or at least does not have to correspond to 

it' the relationship of philosophy to the world depends on 

whether the world is 'real' (rational) or merely 'apparent' 

(irrational). In the first case, existence corresponds to 

essence, and the people's spirit is satisfied -- ie., embo

died in the laws and institutions of a rational state. In 

relation to, and consistent with, Marx's earlier formulation, 

philosophy here reaches a 'nodal point' in which the world 

is rational, and philosophy is 'concrete'. In the second 

case, existence contradicts essence, and the people's unsat

isfied spirit, as reflected in its philosophy, enters into 

tension with, and turns against the 'apparant' world. 

Like the other Left-Hegelians, Marx continues to be

lieve that the best way to realize philosophy, to promote the 

rational development of the state, is informed criticism (en

lightened thought) that measures actual conditions of life 

against the Idea. This Idea, in the name of which philosophy 

criticizes the world, is not, Marx insists, an imagined ideal: 

phy see Chapter five below. 
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'philosophy must seriously protest when it is confused with 

imagination•. 39 Marx explicitly rejects the 'romantic ten

dency' to confront the world with an ideal derived from the 

'sky of imagination instead of the solid ground of reality•. 

True criticism Marx insists, must adopt the 'realistic stand

point', and analyze questions in terms of 'historical actual

ity•. 41 This 'historical actuality', however, relates not so 

much to its 'factual conditions' as to the 'moral soul' or 

'historic spirit of a people' that animate them: 'the true 

actuality ••• inherent in existing actuality as its ought to be 
42and goal 1 Marx here explicitly differentiates his concep• 

tion of philosophy from the positivism (empiricism-histori

cism) of the 'Historical School of Law' which asserts that the 

historic existence of factual conditions demonstrates their 
43rational necessity. Marx opposes the 'method of ••• principle' 

in which the Historical School of Law confuse the concept of 

the state with its historic existence. The true method of 

philosophy is to neither confront a historic actuality with an 

imagined ideal, nor accept its existence as the measure of 

its rationality, but to grasp the reason within the real in 

philosophic criticism that 'expose(s} the world to full day

light' so as to 'shape the new along positive lines•. 44 

40cf. 'The Debates on Freedom of the Press', in On 
Freedom, p. 38. 

41cf. 'The Centraliztion Question' in WYMPS, pp. 106-8, 
and 'Philosophic Manifesto of the Historical School of Law'. 

42cf. 'Suppression of LAZ' (Jan. 1843), in On Freedom 
p. 54; 'letter to Ruge' (Sep. 1843) in WYMPS, p. 213. 

43cf. WYMPS, pp. 96ff. 

44cf. 'letter to Ruge', in WYMPS, p. 210. 
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Given that 'every people 	expresses its spirit in the 

press' the proper medium 	for philosophic criticism is the 

press in which philosophy 'relates itself to the people as 
45intelligence ••• (and) equally as mood 1 Given, furthermore,• 

that the 'free press is the most ruthless expression, the 

manifest aspect of the historic spirit of a people' the nec

essary condition for the 	press is 'freedom': 'freedom is ••• 

the essential species of 	the whole intellectual existence, and 
46hence also of the press'. In a flourish worthy of Hegel, 

Marx elaborates: 

The free press is the omnipresent open eye of the spirit of 
the people, the embodied confidence of a people in itself, 
the articulate bond that ties the individual to the state 
and the world, the incorporated culture which transfigures 
material struggles into intellectual struggles and idealizes 
its raw material shap •••• It is universal, omnipresent, 
omniscient. It is the ideal world which contently gushes from 
the real one and streams back to it ever richer and animated 
anew.47 

As the 'ruthless expression' of the people's spirit, 

the free press is the 'intellectual mirror in which a people 

sees itself' and, Marx adds, 'self-viewing is the first condi

tion of wisdom•. 48 As Marx explains: 'the first necessary 

condition of freedom ••• is self-awareness' which 'is an impos

45Cf. 'Defense of the Moselle Correspondent' (Jan. 15, 
1843), in On Freedom, p. 77. 

46cf. 'Debates on Freedom of the Press' (May 5-19, 
1842), in On: Fr·eedom, p. 26. 

47Ibid., p. 31. 

4·8Ibid. 
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49sibility•••without self-confession•. The condition for 
50

self-awareness, which provides an ideal (non-real) freedom 

is the 'ruthless confession of a people to itself'. 'It is 

well known', Marx continues, 'that the power of confession is 
51redeeming•. With reference to the 'redeeming' power of 

'self-confession' Marx notes that in order 'to have its sins 
52

forgiven mankind has only to declare them for what they are'. 

As a condition of this declaration (erklarung) the signifi

cance of the free press is that the people 

see in it their own condition •••• The people know that their 
press bears their sins ••• (and) exhibits the rose of a moral 
spirit within the thorn of the present.53 

Thes enigmatic and metaphorical formulations allow us 

to bring into focus Marx's conception of philosophy as cri

tique. For Marx, throughout his year of journalism, an 

'existing actuality' contains simultaneously its own inherent 

principle of truth (essence) and its absence; ie., it is the 

'phenomena' of an essential contradiction: 

The critic ••• can start with any form of theoretical and prac
tical consciousness and develop the true actuality out of the 
form inherent in existing actuality as its ought-to-be and 
goal. 54 

49 Ibid. I p. 4. 

50cf. 'Comments on the Latest Prussian Censorship In
struction (Jan.-Feb. 1842), in: WYMPS, p. 92. 

51cf. 'Debates on Freedom', in On Freedom, p. 31. 

521 Letter to Ruge' (Sep. 1843) , in WYMPS· , p. 215 • 

53cf. 'Suppression of LAZ', in On Freedom, p. 54. 

541 Letter to Ruge' (S e p • 1843) I WYMPS p • 213I • 

http:present.53
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The inherence of this inner truth means that its com

ing to consciousness takes the form of an erklaren: to simul

taneously declare and explain. This is to say, to declare 

factual conditions ('sins of humanity') for what they are -

the presentation of experience -- is already their explana

tion. To declare-explain is to 'expose the world to full 

daylight' by grasping the truth inherent in an existing ac

tuality. This inherent truth relates not to the particularity 

of phenomena which remain 'sins of humanity', but to the uni

versal form (freedom) or human meaning (essence of man) of 

an objective contradiction: alienation of man from his es

sence. To expose to the world its own 'sins' is to express 

the nature of the contradiction within an actuality between 

its phenomena ('thorn of the present') and its essence ('rose 

of a moral spirit'); and to grasp its human meaning (Vermen

schlichun) by discovery of the original unity of the concept. 

We have here the contours of Marx's critical method: 

to proceed from factual conditions towards the formulation of 

their concept; to move from phenomena to essence, and to dis

close the latter as the 'truth' of the former. The structure 

of this critique, which Marx will apply first to Hegel's 

philosophy of law (1843) and then to political economy (1844), 

will be elucidated below, in relation to the critical contri

bution of Feuerbach. At this point we will just point out 

its initial and formal conditions. 

The first condition of the critique (the terms of its 

structure: phenomena-essence) has already been brought into 

focus in relation to Marx's doctoral dissertation. The struc

ture of this relation was here supported by two theses: (1) 

the objectivity of the contradiction between (material) exis

tence and (spiritual) essence; (2) discovery within this con

tradiction of existence as the 'alienated form of being dif

ferentiated from its essence'. In this discovery, disclosed by 

the original unity of the concept, freedom or ideality emerges 

as the truth of necessity or materiality; and the appearance 
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of the contradiction is reduced to its universal form: the 

alienation of man from his essence. 

Taking as a point of departure the critique of Epi

curus' philosophic principle of 'abstract particularity' 

(freedom of the isolated individual), Marx's writings for the 

Rheinische Zeitung move beyond his doctoral dissertation in 

a significant direction. In these writings, Marx shifts from 

Epicurus' individualism to Hegel's Idea of the whole, which 

is re-interpreted on the basis of an Enlightenment concept 

of reason and a Feuerbachian philosophy of man. In this 

shift Marx moves from the 'abstract particularity' of the 

isolated, autonomous individual to the 'concrete universality' 

of the historic individual -- conceived as an essential being 

(Wesen) of a rational community (Gemeinwesen), a pars totalis 

of the people's spirit. Against Hegel, Marx conceives the 

Idea of the whole (universal reason) not as an absolute, self

identical spirit (God), comparable to the Greek Nous or 

Christian Logos, but as the 'people's spirit', as the reason 

of man in society. In this Idea Marx approaches Rousseau or 

Montesquieu rather than Hegel: the 'whole' emerges as an ex

pressive totality of an inner principle which is grasped in 

the unity of its concept as the 'spirit of sovereignty' (free

dom) which 'is (or ought to be) realized in free institutions 
55and laws•. The universality of this spirit embodied in 

laws and free institutions yields the concept of the state 

which emerges as the 'form inherent in existing actuality as 

its ought to be and goal'. According to this concept, by 

which existing socio-political conditions are measured, the 

55cf. 'Marginal Notes on changes made in the Minis
terial Rescript' (Feb. 12, 1843), in On Freedom, p. 86. 
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state is a 'moral and rational community ••• which must and 
56 can be realized under any form of government•. 

5 

Hegel published the Philosophy of Right in 1821 with 

the conviction that the modern state embodied rational free

dom, organic unity, and harmony toward which history had 

long been striving. The state effectively mediated the con

flicts of civil society and provided a rational social order 

in which the freedom of the individual and civic duty coin

cided. In keeping with the standpoint of his system Hegel 

claimed that his conception of the state was not merely a 

projection of an ideal proposed by philosophy, but was the 

work of history itself -- of a reason in reality. 

In terms of this reason, embodied in the Prussian 

state, Hegel formulated a theory that generalized three 

necessary conditions for a rational state: (a) a hereditary 

monarch -- to ensure stability and unified decision-making; 

(b) a bureaucratic executive government formed by a 'univer

sal class' dedicated to the administration of laws' (c) a 

legislative assembly based on the representation according 

to fixed 'estates' whose 'organic institutions' (primogeni

ture, corporation) are based on modes of property ownership. 

In this representation, the particularity of private and class 

interests are mediated with the general interest of the state. 

In these three features, Marx comments, 'Hegel believ

ed that he had laid down the basis of the Prussian constitu

tion•. 57 Further, Marx adds, 'the German public believed it 

with him (and) the government proved (it) among other things 

56 Ibid. 

57cf. 'Marginal Notes ••• ', in On Freedom, p. 85. 



58by the official dissemination of his writings•. In the light 

of Hegel's theory the Prussian government officially defined 

the constitution of the Prussian state as a 'monarchy sur

rounded by (liberal) republican institutions' (1830) or by 

'Christian institutions' (1843). 59 

Under the circumstances of the period (the 1840's) pol

itically oriented young Hegelians like Ruge and Marx neces

sarily rejected this Hegelian-Prussian constitution as 	con
60trary to its concept, and irrational in its actuality. 

58Ibid. 

59 Ibid. 

60The political thinking of the Left-Hegelians was 
especially disseminated by the Hallische Jarhblicher (1838-41) 
and its successor, the Deutsche JahrbUcher (1841-42), both 
published by Arnold Ruge, who was responsible for the speci
fically political orientation of a group of Left-Hegelians, 
most of whom centred their criticism against religion. One 
of Ruge's articles, 'Towards a Critique of Present-day Con
stitutional and International Law' (June 24-30, 1840) has a 
particular relevance in that it anticipates a great number 
of Marx's later criticisms of both Hegel and the Prussian 
state. See, in particular, the account given by A. McGovern 
in Science and Society, vol. 34 (1970), pp. 433-34: ' ••• in 
demanding the realization of a constitutional monarchy Ruge 
••• cirticizes Hegel for failing to vindicate popular sover
eignty and for making (the state) purely an affair of govern
ment officials. As for Hegel's defense of a hereditary mon
archy, Ruge finds it 'inept to the point of absurdity' (and) 
reproaches Hegel for lack of confidence in the masses •••• Ruge 
directs his sharpest criticism against Hegel's conception of 
a corporative state ••• in which the people are represented ••• 
indirectly through deputies from the social estates to which 
they belong. In Ruge's opinion, these naturally-defined 
estates can never get beyond their own selfish interests ••• 
(to) become the basis of a truly rational state'. Both of 
these criticisms, directed against both hereditary monarchy 
and estate-representation, anticipate Marx's criticisms ex
pressed especially in his articles on 'free press' as debated 
in the Rhenish Diet, and the 'Marginal Notes' on the changes 
made in the Ministerial Rescript (Feb. 12, 1843). On this, 
see the following discussion. 
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Already in March, 1842, Marx declared in a letter to Ruge 

that this constitution is 'thoroughly self-contradictory and 
61self-destroying hybrid'. AS a journalist and editor in 

the year that followed Marx substantiated this view by tur

ning against both Hegel's concept of the state, and the 

state in its present form. On the one hand, Marx argues, 

Hegel's concept of the state contradicts its principle (as 

'the actualization of rational freedom') which Marx turns 

against Hegel's own conclusions. In his various articles 

Marx anticipates his later systematic critique (1843) of 

Hegel's philosophy of law, by attacking the chief supports 

of Hegel's concept of state: (a) monarchy; (b) bureaucracy; 
62(c) estate representation. On the other hand, the state 

in its present form is the 'negation' of the true state: 

'actual political life', Marx comments, 'is without political 

spirit ••• the political spirit does not exist in the actual 

state•. 63 

The true state, founded on reason, is neither grasped 

in Hegel's false concept, nor embodied in the Prussian con

stitution, but develops through philosophic criticism which 

measures the actuality of the state against the Idea, and 

confronts actual conditions of life -- ie., the irrational 

character of the actual state -- with the concept of a 'ra

tional state'. 

Marx confronts the actual conditions of life in a wide 

range of questions: censorship: estate-representation in 

the provincial diets; divorce laws; the social situation of 

61Cf. 'Letter to Ruge', MEGA 1, 1(2), p. 269; McGovern, 
op.cit., p. 434. 

62 see Chapter five for further exposition of these cri
ticisms. 

63cf. 'Debates on Freedom of the Press', in On Freedom, 
p. 6. 



of peasants accused of stealing fire-wood, and of poor vin

tagers in the Moselle region, etc. ··To each of these questions 

Marx brings the unifying concept of a 'rational state' which 

is ranged against the socio-political conditions of the actual 

state. 

Estate Representation versus Universal Participation 

Marx's first confrontation with the 'irrational' 

character of the actual state is on the issue of free press 

debated by the Rhenish diet (May 23-July 25, 1841) and 

raised by the Prussian Censorship Instruction. 64 

The relation between the issue of free press and 

Marx's ideal of a rational state can be simply put: the rea

son that governs the state is not the exclusive property of 

a priveleged bureaucratic elite within the government; it 

is the product of combined intelligence of the people as a 

whole the spirit of which is expressed by the press. For 

the people's free spirit and reason to become manifest re

quires a free press: 'censorship kills the political spir

it•. 65 Since the 'essence of a free press is the ••• reason

ably ethical essence of freedom' censorship is the 'aspect of 

unfreedom, a polemic of the viewpoint of semblance as against 

64cf. 'Remarks on the latest Censorship Instruction' 
(written between Jan. 15 and Feb. 10, 1842. Published in 
Anekdota, Feb. 1843); and 'Debates on Freedom of the Press', 
published in RhZ, May 5, 8, 10, 12, 15, 19 (1842); in Padover 
pp. 3-47, 89-108. Marx originally conceived a series of five 
articles on the Rhenish Diet debates. Of these the first was 
'Debates on the Freedom of Press and Publication of the Par
liamentary Proceedings' (written early April, 1842); of the 
other projected articles, only the one on wood-thefts was 
published. See below. 

65Cf. 'Debates on Freedom ••• ' , in On Fre·edom, p. 3 4. 
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66 . . f ' c h' t'fl .t h e viewpoint o essence • ensors ip s i es reason in 

its more universal form -- the conununity as a whole -- and 

is incompatible with the essence of law, namely: universality. 

This reason requires the conscious representation of the 

people as a whole (VOlks-reprasentation) • 

The significance of the debates on the freedom of the 

press is that 

we find the specific spirit of the estates nowhere more clear
ly and fully expressed than in the debates on the press. By 
preference, in the opposition to freedom of the press, as 
in the opposition to general freedom of the mind in any given 
sphere, the individual interests of the particular estates, 
the natural one-sidedness of their character, appear most 
blunt and ruthless.67 

In respect to this 'one-sided' spirit of the estates 

Marx formulates a devastating criticism of the positions and 

expressed opinions of precisely the two estates defended by 

Hegel: the 'feudal estate' of the landed nobility, and the 

'city estate' of the liberal bourgeoisie. 

As to the representative of the nobility: 

because lsuch men] wish to acknowledge freedom not as the 
natural endowment of the universal light of reason, but as 
the supernatural gift ••• [they] treat freedom only as the in

66rbid., pp. 22-23. Cf. 'Remarks on the Latest Cen
sorship Instruction', in On Freedom, p. 99: 'A society in 
which one organ thinks of itself as the only exclusive pos
sessor of political reason and political morality, a govern
ment that in principle opposes the people, and assumes, 
therefore, their political opposition to be the ••• normal 
opinion (or) evil conscience of a faction' invents laws 
(cf. censorship) based on an 'unethical, materialistic view 
of the state'. 

67Ibid., p. 8. 

http:ruthless.67
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dividual property of certain persons and classes and ••. fin] 
order to save the particularity of privilege, they proscribe 
general freedom of human nature.68 

As to the representative of the city estate, Marx 

notes that the 'indecision' and 'half-hearted' request for 

'three-eighths of freedom' illuminates the 'natural impotence 
69of semi-liberal vacillation•. Anticipating the Rousseaun 

distinction between bourgeois and citizen formulated in the 

Jewish Question (1843) Marx observes that the position repre

sented by the delegate from the city estate defends the 

'bourgeois' interests of a specific social class rather than 
70the general interest of the state. Ridiculing the timidity 

of the speaker, more bourgeois than citoyen, Marx notes that 

it reflects the indecision of his class caught between de

sire for independence and fear of change. In like fashion 

Marx criticizes the 'foggy and misty reasoning of those 

German liberals who think they honour freedom when they place 

it in the starry sky of imagination instead of the solid 
71ground of reality•. In respect to its half-hearted and 

vacillating support for freedom the viewpoint represented by 

the delegate of the city estate (bourgeois class) is no bet

ter than that of th nobility in its defense of the 'deli
72berate obduracy of privelege•. The city estate, Marx com

ments, in its attitude to freedom shows itself to be a 're

68Ibid., pp. 20-21. Revised translation according 
to McLellan, Marx bef·ore Marxism, p. 113. 

69Ibid., pp. 45-46; Werke, 1 (Berlin: Dietz Verlag, 
1961), pp. 75-76, cited by Michael Lowy, La Teoria de la 
Revolucibn en el Joven Marx (Madrid: Siglo veintiuno, 1973), 
p. 40. 

70 cornu, op.cit., p.23?~ quoting ~rom MEGA,1,1(1),
p.217: 'We are he~e faced by Ule opposition of the oour~ 
geois not of the citizen'. 

71cf. 'Debates on Freedom of the Press', in On Free
dom, p. 38. 

http:nature.68
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actionary estate' (St~dti·schen· Reaktion). 73 

The viewpoints represented by the delegates of both 


the fuedal-landed and the city estates, in their respective 


acceptance and timid opposition to the tendentious press 


law, are infected by the egoistic particularity of class 


spirit, and defend the private interests of their respective 


classes instead of the general interest of the people as a 


whole. The principle of class interest cannot form the 


basis of a rational state, which must guarantee law as such, 


and not become an 'instrument of private property contrary 

74to the principles of reason and justice' • The only 'gen

uinely historical view', one that reflected the general inter

est of the people as a whole, was presented by the few re

presentatives of the peasant estate, whose 'valiant, dignified 

and decisive opinions' gave unflinching support for freedom 
75

of the press, and hence, of the mind. 

Marx's judgement of the 'irrational' character of the 

state viz. the representation of private interests, was shar

pened with a direct confrontation of the socio-economic re

ality of the 'lowest mass of the property-less', a condition 

experienced in his editorial discussion on the economic ques
76tion of 'material interests•. The first experience of this 

73 Lowy / _o.e. cj. !- . f p. ~ O, who quotes .from the Werke 

edition (Berlin: Dietz Verlag, 1961), vol. 1, pp.65-6. 


74 McL~llan, Marx before Marxism, p.127, who quotes
from MEGA,l,ltl), p.269. 

75cf. 'The Debates on Freedom of the Press', in On 

Freedom, p. 45; see Cornu, op.dit., pp. 238ff. 


76cf. 'Preface to a Critique of Political Economy', 

in Marx-Engels, Selected Works, 1, pp. 36lff. 
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question was raised by the proceedings of the Rhenish Diet 

on peasants accused of stealing fire-wood -- the private 

property of local landowners. 

Confronting the Rhenish Diet law which condemns pea

sants as thieves for taking dead branches in the forest for 

fire-wood, Marx notes that in an ideal state every part of 

society is integral to the whole, and that when the state 

declares peasants criminals it cuts them away from itself, 

thus amputating itself. 77 The problem is that the state in 

the case of this law threatens the organic unity of all the 

people in that it expresses not the general interest but, 

rather, the particular interests of the landowners whose 

soul is 'spiritless (Geistlos), stupid and egoist•. 78 

With reference to the landlords' pretension to trans

form the state into an instrument that serves their parti

cular interests, Marx criticizes the landlords' 'depraved 

materialism that sins against the spirit of the people and of 

humanity' by failing to give 'to each material question a 

political solution, ie., a solution in accordance with rea
79 son and the morality of state•. With reference to the 

landowners' 'miserable soul (that) has never been illuminated 

••• by the thought of the state' Marx notes that particular 

interest is 'always coward, because its heart, its soul, is 

an external object•. 80 To expand this thought, Marx declares: 

77 McGovern og 1~it.~Q 6.439, who quotes (and thus tran
slates) from MEGA, 1 ,i\ J ,p.~7 . 

78 Lowy, op.cit., p. 43, who quotes from we:i:-k~, v ol. l, 
p.120. 

79: Ibid. , p. 43, quoting from Werke, vol. 1, P. 14 7; 

cornu, op.c~ p.284, quoting from MEGA,1,1(1), p.304. 


80 rbid. ,p. 41. 
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any system that represents particular interests ••• gives pride 
of place to an unethical, uncomprehending and insensitive 
abstraction from a limited material and a limited conscious
ness that is slavishly subject to it.81 

In effect, Marx introduces into his critique of par

ticular class interests the concept of reification: man is 

de-humanized in that social relationships become 'fetishes' 

-- dead things that come to dominate living men; the natural 

relationships of domination andpossession are reversed, and 

man is enslaved to the objectified forms of his own socio

political relationships. 82 

As a consequence of this experience Marx gains an in

creasing understanding that the state, in contradiction to 

its concept, tended to express the interests of a particular 

class, and that its constitutional forms were a product of 

property-relations. 83 To defend law as such, and free the 

apparatus of state from the spirit of particular class inter

81McLellan., op.cit., pp.127-8, who quotes from MEGA, 
1,1(1) t p.304. 

82At the end of his article Marx for the first time 
uses the concept of 'fetishism' to characterize social rela
tions. Pointing out that fire-wood considered as such, isola
ted from the social relations that link it to men, convert it 
for the Rhenish Diet into a species of 'fetish' which acquires 
a sacred character reflected in inhuman laws. Marx compares 
the Rhenish Diet to the natives of Cuba who considered gold 
as the fetish of the Spanish conquistadores. These ideas on 
fetishism seem to derive from a book by Brosses, On the Cult 
of Fetishism (Paris, 1760} trans. in German by E.B.H. Pis
torius in 1785; cf. Cornu, pp. 284ff. cf. Lowith, 'Man's 
self-alienation in Marx's Early Writings', Social Research 
(1954) I PP• 2llff. 

83The gathering of dead wood had traditionally been 
unrestricted, but the scarcities caused by the agrarian cri
ses of the 1820's and the growing needs of industry led to 
legal controls. By the 1840's 5/6 of all prosecutions in 
Prussia dealt with wood-theft,and this was even higher in the 
Rhineland (See H. Stein, ref. McLellan, op.cit., p. 126). As 
confronted by Marx, the landowners manages to impose their 
private interest on the question in that it was being proposed 
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ests, Marx argues in a series of articles on Standing Com

mittees in the Prussian Assembly that such committees should 

not represent particular class interests, but all the people: 

representation is not to be the representation of some sub
stance which is not the people, but must be viewed only as 
self-representation, as the state's action ••• through the 
universality of its content•.84 

Representation, Marx argues, must be true self-repre

sentation of the people as a whole, ie., democracy, predicated 

on the universality of law. In the true state, no particular 

element, whether landed property, industry, or other 'material' 

factors, can make a separate contract with the state. Only 

when these material elements are fused harmoniously in the 

whole life of the state are they entitled to a voice in the 

state: 

The state penetrates the whole of nature with spiritual nerves. 
At any point, it must be evident that what dominates is not 
matter (particularity) but form (universality), not nature 
without the state, but the nature of the state, not an unfree 
object, but free man.85 

that his paid-servant, subject to dismissal, be the sole arbi
ter, on top of the fact that the landlord was compensated for 
his wood, and pocketed the ensuing fine. In Marx's legal dis
cussion of these questions he claims that the state should de
fend customary law against the 'degrading materialism' of the 
rich. For some things could never become the private property 
of an individual without injustice; moreover, 'if every theft? 
Do I not, by my private property, deprive another person of 
his property (and) destroy his right to property?' Marx here 
reflects his reading of Proudhon, although he does not argue 
from his position of socialism, but from a legal and politi
cal standpoint that does not attack the very institution of 
private property, but, rather, calls upon the state to recog
nize the true character of law. 

84WYMPS, pp. 9-10. 

85 McGovern, op.cit.,p.441, who quotes from MEGA, 

1,1(1), p.335. 


http:content�.84
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The bureaucracy versu·s ·the free press 

In his earlier essay on the wood-theft law, Marx cri

ticizes state-law for supporting the particular interests of 

the landlords against the voice of the suffering poor whose 

well-being is in the general interest of the state. In an

other confrontation of the 'material question' -- raised by 

a correspondent's report on the dire economic distress of poor 

wine-growers in the Moselle region -- Marx similarly indicts 

the irrationality of the state, but deepens his analysis to 

identify its root cause: the contradictory character of the 

bureaucracy. 86 

In its bureaucracy the state confronted both the cor

respondent's report on the vintagers' oppressive situation, 

and an earlier petition of economic grievances presented by 

their delegate to the Diet, as 'exaggerated cries which ignore 

the facts' and which, consequently, constitute an 'insolent, 

disrespectful criticism of the law•. 87 To protect its 'law' 

the government first lodged criminal proceedings against the 

representative of the vintagers, instituted a censorship in

struction, and moved eventually to suppress the Rheinische 

Zeitung for adding insult and slander to injury and disrespect 

(in its defense of 	the Moselle correspondent) by 'stirring up 

d
, I 88

disatisfaction and 1scontent • 

86c£. 'Defense of the Moselle Correspondent', 'The 
"Rhenund Mosel-Zeitung"', and 'The relation of the Mosel 
region to the Cabinet Order of Dec. 24, 1841, and the more 
free movement of the press effected thereby'; trans. Padover 
op.cit., pp. 69-83; also WYMPS, pp. 143-50. 

87c£. On Freedom, p. 83. 

88Ibid., p. 71. 



1S9 

In his response to the government's action, Marx ar

gues that the problematical relation between the private con

dition of the vintagers and the_ government (viz. its 'maxims 

of administration') has to be presented from a 'realistic 

standpoint' which 'goes beyond personalities' to focus on the 

'necessary conditions' whose 'objective relationships deter

mine the actions of private persons as well as those of indi

vidual authorities and that are as independent of them as is 

the manner of breathing•. 89 From the standpoint of this 

'objective understanding' (reason in reality) the actual con

ditions of the Moselle region -- in which persons appear to 

act, but that reflect the 'power of general relationships in 

the will of the acting persons' -- emerges as an objective 

relationship between the 'private condition' and the 'poli

tical condition•. 90 The first aspect of this actuality re

lates to civil society governed by the particularity of 

material need; the second aspect relates to the 'maxims of 

administration' which ought-to-be governed, but are not, 

governed by the universality of law. The determining factor, 

and the point at issue, is the nature and supports of the 

objective relation that exists between these two conditions. 

89cf. 'Relation of the Mosel Region to the Cabinet 
Order of Dec. 24, 1841 ••• ' (RhZ, Jan. 17, 19, 20, 1843); On 
Freedom, p. 75: 'In the investigation of political conditions 
one is too easily tempted to overlook the factual nature of 
relationships and to explain everything as emanating from 
the will of the persons acting. But there are relationships 
that determine the actions of private persons as well as those 
of individual authorities and that are as independent of them 
as is the manner of breathing'. In this 'realistic standpoint' 
which 'demonstrate(s) that something is made necessary by 
conditions (beyond personalities)' Marx clearly adopts Hegel's 
principle of reason in reality. It has, nevertheless, been 
pointed to as the first statement of 'historical materilaism' 
in 'germinal' form. 

goibid., p. 75. 
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As to this objective relationship Marx notes that the 

'constant distress of a part of the country ••• is a contradic

tion between reality and the maxims of administration•. 91 This 

is to say, the condition of economic distress, and the con

stant collision between this reality and the administrative 

maxims, discloses the presence of a fundamental contradiction 

which arises as a problem requiring 'mediation'. The problem: 

to reconcile the particularity of private needs with the uni

versal end of the state. 

Hegel's solution, as we have seen, has two supports: 

(a) the representation by fixed social estates; (b) the bur

eaucracy. Marx, who in his earlier essays already rejected 

the first in favour of popular representation, now attacks 

the second. In the first place, Marx argues, the government 

takes its administrative maxims to be law as such, and, 

accordingly, 

in its bureaucratic essence sees the causes of the distress 
not in the area of administration but only in the natural and 
private-bourgeois sector that lies outside the administered 
area.92 

In the second place, 

With the best will, the most eager humanity and the strongest 
intelligence, the administration, except for momentary and 
transitory collitions, cannot solve a constant collision be
tween reality and its maxims, for not only is this not its 
task, but also the best intentions cannot break through an 
essential relationship or fate at will.93 

The 'essential relationship', Marx adds, 'is the bur

eaucratic one, both inside the administered body itself, and 
94in its relation to the administered body 1 

• Because in its 

91Ibid., p. 76. 

92Ibid. 

93 Ibid. 

94Ibid. 
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bureaucratic essence the administration confuses its maxims, 

which are 'intentionally or unintentionally muddied by pri

vate interests', with law as such, it cannot solve the diffi

culties that arise between the 'administration' and the 'ad

ministered'. In its 'one-sided bureaucracy' the government 

cannot relate itself to the real needs of the people in their 
95'pitiful voice of distress' and 'cries for help 1 

• 

To solve this 'difficulty' Marx calls for a 

third element, which is political without being bureaucratic 
••• an element ••• that is civic without being directly entang
led in private interests and their needs.96 

For Hegel this third factor, or mediating function, 

was performed by the bureaucracy itself. For Marx, however, 

the 'complementary element, composed of a political head and 

a civil heart' is constituted by the free press: 

In the realm of the press the administration and the adminis
tered can criticize each other's principles and demands as 
equals ••• no longer as persons (in subordinate relationship) 
but as intellectual powers (with equal political worth) with 
a basis of reason.97 

Marx elaborates: 

as (the free press) is the product of public opinion (it) 
also produces public opinion, and it alone has the power to 
make a particular interest into a general interest; it alone 
has the power to make the distress of the Moselle region an 
object of general attention ••• ; it alone has the power to al
leviate the misery ••• 98 

95cf. 'Defense of the Moselle Correspondent ••• '; WYMPS 
pp. 143, 148; 2!,i·Freed'om, p. 69. 

96cf. On Freedom~ p.76. 

97Ibid. I p. 77. 

98Ibid. Marx's argument for the free press is in this 
article based on the need for the people's spirit for expres
sion; ie., the free press is compelled by the particularity of 
conditions in the Moselle region (cf.On Freedom, ~p.70, 75-81). 

http:reason.97
http:needs.96
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'The press', Marx argues, 'relates itself to the 

condition of the people as intelligence, but ••• equally as 
99mood 1 

• Consequently, 

its language ••• is not merely the wise language of judgement 
that hovers over conditions, but also the affective language 
of the conditions themselves ••• which cannot and should not 
be expected in bureaucratic reports.100 

'Finally', Marx argues, 

the free press carries the people's misery to the foot of 
the throne, not in a bureaucratically approved form but in 
its own medium, before which the distinction between admin
istration and the administered disappears.101 

Thus it is that 'in a lively press', under conditions of free

dom, 'the wh o 1e truth makes its• appearance I • 102 

To sum up this 'whole truth', and thus, Marx's argu

ment, the alleviation of the vintagers' distress -- the symp

tom of an essential contradiction -- requires action from the 

state in terms of 'universal participation in the interests of 

the fatherland', action that can transcend the bureaucracy so 

as to truly represent all the citizenry, and manifest itself 

in a free press. In effect, Marx calls for a radical form of 

liberal democracy without delegated representation, with 

a free press. 

Monarchy versus liberal democracy 

Marx's conclusion establishes that the requisite fea

ture of a rational state is universal participation, the 

necessary condition of which is the unconditional freedom of 

99 rbid. 

lOOibid. 

lOlibid. 

l0 2Ibid., p. 70. 
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the press. This raises an important question: What is the 

form of such a state? Marx's answer can be gleaned, apart 

from considerations outlined by us, from his marginal notes 

on the 'Ministerial Rescript' which, issued on Feb. 21, 1843, 

ordered the suppression of the Rheinische Zeitung as of April 

1, 1843. 103 This Rescript accuses Marx of 

attacking the constitution of the state at its foundations, 
of developing theories aiming at the destruction of the monar
chical principle ••• of inciting one class against another, of 
stirring up dissatisfaction with existing legal conditions ... 104 

Marx takes up each accusation in turn. First, as to 

his attack on the monarchical principle, Marx notes that the 

constitution which he was alleged to have subverted was offi

cially defined as 'liberal sovereignty'. In terms of Hegel's 

Philosophy of Right this 'liberal sovereignty' was understood 

as a 'monarchy surrounded by republican ••• (and) Christian 

institutions•. 105 Marx comments that by 'liberal sovereignty' 

one can understand either (a) 'that freedom is merely the 

personal disposition of the king' or (b) 'that freedom is the 

spirit of sovereignty which therefore is also realized in 

free institutions and laws, or at least ought to be re

alized' •106 In the former case, one has 'enlightened despo

tism', ie., 'the person of the prince vis-a-vis a whole state 

made up of spiritless (Geistlos) and unfree material'. In 

the latter case, with which Marx clearly identifies, 

103written Feb. 12, 1843; Cf. On Freedom, pp. 84-88. 

104Quoted by Marx at head of article, written Feb. 12, 
1843; in On Freedom, p. 84. 

105cf. above, p.149. 

106cf. 'Marginal Notes ••• '; On Freedom, p. 86. 
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one does not confine oneself to the limits of the prince as 
a person, but regards the 	whole state as his body, so that 
the institutions are the organs in which he lives and works, 
so that the laws are the eyes 	with which he sees.10 7 

In context of our earlier 	exposition this concept of 

the state is illuminated as the embodiment of the people's 

spirit, whose sovereignty 	is based on the essential freedom 

of man, and whose condition is universal participation. In 

effect, Marx formulates a 	 radical-democratic concept of the 

state based on a 'liberal-rationalist humanism'. In this 

concept, Marx does not 'express any special preference for 

a particular form of government' but conceives of it as a 

'moral and rational community 	which must and can be realized 

108
under any form of government'. 

6 

After defending himself against the charge of sub

version of the constitutions, 	Marx takes up the charge that 

he incited class conflict 	and stirred up discontent with 
109. . 1 1 d. . 	 . h . h fexisting ega con itions. It is, owever, wit re erence 

l0 7Ibid. 

l0 8Ibid. 

109As to these charges Marx observes that against many 
Rhenish liberals he has pointed to the 'wisdom of the govern
ment of the classes' (ibid., p. 88). Further, Marx insists 
that RhZ has never 'sought to incite individual classes ••• 
against other individual classes'. It has, rather, 'sought 
to incite each class against its own egoism and narrow-minded
ness; it has everywhere asserted civic reason against class 
unreason and human love against class hate' '(ibid., pp. 86
87). Here Marx clearly echoes arguments by Moses Hess, and 
more directly those of Feuerbach. As to the second charge, 
Marx comments that it is hardly a reproach inasmuch as 'a 
legal development is not possible without a development of 
law (which) ••• is impossible without a critique of the laws 

' (ibid., p. 87). 
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to the charge of fomenting a 'systematic opposition' to the 

government, that Marx introduces a point that we need to ex

pand upon. In defense of this charge Marx comments: 

if the Rheinische z·eitung had wanted to build a systematic 
opposition against the government, it would have had to pur
sue a totally opposite tactic •••• It would have leaned on 
French, instead of German theory.110 

Marx does not elaborate this distinction between 

French and German theory, but in context of his intellectual 

milieu we can recognize its implications, and in relation to 

an earlier essay for the Rheinische Zeitung, a later essay 

for the Deutsche-Franzesische Jahr bUcher, and a correspon

dence with A. Ruge, we can draw it out. 

'French theory' unquestionably refers to the 'mater

ialist' doctrines of socialism and communism propogated among 

the Left-Hegelians by Moses Hess 111 and brought to their at

llOibid., pp. 87-88. 

~ 11According to Cornu ~it., pp.334ff) the socia
liam of Considerarit, · · - ·. · . Blanc and Proud

hon, whose point of departure was Fourier, tended to express 
the aspirations of the petit-bourgeoisie oppressed by big 
capital it sought not revolution but a progressive transfor
mation of bourgeois society through reforms; the communism 
of Babeuf, Cabet, Weitling and Blanqui, etc. was more thor
ough-going, but also opposed present-day society with an ide
alized future (Cf. esp. Cornu, op.cit., pp. 334ff). Moses 
Hess, self-learned on the basis of readings in philosophy, 
esp. Rousseau, Hegel and Spinoza, familiarized himself with 
socialist and communist doctrines in a series of travels, esp. 
St. Simon, Fourier, and Babeuf (ref. Cornu, pp. 177ff). His 
Sacred History of Humanity (1837) gave expression to what, 
with the works of L. Gall, constituted the first expression of 
socialist thol.Jl9'ht in Germany (ibid., p. 179). In the early 
1840's Hess approached the Lcft-Hegelians as can be seen in 
his book European Triarchy (1841), which is inspired by Cies
zkowski's philosophy of praxis -- on thought conceived as will, 
whose objective was the effective realization of not only 
freedom, but also of equality. In opposition to the liberal 
left-Hegelians, Hess underlined in European Triarchy that the 
essential problem is not 'political' but· 'social': ie., not 
the privation of political rights, but the exploitation of 
the people by a new; aristocracy of money' (r.'.ornu, op.cit., pp.222
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tention by the publication of Soc·ialism and 	Commu'riism in Con
112temporary France (1842) by Lorenz von Stein. 'German 

theory', on the other hand, clearly relates 	to an idealist 

philosophy of law suspended, as we have seen, somewhere be

tween Hegel and Kant. German theory, on the basis of the 

principle of freedom seeks above all to transform the state 

-- to bring it into line with its concept (universality). 

French theory, on the other hand, on the basis of the princi

ple of equality, sees the fundamental problem as social (so

cial injustice viz. inequality), and seeks, 	therefore, to 

transform the foundation (private property) 	of society itself. 

This difference between the concept of the state and 

the principle of equality is well expressed 	by Lorenz von 

Stein. According to von Stein, the principle of equality 

is quite incompatible with the concept of the state in which 

21). Hess demonstrated that after the 'intellectual' revol
ution in Germany, and the 'political' revolution in France 
would come a 'social' revolution in England, where the oppo
sition of rich and poor was the sharpest. In abolition of 
private property, this revolution would replace bourgeois 
society with a new society -- communist and anarchist -
that assures both absolute freedom and social equality. Both 
Engels and Bakunin were early converted to communism by Hess, 
and Marx came under his influence late 1843 	in particular. 

112cf. Stein's influence on Marx's conception of the 
proletariat see Robert Tucker, Philosophy and Myth in Marx 
(London: Cambridge University Press, 1961), pp. 114ff (al
though it is such a misconceived and worthless book one should 
perhaps let it die a quiet death); see esp. K. Mengelber, 
'Lorenz von Stein and his contribution to Historical Sociology', 
Journal of the History of Ide·as, Xll (1961); J. Weiss, 'Dia
lectical Idealism-and the work of Lorenz von Stein', Interna
tional Review of Social History, Vll (1963); also, English 
translations of major sections of Stein's book, ed. and introd. 
by K. Mengleberg, The Hi's tory of· the Social Movement in France 
1789-1850 (Totowa, N.J.: Bedminster Press, 1964), esp. pp. 25
31. It is likely that Marx read Stein's book soon after its 
publication in 1842. 
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one must locate the only 'rational' solution to the social 

problem -- the subordination of particular interests of indi

vidual wills to the general interest of the state expressed 

as law: 'There is no conciliation possible between the idea 

of living totality represented by the true state, and of pure 

coexistence, implied by the principle of equality•. 113 

This distinction between the concept of the state and 

the principle of equality is echoed, and apparently accepted, 

by Marx in his stated demand that in popular representation 

'one should (not) make an abstraction of actually existing 

differences but ••• should recognize the actual differences 
114created and conditioned by the inner structure of the state•.

We ourselves have to this point registered this distinction 

in the alternative conception of reason in terms of (a) law 

as a function of freedom (under condition of universality); 

and (b) freedom as a function of law (under the condition of 

equality). Both these concepts oppose the standpoint of indi

vidualism, and converge on the Idea of the whole in which 

freedom is not opposed to law but brought under law; they 

diverge in respect to the method py which the respective con

ditions of universality and equality are secured: penetration 

of reason into the real to disclose an immanent Idea; 'abstrac

tion' from real conditions in terms of an 'imagined ideal' 

or 'subjective desire'. 

This interpretation of the object and method of rea

son allows us to close in on Marx's thought. As to its ob

ject, conceived from the standpoint of totality, the problem 

is to determine the reason of the whole, the essence of its 

113·Lorenz von Stein, Soci·a·lismus un:de Kornmunismus des 
heutigen Frankreichs (Leipzig: 1842), cited by Cornu, p. 355. 

114cf. 'The Suppression of the 'Leipziger Allgemeine' 
in Prussia'; On Freedom, p. 62. 
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phenomena: does it have an absolute subject (God) or human 

Subject (man)? 

Marx's response to this problem is clearly expressed 

in his analysis of the Diet debates -- in the evaluation of 

the point of view held by the representative of the landed 

feudal class: 

Since the real situation of these gentlemen in the modern 
state does not correspond to the idea that they invent for 
themselves, since they live in a world situated beyond the 
real world, and consequently, imagination takes the place 
of head and heart, their practical dissatisfaction obliges 
them to turn to ••• a theory of the beyond, ie., to religion 
••.• This then is what we note in the speaker: to practical 
needs he opposes a mystico-religious theory stemming from 
his imagination .•• to what is humanl~ rational he opposes 
sacred entities, superior to man.II 

Marx here follows Feuerbach in his criticism of the 

Idea of God as the illusory beyond of a reality which man 

believes he is powerless to transform. 116 Like the Idea of 

God, the Idea of freedom, when placed in the 'sky of ima

gination instead of the solic ground of reality', is an il

lusory ideal without as Kant puts it -- existence. 

Against the romantic tendency, which supports itself by the 

'imagination', Marx insists on the 'realistic' standpoint: 

'true theory must be expanded and developed in relation to con

crete facts and the existing conditions•. 117 This realistic 

standpoint, like Hegel, seeks the Idea in reality, but unlike 

115
McLellan, op.cit., p.113, who quotes from MEGA, 

1,1(1), p.199.
116 see chapter five below. Cf. also note 71 above re: 

'foggy ••• reasoning' of German liberals who, as sentimental 
enthusiasts, 'see every contact of their ideal with common 
reality as a profanation' (On Freedom, p. 38). 

117cf. 'Letter to Oppenheim' (end of August, 1842); 
MEGA, 1, 1(2), p. 280, quoted by McLellan, op.cit., p.123. 
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Hegel, bases it upon 'what is· humanly rational', ie., upon 

the 'head' and the 'heart' of the people's spirit. The 

'humanly rational', developed in relation to 'concrete facts 

and existing conditions' involve either the reason of the 

'head' (intelligence) or the reason of the 'heart' (mood). 

It is our thesis that Marx's first encounter with 

communism was thought in relation to this alternative way of 

looking at a 'real situation': from the point of view of the 

'head' (German theory) or of the 'heart' (French theory). 

Already in his essay on 'The Mosel region and Cabinet order 

of Dec. 24, 1841' Marx pointed to the press as the medium in 

which philosophy relates to the people both as 'intelligence' 

and 'mood'. In relation to the people's head (intelligence) 

philosophy (viz. German theory) seeks an 'objective under

standing' of actual conditions, whose 'essence' is disclosed 

from a standpoint that is 'deliberately universal ••• the 

philosophy of law'. In relation to the people's heart (mood) 

philosophy (French theory, ie. communism) responds to the 

people's 'practical needs' and 'subjective desire~ viz. a 

struggle for social justice and equality: 

communist ideas ••• (are) ideas that have overcome our intellect 
and conquered our conviction, ideas to which reason has ri
veted our conscience ••• chains from which one cannot break 
loose without breaking one's heart.118 

One of Marx's first tasks as editor was to answer the 

accusation of communism brought against the Rheinische Zeit

ung with reference to the recent contributions by Moses Hess. 

Marx replied to the charge with the following declaration of 

principle: 

118cf. 'Communism and the Augsburg "Algemeine Zeitung"' 
(Oct. 1842), Werner Blumenberg, Karl Marx (London: NLB, 1972), 
p. 47. 
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The Rheinische Zeitung does not even concede theoretical val
idity to communist ideas in their present form, let alone 
desires their practical realization, which it ••• finds impos
sible ••• 119 

Marx adds, however, some significant observations: 

books like those of Leroux and Considerant and, above all, the 
acute work of Proudhon cannot be criticized by superficial and 
transitory fancies but only after consistent and probing study 
••••We are firmly convinced that the true danger does not lie 
in the practical attempt to carry out communist ideas but in 
their theoretical development; for practical attempts, even 
by the masses, can be answered with a cannon as soon as they 
have become dangerous, but ideas that have overcome our intel
lect and conquered our conviction, ideas (that) are chains 
from which one cannot break loose without breaking one's 
heart (are) demons that one can only overcome by submitting 
to them. Yet the Augsburger Zeitung never got to know the 
crisis of conscience caused by the rebellion of man's subjec
tive desires against the objective insights of his own reason 

120 

The text of this article leads us to the following 

observations. (a) Marx is not unsympathetic to communist ideas 

-- especially with reference to the 'acute work' of Proudhon 

which 'cannot be criticized by superficial ••• fancies' but 

that require 'consistent and probing study'; he directs his 

criticism against communist ideas 'in their present form'. 

The significance of this becomes clear in a letter to Ruge 

written about a month later (Nov. 30, 1842). In this letter 

Marx sides with Herwegh and Ruge against the Berlin group, 

Die Freien, who Marx accuse of improper and unethical 'smug

gling (ofj communist and socialist dogmas, ie., a new weltans

chauung' into their incidental literary criticism. Declaring 

himself against their 'radical' verbalism and frivolence, 

Marx notes that he demanded of the Freien 

119Ibid. 

120rbid. 
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less vague rationalization, fewer high-sounding phrases and 
self-complacent preening, and more precision, more penetra
tion into concrete conditions, more expertise in their ana
lysis.121 

Further, in demanding 'more content for the people' 

Marx insisted 

that religion be criticized in the critique of political 
conditions rather than political con:3itions in religion ••• 
since religion in itself empty, lives not from heaven but 
from earth, and with" the dissolution of the reverse reality, 
whose theory it is, it collapses of itself .122 

(b) In its 'present form' Marx sees communist ideas 

as systems of dogmas, a constellation of ideas, and even a 

world-view, that are important, serious, penetrating, etc., 

as theoretic works, worthy of prolonged and profound study. 

What gives these ideas a 'demonic' force is that they ex

press the real factual conditions of the life-situation of 

the 'class possessing nothing' and give form to its practi

cal demand 'to share in the wealth of the middle class -- a 

fact clearly evident in the streets of Manchester, Paris 

and Lyons•. 123 These facts, of course, are consistent with 

Marx's social consciousness of the exploited and unequal con

ditions of 'the bottom mass of humanity' experienced in his 

study of the wood-theft law and the Moselle vintagers' dis

tress. Marx's 'crisis of conscience' clearly relates as he 

himself put it to the rebellion of his 'subjective desires' 

against his 'objective understanding'. This is to say, Marx 

struggles between the 'subjective' tendency of his 'heart' 

towards communism viz. the principle of equality, and the 

121cf. On Freed om, p. 162 • 

122Ibid. 

1231 c ommunism. t h Augsburg ~ ; WYMPSand e AZ' , p. 133 • 
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abolition of private property -- the very 'basis' of civil 

society; and the 'objective' tendency of his 'intelligence' 

towards philosophy of law and its concept of the state. 

(c) Corrununism can provoke 'practical attempts' in the 

masses to realize their demands, but they can be answered 

with brute force; the true danger lies not in these 'practi

cal attempts' but in their 'theoretical development'. Marx 

here re-affirms the Left-Hegelian thesis of the hegemony of 

the 'activity of spirit' over 'crude material practice' found 

in Bruno Bauer, for whom theory constitutes the strongest 

form of practical activity; in Ruge, who believed that ideas 

are 'the best weapons with which to win ••• and that determine 

action and history'; and above all, in Hess, for whom the 

'great error' of L. von Stein was to consider communism as 

the material aspiration of the proletariat instead of a strug

gle between the 'principle of corrununism' and the 'principle 
124of private property'. 

Caught between German and French theory with a trou

bled conscience Marx recognizes the hold that corrununist ideas 

have on his 'heart', and the need to submit them to a serious 

study, but cannot as yet concede them 'theoretical validity'. 

In effect, Marx continues the political struggle -- as editor 

of the Rheinische Zeitung in relation to German theory 

which develops a philosophic critique of the state. This 

struggle, which is to appeal to the state for it to assume 

its essence, becomes increasingly more difficult a constant 

battle against censors. In relation to these censors Marx 

had to contend with the radical verbalism of the Freien on 

124cf. Bauer see McLellan, The Young Hegelians and 
Karl Marx, pp. 72ff; cf. Ruge see Lowy, op.'c'it., p. 53 and 
Cornu, op.cit., pp. 234ff; cf. Hess see Cornu, op.cit., pp. 
333ff (ref. to 21 Sheets from Switzerland) and Lowy, p. 54, 
n. 48. 
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the one hand, and the timid 'moderation', concessions and 

cowardice of the bourgeois shareholders on the other. In 

a letter to Ruge (Nov. 30, 1842) in which Marx announces 

his break with the Frei·en of Berlin, he also complained of 

'being burdened from morning to night with the most frightful 

censorship harassments, stockholders' screamings, etc.• 125 

The directors of the Rheinische Zeitung at the begin

ning of January, 1843, decided to avoid all conflict with the 

government, a decision with which Marx likely disagreed. 

Even so the government continued to press its decision to 

suppress the Rheinische Zeitung, upon which Marx wrote to 

Ruge on Jan. 25, 1843: 

I see in the suppression of the Rheinische Zeitung a progress 
in political consciousness, and am therefore resigning. Fur
thermore, the atmosphere had become very oppressive for me. 
It is hard to perform menial services even for freedom, and 
to fight with needles instead of clubs. I have become tired 
of hypocrisy, stupidity, raw authority, and our cringing, 
bowing, back-turning and word-£~gking. Thus the government 
has given me my freedom again. 

The government decree ordered the suppression of the 

Rheinische Zeitung for April 1, 1843, but in the heat of 

conflicts on two fronts -- against the censorship of the 

government, and against the capitulation of the liberal share

holders -- Marx wrote Ruge on the 13th. March that he would

n't stay as editor at any price, and on the 18th. of March 

publicly announced his decision to abandon his editorialship. 

In doing so, Marx effectively announces his break with liber

alism. 

125
On Freedom, p. 162. 

126Ib'dl • , p. 164. 
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7 

The indifference of the Rhenish bourgeois liberals to 

the loss of freedom, and the general failure to reform the 

state, constituted the generally shared experience of the 

Hegelian Left, whose break with liberalism ushered in a 

period of fermentation, ideological confusion and intellec

tual crisis. 

The condition of this crisis -- the capitulation of 

the Rhenish bourgeoisie to the government, and their indif

ference to the suppression of its press -- was generalized by 

the Hegelian Left to demonstrate that the bourgeois liberals 

could not play the revplutionary role that they had in the 

French revolution. Marx registers this evaluation in the 

observation that Germany is philosophically, but not histor
127ically contemporaneous with the times. In effect, condemned 

to think what other nations have done, German philosophy is 

situated at the level of modern thought, but its 'theoretic 

over-development' is the expression of the 'historic under

development' of the bourgeoisie whose backwardness incapaci

tate it for the realization of the destiny traced out for Ger

many· by philosophy. 

This break with liberalism and the ensuing intellec

tual crisis brought about a profound split within the Left

Hegelian movement. After attempting, successively and vainly, 

to represent the liberal bourgeoisie and to constitute them

selves as the ideologues of the rational state, the Young 

Hegelians in 1843 fragmented into various tendencies that 

were united in the rejection of the Prussian state and bour

geois liberalism, but radically divergent in the response 

to a shared crisis. 

127cf. Introduction (1843) in WYMPS, pp. 251-6. 
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These tendencies were (a) the Fr~ien of Berlin (the 

Bauer brothers, Ha.yen, Stirner) who interpreted the failure 

of liberalism as the 'retrocession of the masses', and in

creasingly withdrew from the political struggle into pure 

theoretic 'activity' of the 'critical spirit'; (b) a demo

cratic-humanist tendency (Ruge, Feuerbach, Froebel, Wigand, 

Herwegh) whose desire to unite the 'head' and 'heart' of the 

people's spirit resulted in a loose identification of 'human

ism' and 'communism'; (c) a philosophic-communist tendency 

(Hess, Bakunin, Engels) in which communism presents itself 

as a category opposed to egoism, and that suggested a rela

tion to the democratic-humanists, and the possibility of 
128working together within the confines of a new journa1. 

Within these tendencies the first line of demarcation 

emerged between the Freien on the one hand, and the democra

tic-humanists and philosophic-communists on the other. This 

line of demarcation was formed in opposed tendencies to either 

divorce or unite theory and practice. 

Those in Berlin led by Bruno Bauer had imagined their 

influence to be such that the suppression of their views 

would lead to strong protests among the liberal bourgeoisie. 

When nothing of the sort happened, a failure blamed on the 

'retrocession of the masses' they contented themselves in

creasingly with purely intellectual criticism that renounced 

hope of immediate political influence. Isolated from both 

the bourgeoisie and 'the masses' the Freien increasingly lim

128 our interpretation is supported by, and takes its 
point of departure the various studies of Auguste Cornu: Marx 
and Engels (vol. 11); The Origins· of Marxian Thought (Sprrng= 
field: Charles c. Thomas, 1957); 'German Utopianism: "True" 
Socialism', Science and Soc·ie·ty, Xll, No. 1(Winter1948). 
Our interpretation differs in some respects ••• 
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ited their action to an abstract critique of religion and 

the Christian state to which they no longer opposed the ra

tional state but, rather, the autonomy of universal con

sciousness. With their isolation and impotence reinforcing 

their idealist tendencies and accentuating their inclination 

to subjectivism and anarchism, the Freien retreated from 

socio-political activity as below their free spirit. Drawn 

to egocentrism and individualism this tendency ended by de

precating the people, 'the masses', as the chief obstacle 

for the development of spirit. The extreme conclusions of 

this tendency were drawn by Max Stirner, who became a prin

cipal target for Marx and Engels' criticism in the German 

Ideology. 

The tendency of the group that loosely centred around 

Arnold Ruge responded quite differently: wishing to pursue 

the political struggle in an ever more practical manner, they 

oriented their action in a diametrically opposed direction -

towards the unity of thought and practice. Although the di

vergence between the political radicalism of the democratic

humanists (Ruge, Herwegh, Froebel) and the social radicalism 

of the philosophic-communists will soon appear, for the mo

ment the two tendencies would unite in a loosely defined 

project to forge a new philosophy (humanism) that unites the 

'head' and 'heart' of the people's spirit. 

The pre-condition for this unity of the 'head' and 

the 'heart' is, in Marx's words, 'the existence of a suffer

ing mankind that thinks and of a thinking mankind that is 

d ' 129 d. . . 1 1 l'suppresse • Its con itions: to simu taneous y rea ize 
130

social equality and ·absolute freedom. 

129 'Letter to Ruge' (May 1843); WYMPS, pp. 210ff. 

130
Nearly all the left-hegelians had, in fact, called 

for such a unity, including non-Hegelians like the poet Heine 
who called for the unity of the 'French revolutionary spirit' 
and 'German speculative spirit' (Cf. Cornu, op.cit., p.182). 
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To realize the condition of this unity the Left

Hegelians posited the necessity of Franco-German co-operation, 

and called for an alliance of French and German intellectuals. 

To give this idea of Franco-German co-operation practical 

expression there emerged among the Left-Hegelians in 1843 

several projects to set up in exile -- beyond the reaches of 

the Prussian censors -- a new journal that would represent 

the combined force of German and French theory. As the ral

lying-point for an opposition to the Prussian state and lib

eralism this search for Franco-German co-operation thus 

brought together two divergent tendencies: democratic-huma

nism and philosophic-communism. The basis for a common pro

ject was the loosely-defined identity of 'humanism', whose 
131conception was formulated by Feuerbach , and 'communism', 

whose doctrine was propogated by Moses Hess. 

Despite this convergence of views on a matter of prin

ciple in opposition to 'egoism' -- it is, however, quite 

possible to distinguish the two tendencies supported by di

vergent interpretations of Feuerbach's humanism. The group 

influenced by Hess (Bakunin and Engels) sees the essential 

problem not as political (privation of political rights) but 

as social -- the exploitation of the people by a new 'aris
132tocracy of money•. The anticipated solution requires the 

radical transformation of bourgeois society -- abolition of 

private property -- and its replacement with a new society 

-- anarchist and communist -- that would assure both absolute 

freedom and social equality; ie., secure the autonomy of the 
133individual within the framework of social life. 

131 see below, Chapter five, pp.193-200. 

132 cornu, lee.cit., pp. 220-221. 

133Ibid., p. 221. 
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On the other hand, the_ group around R~ge still saw 

the essential problem as political, requiring the radical 

transformation of a reactionary state, and its replacement 

with a truly democratic state. Whereas the group influenced 

by Hess rejected liberalism and interpreted humanism in terms 

of a philosophic-communist ideal realised through an alliance 

of French and German intellectuals, the group around Ruge 

likewise rejected liberalism but interpreted Feuerbach's hu

manism in terms of a democratic humanism -- likewise realised 

through an alliance of French and German intellectuals. 

Marx's evolution roughly corresponded at this point 

to the tendency associated with Ruge, Herwegh and Froebel, 

whose respective attempts to set up a new Franco-German jour

nal were enthusiastically endorsed by Marx. When Ruge announ

ced the formation of such a journal, and asked for Marx's col

laboration, Marx replied: 'Franco-German annals -- that wculd 

be a principle, an event of great importance, an undertaking 

that fills one with enthusiasm•. 134 

The basis for Marx's enthusiasm is illuminated by a 

letter written to Ruge in May, 1843, and published later in 

the Deutsch-Franzosische Jahrbucher: 

The system of industry and commerce, of property and exploita
tion of men ••• leads ••• rapidly to a rupture within the present 
society •••• The old system cannot heal this rupture because it 
does not heal and create at all; it merely exists and enjoys 
itself. The existence of a suffering mankind that thinks, and 
of a thinking mankind that is suppressed, must necessarily be
come ••• indigestible for the passive animal kingdom of philisti
nism [the German regime]·•••• 'J'he more ••• events allow for 
thinking men to reflect, and for suffering men to rally, the 
better will be the product to be born which the present car
ries in its womb. 135 

134Letter to .Ruge (January 25, 1843); MEGA,l 1(2),
p.307, quoted by McLellan, Marx before Marxism, p.138. 

135WYuns, pp. 210ffl'J.r . 
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Having already decided to leave Germany whose 'phi

listine' regime leaves 'nothing to be done' Marx makes plans 

to join Ruge in Paris at the end of the year. But in order 

to settle, besides his family affairs, his troubled conscien

ce, Marx proceeds to Kreuznach for an extended study-retreat. 

The crisis of conscience with which Marx struggled was brought 

on by the implacable resistance of the Prussian government to 

the demands for a rational state, and consequently, by the 

failure to resolve the 'political' problem: how to protect 

the universality of the state from its enslavement to the 

egoism of particular class interests. The rebellion of Marx's 

'subjective desires' against his 'objective understanding' 

furthermore posed the need to reconcile the concept of the 

rational state supported by German Theory (philosophy of law), 

with the principle of equality supported by French Theory 

(communism/socialism). It was necessary, in other words, to 

come to terms with Hegel's philosophy, especially his Philo

sophy of Right, which to this point had dominated Marx's 

thought and directed his political action. 

The need for such a critique had already been on the 

agenda as far back as March 1842, when Marx wrote to Ruge: 

Another article I also intend ••• is a critique of the part of 
Hegel's natural Right where he talks of the constitution. The 
essential part of it is the critique of the constitutional mo
narchy -- a bastard, contradictory and unjustifiable constitu
tion. 136 

Over the next year Marx periodically refers to this 

projected critique, but it is not till his Kreuznach study

retreat where, in preparation for his Jahrbticher essays, Marx 

undertakes extensive readings in French history and philosophy, 

that he is able to approach Hegel's philosophy in a systematic 

critique. 

136.Letter to Ruge (January 25, ·1843), in On Freedom, 
p.164. 
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The detailed commentary and critique of Hegel's 'Philo

sophy of Right elaborated in this Kreuznach period137 consti

tutes the philosophical documentation of an intellectual cri

sis: Marx's theoretical and practical experience can no long

er be thought within the limits of his Hegelian educatinn. To

gether with the articles written for the Jahrbiicher (On the 

Jewish Question, Toward the Critique of Hegel's Philosophy of 

Right: Introduction) the 1843 critique of Hegel's Philosophy 

of Right is the work in which Marx re-thinks his theoretical 

and practical experience with a view to adequately represent 

his emerging political position~ The ~ritique constitutes a 

critical work in Marx's transition from political radicalism 

or democratic liberalism to social radicalism or communism; 

and from idealism to materialism. 

139cf. Marx, Critique of Hegel's Philosophy of Right, 
ed. Joseph O'Malley (London: CambridgerUniversity Press, 1970), 
based on the German edition in Werke (Berlin: Dietz Verlag, 
1964), pp.202-333. The dating of this Critique has been dis
puted. Riazanov, first editor of the MEGA edition, set the 
date of composition between March and August of 1843, suppor
ting his conclusion with careful evidence (MEGA,1,1(1), pp. 
LXXlff. and MEGA,1,1(2), pp.XXlVff). But in 1932, Landshut 
and Mayer published their own edition of Marx's Fruhschriften, 
in which they placed the date as April 1841 to April 1842. 
Most commentators on Marx, however, clearly subscribe to the 
1843 date. The clear influence of Feuerbach's Preliminary 
Theses for the Reform of Philosophy, which we will document be
low, and the close continuity of thought between the Critique 
and On the Jewish Question (written in the Autumn of 1843) ar
gue rather conclusively for the later dates. Cf. O'Malley's 
introduction to the English edition. 



' CHAPTER FIVE 

MARX'S FEUERBACHIAN CRITIQUE OF HEGEL 

The demonstrated irration~lity of the state_ and the 

inadequacy of the Hegelian philosophy of law as a guide to 

action compelled the Left-Hegelians to come to terms with 

Hegel's philosophy. On the one hand, the accentuation of 

the reactionary policies of the Prussian government, viz. 

the suppression of the liberal press, was taken as sufficient 

evidence that the state in general, and the Prussian state 

in particular, did not have the rational character given it 

by Hegel. On the other hand, Marx recognized through the 

study of socio-economic problems that as well as Ideas, which 

he still regarded as determining, socio-economic relations 

played an important part in historic development, and that, 

in fact, the essential problem was not political, but social; 

that, furthermore, it could not be solved at the legal

political level -- through political reform. On the contrary, 

the solution required the profound transformation of society 
(

itself. A necessary dorollary: the state, far from being 

the determining factor in the development of society, is, on 

the contrary, determined by it in its essential features. The 

upshot of this shift in focus is that the relation between the 

state and civil society became the object of a critical scru

tiny, effected by Marx in relation to extensive studies of 

French history and philosophy, and particularly the theories 

of state developed by Machiavelli, Montesquieu and Rousseau. 1 

1cf. Cornu, op.cit., p.373, with reference to MEGA, 
1,1 (2), pp.118-36. 11arx's five notebooks contain extracts 
from twenty-four works. Especially Wachsmuth, History of 

181 
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In response to the d~~ocratic and revolutionary ten

dency which draws Marx away from liberalism Marx becomes in

creasingly oriented towards communism viz. its defence of 

the interests of people in general. Even so Marx did not 

have a clear vision of the road to take or of the objectives 

to realize. This theor:tical un~ertainty is evident even as 

late as September when, upon completion of his· Critique, Marx 

wrote to Ruge: 

Even though there is no doubt about the 'whence' there does 
prevail all the more confusion about the 'whither' •. It is 
not only the fact that a general anarchy has broken out among 
the reformers; each one will have to admit to himself that 
he has no exact idea of what is to happen.2 

At this conjuncture of ideological confusion and theo

retical indecision, in which the Hegelian philosophy demon

strated its inadequacy as a guide to action, Feuerbach came 

on the scene with a philosophic critique of both religion and 

idealism which provided a theoretical solution to the Left
3Hegeli an crisis. With a few but precise strokes Feuerbach 

dissolved the problem of the Left-Hegelians (cf. the contra
, 

diction between the state's essence and existence). He did 

France in a Revolutionary Epoch; Ranke, German History; Hamil
ton, Northamerica; Machiavelli, The State; Montesouieu, The 
Spirit of the Laws; Rousseau, The Social Contract: As ob
served by Cornu, these studies do not include the great French 
historians (Thierry, Mignet, Guizot) whose works Marx read 
some time later in Paris; nor did Marx study the doctrines of 
the socialists and communists. 

2wYMPS, p. 212. 

3cf. Althusser, For Marx, p. 225; ' The confluence of 
Feuerbach and the theoretical crisis in which history had 
thrown the young German radicals explains their enthusiasm 
for the author of the Provisional Thes·es, of the· Essence of 
Chr·istian·i ty and of the Principles of the Phil·osophy of the 
Future. Indeed Feuerbach represented the theoretical solution 
to the young intellectuals' theoretical ~risis. In his hu
manism of alienation, he gave them the theoretical concepts 
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so by calling for a new philosophy based on the total· ·inver

sion of the Hegelian philosophy: ,.from speculative idealism-- . , . 

to materialist humanism. The liberating impact of Feuerbach's 

'theoretical revolution' is graphically recorded by Engels: 

Then came Feuerbach' s Essence of Chris.tia·n·ity. With one blow 
it pulverised the contradiction in that it placed materialism 
on the throne again •••• The spell was broken; the system of 
Hegel was exploded and cast aside ••• one must himself have 
experienced the liberating effect of this book to get an idea 
of it. Enthusiasm was general, we all became at once Feuer
bachians.4 

Although we have traced the influence of Feuerbach as 

of Marx's doctoral dissertation Marx recorded his enthusias

tic reception of Feuerbach's Essence of Christianity in an 

article written in late January 1842: 

I advise you, speculative theologians and philosophers: free 
yourselves from the concepts and presuppositions of existing I 
speculative philosophy if you want to get at things differ- I 
ently, as they are, that is to say, if you want to arrive at 1 

the truth. And there is no other road for you to truth and 
freedom except that leading through the stream of fire (the 
Feuerbach}. Feuerbach is the purgatory of the present times.5 

Marx's enthusiasm for Feuerbach's theoretical humanism, 

clearly evident throughout his writings for the Rheinische 

Zeitung, 6 was re-affirmed with the publication of Feuerbach's. 

that enabled them to think the alienation of the human es
sence as an indispensable moment in the realization of the 
human essence, unreason (the irrational reality of the State} 
as a necessary moment in the realization of reason (The Idea 
of the State) • It thus enabled them to think what they would 
otherwise have suffered as irrationality itself: the neces
sary connexion between reason and unreason'. 

4 - Cf. Feuerbach and the end of classical German philo
sophy in selected works. (.Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1970). 

51 Luther as Arbiter between Strauss and Feuerbach' in 
WYMPS, p. 9~. 

6McLellan (The Young Hegelians·and Karl Marx, pp~93ff} 
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Provis·ional Theses in February 1843, although, given the po

litical conjuncture ·in which Marx found himself, Marx's en

thusiasm was tempered with a significant qualification.
. -

Im

mediately, on reading Feuerbach' s· Thes·es, Marx wrote to Ruge: 

Only in one respect are the aphorisms of Feuerbach not to my r 
liking: he is too much concerned with nature and too little 
w-1-.th politics. It is, however, only through a link with po- : 
litics that present philosophy can emerge as truth. 7 ! 

~he significance of this qualification with become 

clear as Marx proceeds in the following months to apply 

Feuerbach's conclusions to a critique of Hegel's philosophy 

of the State. To grasp the thought that underlied and governs 

this Critique it is necessary to reconstruct the philosophic 

problematic of Feuerbach's humanism. It is this problematic 

disputes Engels' version as 'completely at variance with the 
facts'. According to McLellan, the Rheinische Zeitung arti
cles 'show no trace of Feuerbach's influence' (ibid., p. 98) 
and that it is the later articles of Feuerbach's that influ
enced Marx. Against this position we argue -- it will be 
obvious -- that Feuerbach's influence can be traced all the 
way back to Marx's dissertation, and is quite evident in his 
various Rheinische Zeitung articles with particular reference 
to Marx's conception of philosophy in relation to the world. 
McLellan is led to argue his point because he does not recog
nize the dual theses of Feuerbach's problematic: humanism and 
materialism. It is quite true that most of the other Left
Hegelians, Marx included, did not appreciate the materialist 
implications of Feuerbach's revision of Hegel. All the Left
Hegelians endorsed Feuerbach's humanism while retaining the 
idealist principle. The materialist implications of Feuer
bach' s new philosophy were clearer in his later publications 
in 1843, but even then, throughout 1843, Marx continued to 
adhere to the idealist principle; ie., his humanism was 
idealist. Strictly speaking Marx's position as of the Dis
sertation was to unite the principles of idealism and mater
ialism (the 'head' and 'heart' of philosophy}, and this unity 
was grasped precisely in the concept of 'man'. In this re
spect, we will argue, Marx returns indirectly via Feuerbach 
to Kant's solution to the problem of knowledge. 

7cf. MEGA, 1, 1 (2), p. 308, quoted and translated by 
Zawar Hanfi, The Fi'ery Brook: Selected Writings of Ludwig 
Feuerbach (New York: Doubleday & Co., 1972), p. 38. 
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we will a!"gue, that governs Marx's thought as of his Doctoral 

dissertation (1841) until the Economic-Philosophic Manuscripts 

(1844): it determines both the way Marx poses his problems 

and the way he constructs his various solutions. 

FEUERBACH'S A..~THROPOLOGICAL PROBLEMATIC 

In Towards a· Critique of Hegel'' s Philosophy, which 

appeared in 1839 in Ruge' s ·Jahrbilcher, Feuerbach announced 

his rejection of Hegelianism. Demonstrating that the Hegelian 

'system', based·on the identity of the real and the ideal, is 
...._ - -

problematical Feuerbach proceeds to attack its two most char

acteristic features: 	its reliance on speculation and its 
8drive towards system. Hegelianism, argues Feuerbach, is the 

most developed form of 'speculative philosophy' begun by 

Spinoza, rejected by Kant, restored by Schelling and consurn
9inated by Hegel. 

The starting-point of speculative philosophy is 'that 

which is in itself and conceived through itself' "(absolute) , 

the principle of identity underlying the phenomenal forms of 

its appearance. Speculative thought is identical with the 

power of thought to transcend all that presents itself by its 

own particularity. In this extension of thought beyond human 

experience thought grasps the totality of conditions, and 

thus elevates itself to the 'Absolute Idea', the principle of 

identity underlying the distinction of subjectivity and ob

8cf. above, Chapter two, pp. 69 ff. 

_ 9cf. Preliminary Theses (2): 'Spinoza is actually the 
initiator of modern speculative philosophy; Schelling its re
storer; and Hegel, its consumrnator'; Hanfi, p. 153; also, 
Towards a Critique (1839); in Hanfi, p. 73. All following 
quotes from Feuerbach are taken from Zawar Hanfi's transla
tion in The Fiery Br·ook: Selected Writings· ·of L. Feuerbach 
(hereinafter refferred to as FB). 
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jectivity. As the science of this __ I.dea, Hegel's System gives 

a philosophical expression to the speculative standpoint: the 

truth of the real is not in the real itself, but in the ideal, 

which is posited as an autonomous, self-identical and absolute 

Subject whose universal reason 'objectifies' itself in the 

phenomenal forms of its appearance -- in thought and materia

lity. 

It is this speculative-idealist standpoint, premised 

on the primacy of thought, that becomes the symptomatic point 

of Feuerbach's 'theoretical revolution': the establishment of 

the human-materialist standpoint and the critical reform of 

the Hegelian dialectic. The inspiration for this transforma

tive critique, we will argue, is Kant's scepsis of reason and 

his critique of metaphysics. Although we cannot fully deve

lop this thesis -- that, in relation to the problem of know

ledge, Feuerbach criticizes Hegel by reverting to Kant's po

sition -- we will attempt to outline its argument as supported 

by our exposition in chapter three. We do so for two reasons. 

On the one hand, the essential contribution of Feuerbach's 

theoretical humanism to the formation of Marx's tho~ght, as a 

condition of his metho<'l-of philosophical criticism, is unde
10

niable and widely recognized. Marx's early thought is do

lOThe most obvious point of reference is, of course, 
the assessment given by Engels in his Feuerbach and the End 
of Classical German Philosophy, which has been supported by 
scholars as diverse as Plekhanov, Max Adler and Sidney Hook. 
Nevertheless, the obvious relation between Marx and Feuerbach 
is generally over-emphasized by the writings on Marx in the 
humanist and social-democratic tradition (Nicolaevsky-Maen
chen, Mayer, Riazanov, Rubel, Cole, Laski, Blumenberg, Kamen
ka among others). Other writers who call attention to the 
persistence of Feuerbachian id·eas in .Marx's mature work in
clude Rodoiro Mandolfo (Marx y Marxismo), Breuer (Der Junge 
:rtarx), Popi tz (Der· Entfremdete Mensch) and A.J. Gregor ('Marx, 
Feuerbach, and the Reform of the Hegelian Dialectic', Science 
& Societv, XXlX,l (1965)). Characteristic of these wrTiers 
is a failure to take account of Marx's break with Feuerbach. 
It is in this regard that Althusser's ideap.. arff·So important. 
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minated by the philosophical problematic of Feuerbach's huma

nism. On the other hand, Feuerbach's theoretical humanism es

tablishes the basic condition of Marx's epistemology, and con

stitutes the source of Marx's revision of Hegel and thereby 

his indirect return to Kant's position. This second argument 

is not so well understood and clearly runs counter to the tra

ditional scholarship of theoretical Marxism, which has tended 

to support Hegel against Kant. 11 

Feuerbach's critique of speculative idealism is formu

lated in relation to the problem of knowledge posed within the 

problematic formed by the opposed positions of Kant and Hegel. 

Although the condition of Feuerbach and Marx's solution -- hu

manism and materialism clearly derives from Kant's position 

rescued from Hegel's critique, Hegel's epistemology has been 

generally, albeit erroneously, upheld against Kant. In our 

view, Feuerbach's critique of Hegel constitutes the basis of 

Marx's indirect return from Hegel to Kant -- in respect to 

the problem of knowledge, viz. the relation of 'philosophy' 

to the 'world'. 

The touchstone of Feuerbach's critique of speculative 

idealism, on the basis of which Feuerbach destroyed the spe

culative basis and unhinged the entire structure of the Hegel

ian system, is the problematical identity of the real and the 

ideal. This problem was faced by Feuerbach in the form posed 

by Kant: what are the conditions and limits of knowledge? 

The Problem of Philosophy's Beginning 

The problem of knowledge faced by Kant and now by Fe

urbach consists in resolving the antithesis of its two condi

11we think, in particular, of the tradition of so-cal
led 'Critical Theory', whose notable exponents have been Hork
heimer, Adorno, and Marcuse, and whose point of depa-ture is 
Lukacs' History and Class Consciousness. The Hegelian inter
pretation of Marx reverbrates strongly and persistently within 
'Western Marxism', and is the basis of a serious error trace-· 
able to a failure to specify adequately the break of Marx from 
Hegel. 
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tions: sense-experience ·of a given reality, and the formative 

activity of thought. The problem is essentially: does one 

proceed from the element of reality as a condition of thought, 

or does one proceed from thought as an unconditioned univer

sal, and as such,- the condition of reali ty?12 

As the presentation (from a speculative standpoint) of 

the Absolute's self-development, Hegel's System claims to 

start from a beginning without presuppositions, namely the 

simple immediacy of 'pure being', an ·abstractum of thought 

the Idea in its immediacy. As to this beginning, Feuerbach 

notes: 'A philosophy that presumes nothing is a philosophy 

that presumes itself 1• 13 Beginning with itself (ie., thought) 

philosophy presupposes the Idea as an immediate truth which 

becomes in the end what it already is in the beginning. By 

presenting the immediate presupposition of the Idea as a me

diated result, Hegel -- Feuerbach points out -- presupposes 

the Idea at the outset in anticipation of its own truth. In 

doing so, adds Feuerbach, Hegel contrasts thought with another 

(and impossible) form of pure thought instead of with its true 
. h . . 14 resu1 Hege1 ducesantit esis, sense-experience. As a t, re 

the opposition between sense-experience and thought to an op

position within thought. Not surprisingly, Feuerbach comments, 

'thought is ..• certain of its victory over its adversary in ad

vance'. The Absolute Idea is a certainty from the beginning 

before being expressed in systematic form. At the same time, 

however, 'it also goes to show that thought has not been able 
15to refute its adversary'. The standpoint of the Idea uncri

tically asserts an unproved identity. Instead of proving the 

- 12cf. chapter two, pp.44~6, 70-2, and passim. 

131 The Beginning of Philosophy', FB, pp.138-9. 

14 'Towards a Critique of Hegel's Philosophy', FB, p.79. 

15Ibid. 
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identity of thought_ and reality as Hegel purports to do, Hegel 

presumes it at the outset in an immediate presupposition of 

its own conclusions: the Idea posits itself in advance as ·true. 

It is this speculative construction of a presupposed 

identity that Feuerbach proceeds to question. In order to es

cape the speculative method which uncritically assumes or dog

7 matically deonstrates its object, Feuerbach posits a 'geneti
~ 

co-critical' method which 'examines its origins' and 'ques

tions whether an object is a real object, only an idea, or 
16just a psychological phenomenon' • To establish the condi

tion of this method Feuerbach turns to the 'natural standpoint 

of man (human understanding) which Feuerbach explicitly bases 
17 

I d' ' ' f h b • • d h b • t' 

In terms of this distinction -- the 'very condition of all 

criticism' -- Feuerbach observes: 'to prove is at the same 

time to refute. Every intellectual determination has its an

tithesis, its contradiction. Truth exists not in unity with, 

on K•ant s ist1nct1on o t e su Jective an t e o Jee ive. 

• f • f • • I 18but in re utat1on o its opposite • 

This concept of 'truth', based on I~ant' s distinction 

of thought and being clearly turns away from Hegel's concep

tion of reason as an organon of knowledge (ie., a theory of 

reality) towards Kant's conception of reason as a canon of 

knowledge. The condition of this canon is Kant's 'correct' 

distinction of thought and being: 

The Kantian philosophy is the contradiction of subject and ob
ject, es'sence and existence, thinking and being ••••Existence 
without essence is mere appearance ••• sensuous things; essence 
without existence is mere thought ••• entities of the intellect 
and noumenon; they are thought of but lack existence -- at 
least for us -- and objectivity; they are true [ideal] but not 

16FB, p.18. 


171 Principles of the Philosophy of the Future', FB, p.84. 


18 'P l' . Th I
re im1nary eses (1843), FB, pp.172-3. 
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19
real. 

Feuerbach here interprets Kant's distinction of tho

ught and being as an antithesis of what is 'true' (rational) 

and what is 'real'. In doing so, however, he fails to ack

nowledge Kant's critical distinction between 'understanding' 

and 'reason', and r~lates 'truth' to the latter (true because 

thought) instead of to the former, as would be fair to Kant's 

actual position (as constructed by us). For Kant the ideal 

of reason is opposed to the real, but as such is not 'true'. 

The dialectic of reason produces not a logic of truth, but 

rather a logic of illusion. 'Truth! relates to the congruence 

of thought with the reality external to it, ie., with the con

dition of experience. To be 'true' it must also be 'real'. 

Nevertheless, although Feuerbach misrepresents Kant's position 

as we understand it he in fact pr.oc::eeds to criticize Hegel 

according to and in line with Kant's effective position. 

To separate reality from the truth, comments Feuer

bach, is an absurd contradiction, and, as can be expected, 

speculative philosophy begins to eliminate it (reality) so as 

to produce a 

philosophy of identity in which the objects of the intellect, 
ie., the objects that are true because they are thought -- are 
also the real objects, in which the essence ••• of the objects 
of the intellects correspond to the essence ••• of the intel
lect or of the Subject, and where the Subject is no longer li
mited and conditioned by something existing apart from it and 
contradicting its essence. 20 

191 Principles of the Philosophy of the Future', FB, 
p.208. Feuerbach refers to Kant's distinction between $100 
in reality and in the imagination, and explicitly recognizes 
it to be 'correct' (ibid., p.212). This is, of course, the 
very exampJe which Hegel takes up in the Encyclopaedic Logic 
to demonstrate the non-speculative, empiricist character of 
Kant's philosophy. It is also the very example taken up by 
Marx in a preparatory note to his doctoral dissertation. 

2 0 I p - . . 1 FB 2 0 8 rincip es I , ~' p. • 
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The possibility of this identity is Kant's alleged 

location of 'truth' in self-thinking, infinite thought {reason) 

rather than in in- congruence with reality. Its premise: 'the 
21rational alone is the true and real 1 • This identity, posit

ed by Idealism, but {in our interpretation) rejected by Kant, 

is based on the speculative extension of thought beyond its 

proper limits --:of 'possible experience' (Kant) or of 'na

tural boundaries' {Feuerbach): 

Thought that 'seeks to reach beyond its other' -- and the 'oth
her of thought' is being -- is thought that oversteps its natu
ral boundaries. This reaching beyond its other •••means that 
thought claims for itself that which does not properly be

long to thought but to being. 22 

This speculative extension of thought beyond its 'ex

treme limits' {as Kant puts it) or 'natural boundaries' (as 

Feuerbach puts it) takes a condition of knowledge {the reali

ty of thought) as a condition of the real (reality as tho-:- __ 

ught). In terms of this speculative insight into its own 

presupposed truth, idealist philosophy moves beyond or trans

cends Kant's distinction of thought and being, which is to 

'[leave] something outside thought -- a residue ••• that (can] 

not be dissolved in thought ••• [and whose) image ••• is matter 

-- the substratum of reality•. 23 In moving beyond the subject 

-object distinction so as to grasp the principle of its iden

tity {reason), speculative philosophy negates the 'rational 

limit of subjectivity' matter -- by making 'reason, the 

idea ••• concrete', ie., to turn the things of this world into 
24 mere predicates of thought. 

21..:b'd.:!:_2:_. 1 p.239 • 

22Ibid., p.217. We interpret Feuerbach's 'natural 
boundaries--r-a8 a reformulation of Kant's 'extreme limits of 
possible experience'. The point of reference in either case 
is the same: human understanding. 

2423Ibid., p.217. Cf.'Theses', ~' p.166. 
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The identity of the real and the rational in the 'con

crte idea' is, Feuerbach (who continues to reproduce the gene

ral lines of Kant's argument) comments, a speculative 'illu

sion' based on an act of abstraction: to conceive· 	of 'objects 
25only as the predicate of thought thinking itself 1 Since• 

the 'concrete' element has no reality in itself, 'the identi

ty of thinking and being expresses ••• only the identity of 
26thought with itself 1 

• As a result: 
-

The Hegelian philosophy is the resolution of the contradiction 
between thinking and being as, in particular, expressed by 
Kant; but NB, the resolution of the contradiction still re

,; mains, within the contradiction; ie., within one element -
thought. 27 

In effect: 

if the reality of thought is reality as thought it is itself 
only thought, and we are forever imprisoned in the identity 
of thought with itself, in idealism -- an idealism that dif
fers from subjective idealism only insofar as it encompasses 
the whole of reality, subsuming it under the predicates of 
thought. 28 

It is clear from this genetico-critical exposition 

that the idealist identity of the real and the rational (in 

which 'matter' is conceived as the 'self-alienation of spi

rit) is, to say the least, problematical. Against the specu

lative-idealist standpoint of this presupposed identity, Feu

erbach insists that 

Philosophy has to begin not so much with itself as with its 
own antithesis; ie., with non-philosophy. This being which is 
distinguished from thought, which is unphilosophical ••• is the 
principle of sensualism. 29 

251 Theses', FB, pp.167-8. 

26 ' . . 1.es ' , FB, p. 211Pr1nc1p 	 • 

28 '27 • 1 	 . . 1 ' F 222 3'Theses ,· FB, p. 67. Pr1nc1p es , ~, pp. - • 

291 Theses', FB, p.164. The opposition that Feuerbach 
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In terms of this principle: 

The beginning of philosophy is neither God nor the Absolute, 
nor is it as being the predicate of the Absolute or of the 

30Idea; rather it is the finite, th~ determinate and the real. 

On the basis of this new beginning, philosophy no lon

ger generates thought ·from itself, from a self-thinking tho

ught, but rather, generates thought from 'the opposite of 
31

thought, na.l1ely, matter, being and the senses' And, by 

thus inverting the idealist relation of thought and being, 

Feuerbach formulates as the basis for a 'new' philosophy the 

principle of materialism: 'The true relationship of thought 

and being is this only: Being is the Subject, thought the pre

dicate. Thought comes from being, but being does not come 
32from thought. 

The Reform of the Hegelian Dialectic 

With this principle of materialism, the first condi

tion of Feuerbach's new philosophy, the primary and __.:l.nqepen

dent -~e._?_l_i ty of nature is ~d. This restoration, effec

ted in Towards a Critique of Hegel's Philosophy (1842) as the 

'secret of theology', and in the Theses and Principles (1843) 

as the 'secret of speculative philosophy', forms the basis of 

a philosophical anthropology, viz. the opening statement of 

the Theses: 'The secret of theology is anthropology, but theo
- • t h' • 1 ...,._ h I 1.. 11 ogy ••• is the secre o f h I 

3 3 · reuerb ac_ s r· ••••pi osop y. tc1eoret1ca 

sees between philosophy and non-philosophy is thought with re
ference ·to two principles, an active principle (thought) and a 
passive principle (being). On this quite Kantian distinction 
see ibid., p.163. The implications of this distinction for a 
Left-Hegelian philosophy of praxis, and as a schema that go
verns Marx's conception of the philosophy-world relation will 
be traced through various. chapters below. 

301 Theses', FB, p.160. 

32 33Ibid., p.168. rbid., p.153. 
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revolution', formed in a critique of religion and its ------ - --- - _, -~ ,.,~ 

application to idealist philosphy, consists in striking this 

double secret (Geheimnis); to reduce the Absolute -- God, 

self-thinking reason -- to its hidden, human meaning: the 

object of theology (God) and the object of speculative phil

osophy (universal reason) is man himself. 

Feuerbach' s critique of r..§ligiqn __Carl:_ be _l:>r.i~j:_ly summ,--- ---

arized as follows: God does not exist in and for itself, ie., 

as a Subject, but rather, as an object -- as the objectified 

(entaussert) form of the human essence; as the predicate.. of _the 

true Subject, man. Since man is not conscious of the fact 

that the object of religion -- God -- is his own product, 

the relation between the subject and object acquires the form 

of alienation. God is the idealized image of man's essential 

attributes placed outside man: 'Man-==- and_!:!::iJs is the ___se_c::_ret 

of religion -- obj~ctifies_h!s beirig"" and then again mak~s 

himself- the object of his objectified bein_g, trans·formed into 
34a Subject, a ~~~son~ . The conditions of religion alien

ation: (a) the Subject is active, and in his activity creates 

the object; (2) the object is his product, but the Subject does 

not recognize himself in it; he is estranged from his own 

product; (c) the object, divorced from its real, natural basis, 

acquires a power that turns against its producer, dominates 

man, and converts him into its predicate. 

By in~he subject-predicate relation, which is 

to make real man__th~_sJlhject, and God or th~ _J_d~_a !:I:i~ _predicate----------------- - - - ' --- -----· - - - ------- --·-

Feuerbach reveals the anthropological root of both religion and 

idealist phi~osophy: 

-34 Introduction to the Essence of Christianity, 

FB. I p.12 7. 
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The essence of theology is the transcendent, ie., the essence 
of man posited outside man; the essence of Hegel's· L·o·g·ic is 

3 5transcendent thought, the thought of man posited outside man. 

Feuerbach elaborates: 

The course taken so far by all speculative philosophy·,from 
the abstract "to the concr·ete, 'from the 'ide·a1· ·to the rear;-is 
an inverted one [which) never leads one to the true and ob
jective reality but only to the realization of one's own-ab
stractions. 36 

In effect, speculative-idealist philosophy, especial

ly that of Hegel, is the ultimate form of theology, and as 

such, a mystified presentation of reality: 

To speak of what is as it is, or, in other words, to speak 
truly of the true, appears superficial; to speak of what is 
as 'it is not, or in other words, to speak of the true in an 
untrue, inverted way, appears to be profound. 37 

In the mystery of a speculative presentation, the pre

dicate (reason) is separated from its true subject (man), hy

postatized, and converted into a self-subsistent subject which 

prevails over human reality and degrades man and nature into 

predicates of the Idea: 

The Absolute Spirit of Hegel is nothing other than the finite 
spirit abstracted, self-estranged; just as the infinite bein§'

8 
. ·· 

of theology is nothing other than abstract and finite being. 

351 Theses', FB, p.157:'to abstract means to posit the 
essence of, nature outside nature, the. essence of man outside 
man, the essence of thought.outside the art of -thinking. The 
Hegelian philosophy has alienated man from himself insofar as 
its whole system is based on these acts of abstraction'. 

36Ibid., p.161. With an obvious reference to Kant's 
thesis of the primacy of the Practical Reason, Feuerbach con
tinues: 'the transition from the ideal to the real has its 
place only in practical philosophy'. 

37 Ibid. 

38Ibid., p.156. 
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Thus does Feuerbach strike the secret, .the mystery 

of speculative philosophy: 'Man ••• objectifies his being and 

then again makes himself the object of his objectified being, 
39transformed into a subject•. 

The method by which this truth is brought to light 

entails the inversion of the subject-predicate relation de

fended by speculative philosophy: 

The method of the reformative critique of speculative philo
sophy as such does not differ frw~ that already used in the 
philosophy of religion. We need only turn the predicate into 
the subject and thus as subject into object and principle -
that is, only reverse speculativ.e philosophy. In this way, 
we have the unconcealed, pure, and untarnished truth. 40 

In the light of this truth (the secret of theology 

and speculative philosophy) disclosed by the transformative 

critique of the Hegelian dialectic, philosophy has for its 

principle 

not the substance of Spinoza, nor the ego of Kant and Fichte, 
not the Absolute Identity of Schelling, not the Absolute Spi
rit of Hegel; in short, no abstract, merely ideated or imagi
nary being, but rather the most real of all beings, the true 
Ens realissimum -- man. 41 

Feuerbach elaborates: 

The real in its reality and totality, the object of the new 
philosophy, is the object also of a real and total being. The 
new philosophy therefore regards as its epistemological, as 
its subject, not the ego, not the absolute -- ie., abstract 
spirit, in short not reason for itself alone -- but the real 
and the whole being of man. Man alone is the reality, the sub
jec:t of reason. It is man who thinks, not the ego, not rea
son. 42 

3 9 I t d t . E f Ch . t . . t in. FB I p.n ro uc ion, ssence o ris iani y, 12 7 • 

4o'Theses', FB, p.154. 

41Preface, 2nd.ed of Essence of Chr·istianity, in FB, 
p.254. 

42 •Principles', FB, p.239. 
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The position of the old philosophy ('the rational a

lone is the true and real') had misplaced the truth ('the 

human alone is the true and real') by a speculative inver

sion of the true relation between reason and its subject. To 

disclose this hidden truth philosophy has to abandon the spe

culative standpoint of an absolute identity (reason) and a

dopt the 'natural standpoint of man, the standpoint of the 

distinction between ••• subject and object•. 43 Similar to the 

speculative standpoint of the old philosophy, this human stand

point of the new philosophy is based on reason, but 'on a 

reason whose being is the same as the being of man': 'the uni

ty of thought and being (reason) has meaning and truth only 

if man is comprehended as the basis and subj~ct of this uni
' 44t y • 

43Ibid., p.243. 

44Ibid., p.240. In order to grasp Feuerbach's thought 
and to defend it from a common misunderstanding, it is neces
sary to record Feuerbach's critical distinction between two 
forms of objects: as projections of man's essence (Objekte) 
and 'sensuous objects' (Gegenstande), cf. introduction to Es
sence of Christianity, FB., p.109. ·rn the latter case, coil=" 
sciousness and self-consciousness are distinguishable; in the 
former case, they directly coincide. When Feuerbach talks of 
man as the basis and subject of the unity of thought and be
ing, ie., of reason, he has in mind specifically the former 
case of the subject-object relation. This is to say, man is 
the rational unity of thought and being when man has himself 
as his object: 'Whatever the object of which we become con
scious we always become consc:Lous of our own being' (ibid., 
p.103). Feuerbach has in mind here the specific difference 
between man and the animal: 'consciousness', which, strictly 
speaking, is only given 'in the case of a being to whom his 
species, his mode of being, is an object of thought' (ibid., 
p.97). This being is, of course, 'man, -- man as an objective 
being, a being without the objects that express his being' 
(ibid., p.100). This specificity of man is consciousness, 
and it is in this sense that Penerba'ch '·explici tiy refers to 
consciousness as the 'real unity of spirit and nature, head 
and heart' ('Theses', FB, p.162}. A relation that exemplifj.es 

http:exemplifj.es
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As the basis and subject of reason, man unites with

in himself the two conditions of knowledge: thought and being. 

In order to register the condition of this unity the 'whole 

and real being of man' -- Feuerbach formulates a philosophy 

of man based on a theoretical distinction made between the 

'head' and 'heart' of philosophy: 

The essential tools and organs of philosophy are: the head, 
which is the source of activity, freedom, metaphysical-infi
nity; and the heart, which is the source of suffering( fini
teness, needs, and sensualism. Or theoretically expressed: 
thought and sense-perception, for thought is the need of the 
head, and sense-perception, the sense, is the need of the 
hea'i?t. 45 

Feuerbach's concept of consciousness as the basis and subject 
of the unity of thought and being is that which pertains be
tween man and the reli9ious o~ject. '!.'he religious object 
clealry is the projection of man's own essential nature, and, 
in this objec~ (God) man has his~own essence as his object. 
Feuerbach's theory of the subject-object relation, as a rela
tion of·;· consciousness, clearly does not extend to the relation 
between man and 'sensuous objects' of which man is not the 
subject. The failure to make this distinction -- between the 
real object (Gegenstand)and the thought-object (Objekt)-- is 
the basis of much confusion, a problem that characterizes ma
ny interpretations of Feuerbach and Marx, as for example that 
of Rodolfo Mandolfo, Marx y Marxismo (Mexico, D.F.: FCE, 1960}. 

451 Theses', FB, p.165. The 'heart', the passive prin
ciple of materialism-,-is receptive, sensible, and passive in 
relation to its practical (material) needs which make it de
pendent on a 'being' (Nature) external to it. The 'head' on 
the other head represents the active principle of thought, 
which has itself as its object and finds its essence in itself. 
It is clear enough that this schema (passive heart/active 
head) gives form to the Left-Hegelian thesis of theoretical 
praxis~ and that, despite the first condition of Feuerbach's 
new philosophy materialism -- the second conc~i ti.on -- humanism 
-- is based on the principle of idealism. We return below to 
this ideological schema which, within the framework of Feuer
bach' s humanism, governs Marx's conception of the relation be
tween philosophy and the ·world, and informs his philosp?hical 
discovery of the proletariat. 



199 

At the basis of this theory is Kant's distinction 

of thousht and sense-experience, which for Feuerbach is thought 

as a relation between (a) 'the masculine principle of self

autonomy and self-activity' (idealism), and (b) 'the feminine 

principle of receptivity and passivity' (materialism). 46 - In 

this theory, which despite Feuerbach's protestations is thor

oughly consistent with Kant's subjective idealism, the 'heart' 

(the 'passive' principle of materialism) and the 'head' (the 

'active' principle of idealism) of philosophy are respectively 

represented by French sensualist-materialism and German meta

physics: 

Perception gives being that is immediately identical with 
existence; thought gives being that is mediated though the 
distinction and separation.from existence. Life and truth are, 
therefore, only to be found where essence is united with exist
ence, thought with sense-perception, activity with passivity, 
and ••. German metaphysics with .•• French sensualism and material
ism. 47. 

With this theory, sealed in the alliance of French 

materialism and German idealism, the new philosophy, real 

humanism, lays the foundation of a 'rational unity of head and 

heart, of thought and life' .48 This new philosphy -- 'the 

complete and absolute dissolution of theology into anthropology' 

-- makes 'man, together with nature as the basis of man, the ex

clusive, universal, and highest object of philosophy•.49 

46Ibid., p.166 

47Ibid., pp.164-165. 

48 1 Principles', FB, P.243. 


49Ibid. Cf.Marx.,'Introduction: Toward the Critique of 
Hegel's Philosophy of Law' WYMP~ p.264 : 'The only emancip
ation of Germany possible in praclice is emancipation based on 
the theory proclaiming that man is the highest essence of man'. 
In our interpretation, the theoretic condition of this phil
osophic problematic is Kant's subjective idealism-. The condition 
of this subjective idealism is constructed by Kant in his rec
onciliation of rationalism and empiricism, a reconciliation re
focused by Feuerbach as an. alliance between French materialism 
and German idealism. The two conditions of this subjective 
idealism: materialism and humanism. The principle of material

http:philosophy�.49
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The philosophic problematic of Feuerbach's propsed 

philosophy, real humanism, allows Feuerbach to think the 

unity of the active head and passive heart (sealed in the 

essence of man) as the condition of a truly human existence, 

and to think, on the other hand, their separation as the con

dition of an inhuman existence -- the alienation of reason, 

the alienation of man from his essence (freedom-reason) • 

The problem of alienation arises with man's pro

jection of his essential, species-attributes in religious

speculative consciousness which separates the individual 

from the community, his species-life, and converts him into 

an isolated, egoistic individual at odds with· his own true 

nature as a communal being: 

The single man in isolation possesses in himself the essence 
of man neither as a moral nor as a thinking being. The essence 
of man is contained only in the community, in the unity of man 
with man. SO 

ism applies to the thesis of objectivity: thought is ess
entially dependent on, and heterogeous from, a reality external 
to it (nature). The principle of idealism applies to the 
doctrine of humanism: man is the basis and subject of reason. 
The unity of reason (human understanding) is given in the 
'synthetic activity of apperception' (Kant) or the identity of 
consciousness and self-consciousness (Feuerbach) • The basis 
of this idealist humanism is to view man in two relations 
(theoretical and practical) and two senses (homo phenomenon, 

homo noumenon). As homo phenomenon (the 'heart' of philosophy) 
man is subject to external necessity or material need, and is 
sensible in the effects of his action; as homo noumenon (the 
'head' of philosophy) man is intelligible in the freedom of his 
action (thought) • The support for our argument -- that Feuer
bach' s 'head' and 'heart' translates Kant's 'homo phenomenon' 
and 'homo noumenon' -- can be found in our introductory ex
position , chapter two. This same philosophy of man underlies 
Marx's critique of Democritus in his doctoral dissertation,viz. 
the 'spiritual' and 'material' sides of repulsion; and the 
spiritual essence' and 'material existence' of the atom (cf. 
chapter 3) • 

SO 'P . .rinc1ples , , FR, p.2A4. 
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The ground of reason and freedom, and thus of the 

state, is man as a universal, communal-being {Gemeinwesen} 

who comes to himself (overcomes his self-alienation) theo

retically (via science) and practically (via politics) in his 

universal relations (speciesbonds) with his fellow-men and 

nature. Only in these universal relations, within the frame

work of a human community or true state, is man truly himself 

and does he realize his essence: 

Man is the existence of freedom, the existence of personality, 
and the existence of law... Man is the fundamental being of 
the state. The state is the realized, developed, and explicit 
totality of the human being. 51 

This new theory of man as a universal, species-being, 

forms the basis for a new type of political action: the 

politics of the practical re-appropriation of man's essence. 

Only when the full implications of Feuerbach's materialism and 

humanism were digested did the progressive Left-Hegelians 

realize the futility of appealing to the reason of the state, 

and of trying to adapt the Hegelian philosophy to democratic 

politics. Feuerbach's humanism allowed the Left-Hegelians to 

think the contradiction between the state's essence (reason) 

and its existence (unreason) as the alienation of man from his 

social essence. Whereas the Hegelian philosophy gave alien

ation a positive, rational character -- as the way in which 

the Absolute Idea (Hegel) or universal consciousness (Bauer) 

realizes itself -- Feuerbach gave it a negative character. 

--51cf. 'Preliminary Theses', FB., p.172. Cf. 'Principle~, 
F.B., P.242: 'Man is not a particular being like the animal; 
rather, he i~ a universal being; he is therefore ... an unlimited 
and free being, for universality, being of man'. This concept 
of the state as the realized totality of man, under the condition 
of universality, predicated on the freedom of man, clearly ill
uminates Marx's concept of the 'rational state' used in the 
R.l-ieinische Zeitung articles. As we will demonstrate below it 
supports even more directly Marx's concept of 'true democracy'. 
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Instead of alienation being, as with Hegel and Bauer, a cre

ative act or a rational process in which absolute spirit or 

universal consciousness prod1.ices the world by externalizing 

its own substance which it p·rogressively re-appropriates in

to itself, alienation appears as an act that divests man from 

his social essence, es·tranges him from his species-life. To 

realise his species-life, in conformity with his true nature, 

it is necessary for man 	to ~e-appropriate his alienated es

sence, and to constitute a truly human existence in a ration

al state which no longer, as in religion, appears as an ex

ternal force or transcendental illusion, but constitutes the 

true expression, the actual existence, of species-life, and 

which makes the supreme 	law of life not the love of God but 
. 52

rath er t h e love o f humanity. 

52cf. 'Principles', FB, pp.225-7: 'In love alone re
sides the truth and reality or... God •••• The Christian God him
self is only an abstraction from human love and an image of 
it •••• Thus, for example, love is the true ontological demon
stration of the existence of objects apart from our head: 
there is no other proof of being except love or feeling in 
general •••• The new philosophy bases itself on the truth of 
love •••• Love is not only objectively but bjectively the cri
terion of being, the criterion of truth and reality. Where 
there is no love there is also no truth'. In applying to man, 
conceived in his universality as a socially undifferentiated 
humanity, Feuerbach's anthropological conception of ethics 
effectively reduced the class struggle into an opposition be
tween egoism and altruism, and presented 'love', the unity 
of man's species, as the essential manifestation of man's be
ing, the solution to all his social problems. Although there 
are echoes in Marx of this emphasis on 'human love' as the so
lution to social problems both in his Rheinische Zeitung ar
ticles and the 1844 Manuscripts, Marx both posed the problem 
and the conditions of his proposed solution in more concrete, 
socially specific terms. Despite its obvious inadequacy, Fe
uerbach 's doctrine of social humanism exercised a decisive in
fluence on all the Young Hegelians. Although Feuerbach did 
not find a definitive solution to the Left-Hegelian problem 
-- that of adapting philosophy to socio-political action -
he at least indicated the formal conditions of su:::h a solu
tion. Nevertheless, we have to disagree with Cornu (op.cit., 
pp.323-5) who states that Feuerbach rejected the subjective 
idealism of the Hegelian Left by attacking its basis, effecting 
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MARX'S CRITIQUE OF HEGEL'S PHILOSOPHY OF THE STATE 

In an article, 'Judgement on my Book Essence of 

Christianity', published February 1842 in the Deutsche 

Jahrbilcher, Feuerbach derived from his critique of religion 

its practical conclusions. Applying, as we have seen, these 

principles to speculative philosophy (cf. Preliminary Theses, 

February 1843} Feuerbach showed that the speculative method 

consisted in a process of abstraction and hypostasis which 

makes concepts to be the essence of the real, and presents 

the Idea as the subject of the world.... To strike the secret 

of this speculative construction so as to disclose the 

'truth' Feuerbach demonstrated the necessity of an inversion: 

to restore the apparant subject, the Idea, to its true sub

ject, man, and present the Idea as the predicate rather than 

the subject of man. It is this transformative critique of 

religion and speculative philosophy which directly inspires 

and determines the structure of Marx's Critique of Hegel's 

Philosophy of Right. 

In adapting Feuerbach's critique of religion to a 
53

critique of the state under the influence of Moses Hess

Marx recasts the framework within which the critique was 

originally proposed. Whereas in 1842 Marx had sought, to

gether with the other Left-Hegelians, and in collaboration 

thereby its 'total inversion'. By inverting the Hegelian 
philosophy, Feuerbach gives a different solution to the same 
problem, different answers to the same questions, which is to 
say, he never escapes the Hegelian problematic. Within this 
problematic Feuerbach moved from a speculative to an ethical 
{ie., human} standpoint, from speculative idealism to a 
humanist idealism. 

53Like Feuerbach, Moses Hess considered that the 
fundamental problem was the suppression of alienation, but 
contrary to Feuerbach and to Marx (in the Paris MSS} , believed 
alienation to be the effect, not the cause of the system of 
private property. 
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with Bruno Bauer, to isolate Hegel's dialectical 


method from his conservative system, Ma.rx now follows 


Feuerbach in denouncing the process of 'mystification' 


throught which Hegel transforms the obje~tive reality of 


man (the family and civil society) in to the phenomenal 


appearance of the Idea (the state) • The focus of this 


critique is the problematical relation of civil society 


to the state, in respect to which Hegel sets up an 'un


resolved antinomy': 'on the one hand, external necessity, 

54 
on the other hand, immanent end'. 

,
The Expose of Hegel's M.=thod: the· Mystery of 

Speculation (nn.262-9) 

Hegel's point of departure in the Philosophy of 

Right is, Marx points out, a recognition of the historically 

conditioned existence of two opposed spheres within poli

tical society, and the assertion that the rationality of the 

modern state depends on its being the synthesis of these 

two spheres, a synthesis built on their very opposition: 

'[Hegel} presuppose[s] the separation of civil society and 

the political state •.• and develop[s1 it as a necessary 

moment of the Idea, as an absolute truth of reason' •55 

In Hegel's presentation the family and civil society 

are conceived as spheres of the concept of the state which 

splits itself into these two spheres, and which it then pre

supposes 'in order to rise above its ideality and become 

54 Marx, Critique of Hegel's'Philosophy of Right', 
trans. J.O'Malley (London: Cambridge University Press, 1970), 
p.6, (Hereafter Critique). The first four pages of Marx's 
manuscript are missing: the critique in its available form 
centres on the section of Hegel's Philosophy of Right dealing 
·with the State (pars. 261-313). 

55 Critique, p. 73. Cf. Hegel, Philosophy of Right, p .12: 
'to recognize reason as the rose in the cross of the present 
and thereby to enjoy the present, this is the rational in
sight which reconciles us to the actual'. 
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56explicit as infinite actual spirit' . The so-called 

'actual Idea' of ~tate, Marx points out, is here described 

as though 'it acted according to a determined principle, 

and toward a determined end', which clearly manifests, Marx 

adds, Hegel's 'logical, pantheistic, mysticism': 

The actual situation is that the assignment of the material 
of the state to the individual is mediated by circumstances, 
caprice, and personal choice of his station in life. This 
fact, this actual situation is expressed by speculative 
philosophy as appearance, as phenomenon (of the actual Idea 
in its self-mediation) .57 

In this speculative presentation the reality of the 

family and civil society, the real life of man, is not ex

pressed as it is in itself, but is presented as having its 

basis in another reality: 

The Idea is made into subject and the actual relationship 
of family and civil society to the state (the Idea) is con
ceived to be its inner imaginary activity. 58 

The family and civil society constitute the real basis and 

effective presuppositions of the state, but speculative 

philosophy reverses this true relation: by conceiving of the 

determinate reality of the existing state, the real starting 

point, not as such, but as a 'mystical result' (the mediated 

result of the Idea's self-development) Hegel converts 

56 Ibid.,pp.7,9-10 where Marx quotes Hegel: 'In these 
spheres in which its moments, particularity and individuality, 
have their immediate and reflected reality, Spirit is present 
as their objective universality glimmering in them as the 
power of reason in necessity (cf.par.184), ie., as the in
stitutions of the state '. 

57Ibid., pp.7-8. Cf. 'logical, pantheistic mystic
ism' see Feuerbach's 'Preliminary Theses' (FB, pp.153-54) 
and 'Principles ••• ' (FB., pp. 196ff). 

~8 . . 8- CritiauP, p. • 
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this reality (civil society) into the phenomena of the 

state's essence, the Idea. 'The entire mystery of the 

Philosophy of Right and of the Hegelian philosophy in general', 

Marx observes, 'is contained in these paragraphs', to wit: 

empirical actuality.is admitted just as it is, and is also 
said to be rationa-1; but not rational because of its own 
reason, but because the empirical fact in its empirical ex
istence has a significance which is other than itself. 59 

As to this transition from the state's phenomena 

(family and civil society) to its essence (the Idea) Marx 

notes: 

the transition is not derived from the specific essence of 
the family, etc., and the specific essence of the state, but 
rather from the universal relation of necessity and freedom. 60 

This transition, Marx adds, is exactly the same as that 

effected by Hegel in his Logic (from the sphere of Essence to 

the spere of the Concept) and his Philosophy of Nature (from 

Inorganic nature to Life) : 

It is always the same categories offered as the animating 
principle now of one sphere, now of another, and the only 
thing of importance is to discover, for the particular con
crete determinations, the corresponding abstract ones. 61 

This observation forms the basis of a general, very 

Feuerbachian criticism: 

Hegel has done nothing but resolve the constitution of the 
state into the universal, abstract idea of the organism; 
but in appearance •.• he has developed the determinate reality 
out of the universal idea. He has made the subject of the 
Idea into a predicate of the Idea. He does not develop his 
thought from what is objective (Gegenstand) , but what is 
objective in accordance with a ready-made thought which has 
its origin in the abstract sphere of logic. It is not a 
question of developing the determinate idea of the political 

- 59Ibid., p.9. 
60Ibid. 

61Ibid. 

http:actuality.is
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constLtution but of giving the political constitution a 
relation to the abstract idea••• 62 

This speculative presentation of the Idea as the truth 

of the real is~ Marx comments, an 'obvious mystification': 

'There.is no bridge by which one can pass from the universal 

idea of the organism to the particular idea of the organism 

.•. or the constitution of the s~ate, nor will there ever be 1 
• 

This mystification (the abstraction of the predicate, the object, 

from its real subject, and its attribution to a mystical 

subject, the Idea) is based on a disguised dualism: 

Heqel ~oes not rn~sider the universal to be the actual essence 

of the actual, finite t:ring ••• nor the real ~ns to be the true 

subject of the infinite. 64 


As a result of this spe_culative attribution of the 

objective to a mystical bearer (the Idea) the character and 

necessity of the present state derives not from its own 

specific nature or determinate reality but from an ab extra 

presupposed element, a 'ready-made' (apriori) idea. The soul 

of the object, so to speak, is determined before the existence 

of the bodyr its material reality, which is reduced to a 

6~Ibid., pp.14-15. As a result of this apriori con

struction orthe state Hegel derives the following principles: 

('a) 'The self-knowing and self-willing spirit is the substance 

of the state'; (b) 'The universal interest••. is the universal 

end and content of this spirit, the existing substance of the 

state'; (c) 'The self-knowing .•. spirit ... attains the actual

ization of this abstract content only as a differentiated ac

tivity, as the existence of various powers, as an organically 

structured power' (ibid., pp.16-17). 


63Ibid., p.14 
64 cf. ibid., p.24: The Feuerbachian inspiration of 

.Harx's thoughtl5clear as witness further: 'Hegel makes the 
~renicates, the object, in<l~pendPnt as separated from their 
real independence, thPir subject. SubsequPntly ••• the real 
suhject appears to he th~ result, whereas one has to start 
frorrl the real subject and examine its objP-ctification •.• ' 
(ibid.) . 

http:There.is
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mere appearance. In this reduction, the material, em

pirical reality is emptied of its intrinsic meaning, and at 

the same time, assigned another -- as the phenomenon of the 

Idea. The empirical content is, in effect, invested with a 

mystical form, which, Marx observes, creates the impression 
65of something profound. It can be said, Marx concludes: 

Hegel's true interest is not the philosophy of right but 
logic. The philosophical task is not the embodiment of 
thought in determinate political realities, but the evapor
ation of these realities in abstract thought. The philosoph
ical moment is not the logic of fact but the fact of logic. 
Logic is not used to prove the nature of the state, but the 
state is used to prove the logic. 66 

As regards this tra.1".sposi tion of the 'logic of fact' 

into the 'fact of logic' Marx comments: 'Hegel is not to be 

blamed for depicting the nature of the modern state as it is, 
67. 

but rather for presenting what is as the essence of the state'. 

Marx here carefully distinguishes between the philosophical 

form ('mystification') and the empirical content of the Phil

osophy of Right. In Marx's judgement Hegel accurately depicts 

within his speculative framework, the actual institutions of 

political society. The crux of Marx's investigation is to 

disengage the empirical content or 'exoteric' history of the 

state, from its speculative form or 'es.oteric' history. 

Hegel, in effect, treats of a double history, esoteric and 

exoteric, but what interests Hegel is only the profound mystery 

or esoteric history: 'to recover the history of the logical 
68Concept in the state' . The vulgar empirical facts of the 

objective, or exoteric history, constitute for Hegel mere 

phenomena of the Idea and only interest Hegel as predicates of 

this Idea. 

65 Ibid., p.39: 'In this way the impression of some
thing mystical and profound is also created: cf. Feuerbach, 
Preliminary Theses': FB., p.161. 

66 . . -18Critique, p. • 
67 rbid., p.64. 
68 ~bid., p.8: 'There is a two-fold history one esoteric 



Marx's general critical conclusion: 'The important thing 
is that Hegel at all times makes the Idea the subject, and 
makes the proper and actual subject •.• the predicate. But 
the development proceeds at all times on the side of the pre
dicat~' . 69 

From the perspective of this critical conclusion Marx 

confronts Hegel's speculative method (idealist dialectic) 

with a method of 'true' philosophical criticism (materialist 

dialectic) : 

true philosophical criticism of the present state constitution 
not only shows the contradictions as existing, but clarifies 
them, grasps their essence [internal genesis] and necessity. 
It comprehends their own proper significance but this compre
hension does not, as Hegel thinks, consist in everywhere 
recog ·nizing the rl~terminations of the logical concept, but 
rather in grasping the proper logic of the proper object. 70 

In order to expose the 'uncritical spirit, this mystic

ism', to penetrate the 'enigma of the modern constitution as 

well as the mystery of the Hegelian philosophy, especially of 

the Philosophy of Right and the Philoso__2hy of Religion' Marx 

calls for a criticism based on reality -- that starts from the 

real and develops thought out of what is objective (Gegenstand) • 

In short, as Della Volpe has emphasized, Marx calls for a met

erialist dialectic. 7l 

and one exoteric. The content lies in the exoteric part. The 
interest of the esoteric is always to recover the history of 
the logical concept in the state. But the real development 
proceeds on the exoteric side' • 

. 69Ibid. I p.11 

70
rbid. I ·p. 92 
7 ~ccording to Della Volpe, Marx here ('in grasping 

the proper logic of the proper object') establishes the basis 
for a new dialectical-materialist method, an experimental
dialectic (a la Galileo) to be applied later in Capital. In 
Della Volpe's analysis, Marx here establishes the gnoseological 
and logical basis of Marx's method per se, which illuminates 
the obscurities in Marx's methodological introduction to the 
1859 Critique (cf. Della Volpe, Rousseau y Marx, pp. lOSff). 
This exposition is supported by others who have followed Della 
Volpe, like Lucio Colletti and Valentino Gerratana. At a 
very general level we have to agree with this general position 
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In this materialist dialectic or true criticism, ihstead 

of giving a 'pblitical body' to one's logic (abstract idea}, 

which Hegel did by recognizing everywhere the determination 

of the pure concept, one gives the logic (determinate id~a) 

of the 'body-politic' ! 2 
In order to dispel the 'illusions' 

of the speculative construction, and to grasp the proper 

logic of the proper object, Marx clearly seeks to apply the 

method of Feuerbach's transformative critique: 

The best way to rid oneself of this [speculative]-· illusion 
is to take the sub$tance as what it is, ie. , as the actual 
determination, then as such make it the subject, and con
sider whether its obstensibly proper subject is its actual 
predicate, ie. , whether this obstensihly proper subject ex
presses its essence and true actualization. 73 

Criticism of Hsgel's Concept of State (nn.269-97) 

The initial section of Narx' s conunentary deals pri

marily with Hegel's method which gives the political state 

the appearance of rationality by converting it into a product 

of the Idea. After an expose 
/ 

of this specH:i_ativc method, 

in respect to its stress on the scientific nature of Marx's 
method, and to the formal condition of h.i ~> method {the pro
per logic of a dete~rninate object). We do not agree, however 
that Marx's mature rnethoc:. is adequately c>stablis!-1ed for all 
intents and purposes in the 1843 Critique. 

72 
b'd 48~-·, p. • 

73 Ibid. , p. 84. .Marx' s method can be called a 11 mat
eriali st dialectic' in the sense of its direct, Feuerbachian, 
inversion of the 'idealist dialectic': •It is evident that 
the true method is turned upside down. What is most simple 
is n2de most co!l1plex and vice versa. What si1ould be the 
point of departure becomes the mystical result, and \vhat 
should-be the ru.ciona.l result becc::ne.s the mystical point of 
departure' (ihid., p.40). The direct relation to Feue~bach's 
transformati\Tecri tique is too obvious to bear fu::::-ther mention. 
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Marx, demonstrates how it leads to an uncri~ical attitude 
74·towards the s t-_atus quo and proceeds to apply Feuerbach' s 

transformative critique to Hegel's concept of the state, and 

thereby, to the actual monarchical~feudal Prus:d.a.n stc:.te. 

Having attributed to the state an ideal necessity as 

the incarnaticn of objecti~/e reason and fr2ed.an , Hegel re

duces the state to its es3ential element, the constitution, 

and argues that the spirit of sovereignty is emboclie;l in 

the constitution a~d personified in the person of the here

ditary monarch. Marx first of all underlines the arbitrary 

character of this speculative construction through which 

Hegel excludes the people from sovereign power and confers 

on the monarch absolute pm1er, and then shows how sovereignty 

is first of all hypostatised as an independent entity, made 

into a subject, and then incarnated in the person of the 
75

hereditary monarch. 

1 4 . . . . f 1 . t.ou~h h t ( h .Tne cr1t1c1sm o specu ative tat it asserts 
on the theoretical level the primacy of the ideal over the eM
pirical order, which leads, on the practical level, to the ~n
critical acceptance of empi~ical contradictions) is a persis
tent leitmotif of Marx's subsequent writings: Cf. the 1844 MSS 
(BEGA l,3,pp.167-8; '.·JY!1PS, pp.322-2); Holy Family (Werke 11,pp. 
88-90; WYMPS., p.332; letter to P.V. An~wnkov (28 Dec. 1846), 
Appendix oi Povert2 of Philosophy. See also the section on 
speculative political economy. 

7 5'critique, pp.19-40 (nn~-272').Cf. 'Thus the consi:itu.t~_on 
is rational l.nsofar as its moments can be reduced to abstrc..ct 
logical moments. The state ha::; to differentiate and determine 
its activity not in accordance with its specifjc nature, but in 
accordance '•li th the nature of the C'oncept which is the myst.ified 
mobile of abstract thouaht. The reason of the constitution is 
thus abstract logic and~not the concept -oft.~tatC:-In piaCc.: 
of the concept or the st2t2 \•lF. ae"t the C-onstitr:.-!::-:i.on of the con
cep.L.' ( i;--~ d ~ 191 ----·'--·----- -----
~ ~-11··· 1· 

Cf. 'Insofar as this moment of ultirrate decision or 
absolute self·-cete:--mination is divo;:ced from the universality 
of content [ie., the cm1sti-tut.ion and l0ws .... it is actual ·will 
as arbitrary cl1oic2 (Wilkur]. In other words ... the power of 
the crown is arbitrary choice' (ibid., p.21). 

Cf. 'Had Hegel started w"ithreal subjects as the bases 
of the state it woui.d not h.:ive been necessary for him to let 
the state become subjectified in a mystical way ... Subjectivity 

http:C-onstitr:.-!::-:i.on
http:nn~-272').Cf
http:fr2ed.an
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Supported by his historical studies, t1arx proceeds 

to argue that consti tut:ions are not indep2ndent of historic 

development, but are products of revolutions, which, in 

terms of either executive or legislative power, can be either 

reactionary or democratic. 76 Since Hegel saw the state as 

the realization of freedom and reason he could not attribute 

to the monarchy a completely arbitrary and absolute (ie., 

irrational) power,and accordingly, sought to limit it by 

is a characteristic of the person. Instead of considering them 
to be predicates of their subjects Hegel makes the predicates 
independent and then lets them be subsequently and mysteriously 
converted into their subjects .... Accordingly, sovereignty, 
the essence of the state,is here first concerived to be an in
dependent being; it is ohjectified. Then, of course,-this 
object must again become subje..-_:t. However the subject then 
appears to be a self-incarn2:tion of sovereignty, which is 
nothing but the cbjecti fj_eo_ spirit of the s·Late 1 s subjects' 
(ibid., pp.23-2~). 

Cf. 'Heg·el makes all the attributes of the contemp
orary European constitional monarch into absolute self-~et
erninations of the will. He does not say the will of the 
monarch is ti12 final chcision, but rather the f:;_nal decision 
of the will :i 3 the monarch. The first statement is ernpirical ,. 
the second t.'ists the erapirical fact into a metaphysical axiom. 
He~el joi~s together two subjects, sovereignty as subjectivity 
sure of itself, and sover~ignty as ungrounded self-determin
ation of the will, as the individual will, in order to con
struct out of that the Idea as 'one individual' .•.. because 
suhjectiYity is actual only as subject, and the subject actual 
only as one, the personality of the state is actual only as 
one person. A be~utiful conclusion. Hegel could just as well 
conclude that because the individual man is one the human 
species is only a single man' µ.bid. 1 pp.25-27). 

76 b. d ., .., ' The 1egis1 ature prod uced t eCf.Ii pp.51-58: . h 
French Revolution. In genera.l, wher1 it has appeared in its 
special element, the legislature has produced the great organic, 
universal revolutions. It has not c'.ttacked the constitution, 
but a particular antiquated constitution, preciseJ_y because the 
legislature ~as the ~epresentative of the people, ie., of the 
species-will [des Gattungswillens]. The executive, on the 
other hand, produced the small retrogade revolutions, the 
reactions. It revolted not against an old constitution against 
a new one, but against the ~onstitution as such, precisely 
because the executive was the representative of the- particular. 
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giving it the pseudo-constitutional form th~t 'it actually 

had at the time in Prussia. This solution, however, responded 

to Hegel's desire to make concessions to the bourgeoisie, 

whose historic significance in the socio-economic domain was 

fully understood, while yet subordinating the principle of 

77
. . 1 f l t 1 t 1 .t h e c 1 asses to the pr1nc1p e o tle sta-e. Hege s so ution: 

to affect a comp:cornise between the contradictoi:y class-jnterests 

of the feudal aristocracy, expressed in the organic institution 

of primogeniture, o.nd of the liberal bourgeoisie, expressed in 

the organic institution of Corporation. Hegel effects this 

compromise with the participation of these classes in the 

go'-1ernme:-,t in the executive (bureaucracy) and the legisla

tive assembly of Estates. Since bot.h the bureaucracy and the 

Estates represent in its own way the general inte:i::-est, as 

oppo3ed to the particular interests of the two civil classes, 

they prevent the exercices of an arbitrary and abolute power 

(by the monarch) , and constitute a liY1k between the universality 

of state-power (the mo~arch) and the particularity of civil 
78society (the people) . 

77 
Cf. above chapter 2, pp.79-81)_. Only the state, with 

its institutions, especially the police and the bureaucracy, 
seemed to Hegel capable of mediating the evils of bourgeois
civil society. The state mediated the particularity of civil 
society by wrenching individuals from their private interests 
and securing their integration as members of an organic whole. 
In reaction to the eighteenth-century Enlightenment, whose 
translation of bourgeois aspirations placed in the foreground 
the rights of the individual opposed to the state, Hegel 
followed Rousseau in insisting on the right of the state, 
which is idealized as the embodiment of the general interest 
as opposed to civil society, a riot of self-seeking individuals. 

78 
Hegel finds the principles of socio-political unity, 

and thus the agencies of 'mediation', within the institutional 
schema of the state. These mediating institutions reduce to 
four: a bureaucracy of civil servants whose aims are identical 
with the end of the state; b.1 0 'organic' institutions of the 
'unofficial' classes of civil society: 'primogentiure', the 
first ethical root (basis) of the state (cf. the family); and 
the 'corporation', the second ethical root of the state (cf. 
civil scciety); and an assembly of Estates, wherein the par
ticularity of these civil classes is brought into relation 
with the general represented interest. 
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As in the past year as editor, Marx denounces this 

hybrid pseudo-liberal concept.ion of the state ·which serves 

only to di-sguise the reactionary character of the Prussian 

monarchy; ana proceeds to criticize t.he institutional schema 

(monarch, bureaucracy, asserrbly of estates) which Hegel 

presents as the solution to the problem originally posed by 

Rousseau: the dualism of particular interests and general 

interests, of man as bourgeois and cit?yen. 

Hegel had sought to prove against Rousseau that the 

'rational state' took the form of a constitutional monarchy, 

which, accordingly, consititub$ the concrete unity of the 

particular and the universal. Suppon.:ed Ly his readings of 
79

Rousseau, Marx sets out to prove the opposite, viz; that the 

ideal unity achieved through the mediation of state-power is 

il1 uso-ry; that Hegel confuses the modern political stater 'de

picted .•.. in fact as it is', wit.h the 'essence of the state' 
80 -- with the 'state as the whole existence of the people' . 

79 . .
Rousseau's Social Contract is one of the first works 

examined and excerptedby J\12.rx at l~r«~uznach in the course of 
his critical analysis of Hegsl's Phil0sophv of Riqht cf. 
O'Malley, op.cit, xlv; ref. l-1.EGA 1,1(2), pp.1/.0-1. In effect 
we will argue, Marx's critique of IIegelconst.itutes a critique 
of Hegel's critique of Rousseau. The gist of our interpreta
tion is that just as Marx returned to Kant in respect to the 
problem of knowledge indirectly through Feuerbach, ~arx like-
wise returns indirectly to Rousseau, with respect to the probleP.J. 
of civil society, again through Feuerbach. In this inter
pretation, we disagree with Cornu who sees Marx's new concept 
of 'real democracy' as a clearly different concept from his 
earlier concept of a 'rational state'. In our interpretation, 
the two concepts are essentially the same, thourJht in relation 
to Rousseau's solution, and to Feue.rbach' s philosophy of: man. 

80cf. Critique, p.70. Ref. Feuerbach's concept of the 
state: 'Man is the fundamental being of the state. The state 
is the realized, developed, and explicit totality of the huTuan 
being' {'Preliminary Theses 1 

, FB., p.172); cf. above p.107. 
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Sovereign Power: Monarch or the Pe~ple? (nn. 275-86) 

According to Hegel, each bra.nch of government or 

state-power (sovereign, executive, legislative) mediates 

i~ its own way the divisions of civil society, and secures 

the unity of the particular and the universal. In this con

ception, monarchy allegedly confers on the state a unifying 

power in that it integrates the 'universal' (legislative pro

posals) and the 'particular' (executive administration) in 

the 'concrete individuality' of the monarch. As in his earl

ier criticism, Marx pretests this concept in which sovereig

nty is embodies in the person of the monarch to the exclusion 

of the people: 'sovereignty of the monarch, or .•. of the 
• h • ff• • h •Ipeop1E1 t h at is t e question . 

81 
Re-a irm1ng t e view ex

pressed by Rousseau, Marx insists that sovereignty belongs to 

the people as a whole, and cannot be alienated or delegated; 

it can only be affirmed in 'true democracy' which is both 

'form' and 'content' ; ie. , in v1hich t.he ic'leal universal (' forrfl') 

troly penetrates the material 'content', and man is no longer 
82

alienated from his essence (s:)ecies-life). In terms of 

such a 'human existence' 

all forms ... of the state have democracy for their truth, and 
for that reason z:re false to the i::~xtent that they are not 
democracy. 83 

Executive-Power: the bureaucracy as a universal class? 
(nn . 2 8 7- 9 7 ) 

Marx's basic. criticism of the political state as a 

sphere separated from the rest of human life -- as the alie

nated form of the human essence -- is further supported by 

81 .. . Cr1 tique, p. 28. 

83Ibid., ·p.31. 
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Hegel's presentation of the executive power or bureaucracy, 

which Marx proceeds to criticize in a manner distinctly re

miniscent of his earli·er criticism in the· Rhe'ini·s·che Zeitu:ng. 

According to Hegel the bureaucracy, as a universal class mo

tivated by the_ general interest, mediates between the univer

sality of the sovereign P?Wer and the particularity of civil 

vereign power) and the people. This mediation, Marx pro

society. In this concept, Marx comments, Hegel makes the bu

reaucracy 'society's Christ': to mediate between God (the so
84 

ceeds to argue, is illusory -- 'purely in thought and abstrac

tion•. 85 With the apparent dedication to the general interest 

as a mask for its own ends, the bureaucracy gives rise to the 

practical illusion of an imaginary state: ' t he bureaucra

cy is the imaginary state alongside the real state; it is t!1e 

spiritualism of the state. As a result everything has a dou
86ble meaning, one real and one bureaucratic ••• • This double 

meaning exposes the bureaucracy as an 'imaginary identity ••• 
87antithetical to itself 1 Far from mediating between the• 

state and civil society the bureaucracy only proves their se

paration. It claims to represent the interests of the people 

as a whole, but it does so as a corporation, as a 'particular 

closed society within the state'. As a consequence, Marx com

ments, 'the state's interest becomes a particular private pur
88 pose opposed to other private purposes•. According to Hegel 

any citizen can become part of this 'universal class', but 

says Marx: 

84cri·t·ique, p. 87 • 

85Ibid., p.48. 

86Ibid., p.47. 

87Ibid. Translation revised as per Easton and Guddatt 
in WY.MPS, p.187. 

88rbid., p.48. Translation revised as in WYMPS, p.187. 
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In a true state it is not a question of the possibility of 
every citizen to dedicate himself to the universal in the form 
of a particular class, but of the -capability of the universal 
class to be really universal, ie., to be the ·class of every 
citizen. 89 

Hegel's mistake was 'to proceed ••• from the postulate 

of the pseudo-universal, the illusory universal class, univer

sality fixed in th~ form·of a particular class•. 90 What he 

does, in effect, is 'give ••• us an empirical description of 

the bueeaucracy, partly as it actually is, and partly accor
91ding to the opnion ••• it has of itself' On the basis of 

this false premise, Hegel idealizes the bureaucracy by im

puting to it 'an essence which is foreign to it': 'the ethi
92cal spirit, state consciousness' Thus it is that the bu

reaucracy constitutes the 'spiritualism of the state', the il

lusory representation of the general interest in a state whose 

form is separated from its true content -- the entire citizen

ry, the people ·as a whole. 

Legislative Power: Estates or the People (nn.298-312) 

To form a 'true state' of the entire citizenry requi

res that the legislative power be truly representative. Ac

cordingly, Marx directs his most detailed and telling criti

cism against Hegel's treatment of legislative power. After 

attacking Hegel's argument that the constitution lies outside 

the direct determination of the people, Marx ·criticizes Hegel's 

restriction of representation to its form in the Estates and the 

89 Ibid., p.50. 

90rbid., pp.50-1. 

91Ibid., p.45. 

92Ibid., p.61. 

http:class�.90
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93 . t ' h . h th 1 b 1Corporat ions o w ic e peop e e ong. First of all, 

Marx notes that for Hegel 'just as the sovereign is mediated 

with civil society through the executive, so society is 

mediated with the executive 1 .q4 In respect to this double

mediation, Marx sarcastically comments that Hegel makes of 

the executive society's Christ, and of the Estates its priest. 

In this priestly function, the Estates constitute the middle 

term between the people and the sovereign, between civil 

society and the executive. As such, as a middle term within 

a rational relation (syllogism), the Assembly of Estates 

forms a 'mixtum compositum of both extremes: the sovereign 

principle and civil society... subject and predicate' .qs 

93The people as a whole constitutes for Hegel an em
pirical mass (the 'many') Whose thoughts and opinions are 'par
ticulars'. For these 'many' to relate consciously to 'univer
sal affairs as if they were their own' (i~id. p.61) they need 
to constitute a deputation to the state, ie. be represented 
by Estates. Marx levels against this indirect representation 
of the 'p'..lblic consciousness'' a virulent criticism which 
illuminates the structure of his general critique: 'It is 
significant that Hegel, who shows such great respect for the 
state-spirit -- the ethical spirit, state-consciousness -
absolutely disdains it when it faces him in actual empirical 
form ('the Many'). This is the enigma of mysticism. The 
same fantastic abstraction that re-discovers state-conscious
ness in the degenerate form of bureaucracy, a hierarchy of 
knowledge, and that uncritically accepts this incomplete 
existence as the actual and full-valued existence -- the same 
mystical abstraction admits with equanimity that the actual 
empirical state-spirit, public consciousness, is a mere pot
pourri of the 'thoughts and opinions of the Many'. As it im
putes to the bureaucracy an essence which is foreign to it, 
so it grants to the actuality of that essence only the in
ferior form of appearance. Hegel idealizes the bureaucracy 
and empiricises public consciousness' (Critique, p.61). 

94Ibid., p.87. 

95rbid. , p. 85. 
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It is in this 'development of the rational syllogism' 

that the 'mystical dualism' of Hegel's system becomes app

arent: 'The middle term is ... the concealed opposition 

[illusory identi tyJ between universality and p-:irticulari ty' ?6 

The essential point of this judgement, and the sub

sequent critique, is that the legislative Estates do not 

and cannot bring the pec·ple as a whole into a true relation 

with the life of the state. ?his is so because of the very 

nature of civil society as a sphere of particularity without 

social or political unity (as the 'realized principle of 

individualisn'). The state and civil society arc itecon~ 

ciliable opposites, anc the Estates are 'more the existence 

of the contradiction than the mediation' .97 'It is rerr.arkable' , 

Marx adds, 'that Hegel, who reduces this absurdity of 

Ir.ediation to its abstract, logical and hence pure and ir

reduc2-ble, expre3sion, calls it at: the same time the spec

ulative mystery of logic, the rational relationshjp, the 
98

rational syllogism' . What Marx here attacks is the very 

structure of the Hegelian dialectlc. In this resp2ct, Marx 

abserves: 

actual extremes can:iot be me.diated ... precisely because they 
are actual extremes. But neither ar~ they in need of media
tion, because they are oppos2d in essence. 99 

Marx here introduces a critical epistemological dis

tinction between 'opposites of existence' ('truly reiJ.l ex

tremes') and 'opposites of essence' ('opposed determinations 
100

of one essence') • The former -- 'actual extremes' -- cannot 

96 rbid. 

97 rbid.p.86
-,,-

9~ Ibid., pp.88-89 

99 Ibid., p. 89 

100rbid., pp.89,117. Although we bring this episte
mological distinction into an indirect relation to Kant's 

http:rbid.p.86


220 


be mediated. As to the latter 

the chief characteristic lies in the fact that a concept 
{existence, etc.} is taken abstractly, and that it does not 
have significance as independent but rather as ... and only 
as this abstraction. Thus, for example, spjrit is only the 
abstraction from mat.ter. It is evident that pr.ecisely be- 
cause this form [spiri t1 is to be the content of the c:i~-
cept, its real essence is rather the abstract opposite, ie., 
the -object from which it abstracts, taken in abstraction -
in this case, abstr1_l.ct materialism. io1 

These epistemological considerations are highly sig

nificant in that they clearly bring Marx into an indirect 

(via Feuerbach} relation to Kant's critique of the logical-

Critique of Pure Reason, it is anticipated as far back as 
1939 when, in a critique of a book by Trendelenburg, en
titled 'logical investigations', Marx thinks the same dis
tinction with respect to Aristoteles. Cf. ViEGA. 1, 1(2} 
p.107inCornu, op.cit., p. 134: 'Aristoteleswas right 
when he said that sy~thesis is the cause of all errors. 
[emphasis added]. Thought, in the form of representation 
and reflection, is constituted by the synthesis of thought 
and being, of the general and the particular, of appeilrance 
and essence. False thought or conception, is born from tha 
synthesis of relations that are not immanent bnt externa.l, 
of objec~iv2 and subjective determinations'. This form
ulation, of course, could just as well have been given by 
Kant, o:::- thought in relation to Kant's Critique of Pure 
Reason. Throughout the period 1939-41, after Marx's 
apparent conversion to Hegel (1837) and before his diss
ertation, Marx's lecture-notes were primarily on Aristo
teles (Treatiseof Soul), Spinoza (Letters} Leibniz, Hume 
and the ~~antian school (ref. MEGA, 1, 1(2), pp. 98-105, )h 

Cornu, op.cit., p.133) . .Marx-wa5" already brought into 
relation \lith Bauer's return to Fichte, and other Left
Hegelians like Feuerbach who, in effect·, returned to the 
Englightenment concept of reason based on a philosophy of 
man. In this respect too the Left-Hegelians in general 
revisea- Hegel in the direction of Kant -- unknowingly for 
the n:ost p.:ir t. 

l'·Olibid. , p. 89. 

http:abstr1_l.ct
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ontological confusion perpetrated by Leibni.z and all the 

old metaphysical school.102 The crux of this critique was 

the 'confoundinq' of the 'logical proce>ss' and its object 

(Ob·je}:t) with the 'real process' and its object (Gegensta!ld) . 

Within this critique Kant anticipates Marx's criticism of 

Hegel by rejecting the identity in principle that Leibniz 

and the old metaphysics in general established betv:een op

opposi tion in reality and logical contradiction or opposition.103 

In a parallel construction to Kant, Marx proceeds to argue that 

had the 'difference within the existence of one essence not 

been confused, in part with the abstraction given idepend

ence ... and, in part, with the actuci.l opposition of mutually 

exclusive essences' then a thr~e-fold error could have been 

avoided, namely: (2) 'that because only the extreme is true, 

ever:r abstre.ction ... takes itself to be the truth, whereby 

a principle appears to be only an abstraction from another, 

instee.d of a totality in itself'; (b) 'that the decisive

ness of actual opposites, their formation into extrerr.es, which 

is nothing other than their sei.f-knowledge .•. is thought to 

be something which should be prevented if possible'; and (c) 

'that their mediation is attempted'~04 
Hegel, according to Marx, grasped the internal cc~

tradiction in existing political society, but mystified' it. 

Because Hegel takes the empirical world to be a mere appear

ance of the Idea, and the determinate elements of civil 

society to be particular modE:s of its being, Hegel is conu.-n

i tte<l apriori to the principle that the mplrical ·\wrld is 

in the last insta~ce rational. By a sleight-of-hand, su~~ 

ported by the sophistic insertior. of terms like 'hence• at 

102 
cf. Kant's 'Note to the A..'11phibolv of Concepts of 

Reflection', CPH, pp. 281-·96. 

lf\~ 
~CPR, ~p.284, 289-9~. 

104 .,_. 89 9Cri~ique, pp. - 0. The centre of reference for 

http:extrerr.es
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key points of his argument (cf. between the abstract cat

egories of Logic and the actual institutions of policial 

society) Hegel resolves' the real (essential) contradiction 

by acknowledging it at the phenomenal level, while claiming 

it to be overcome at the level of the Idea. 10-5 In short: 

Hegel's chief mistake consists in the fact that he con
ceives of the contradiction in appearance as being a unity
in essence I ie-:-,-in-the___Icfea; wnereas --it certainly has_______ 
something more profound in its essence, namely ~~-~s~~ntial 
contradition. 106 

It can be said, in other words, that Hegel mediated in 

thought what cannot be so mediated, namely an 'essential con

tradiction' between man's 'earthly existence' (civil society). 

in which he is forced to be egoistic, unequal, and in a state 

of universal and hostile competition with his fellow men, 

and man's abstract, 'heavenly life' in the political state, 

where he is formally equal and participant L1 the general in

terest. 

In Hegel's presentation, the illusory mediation of 

the essential contradiction is constituted by Estate rep

resentation, conceived as the 'genuine link' between the par

ticular and the universal, and hence, as the 'solution to the 

riddle' of the civil society-state relation.107 

tl:is arqument is clearly Faue:tbach. 

105rbld, pp.12-31, 20, 25, 27, 123. Cf. similar 
argument see ~1he Holy Fmnil~(r WYMPS, pp. 373ff. 

106critique, J:).91. 

l07Ibid., p.71. Cf. Hegel (par.303): 'The universal 
class of civil servants ... [has] the uni.versal as the. end of 
its essential activity. In the Estates ... the unofficial class 
acquirep its political significance and efficacy; it appears, 
therefore, in the Estates neither as a mere indiscriminate rrt'11-
titude ,nor as an aggreg~te dispersed into its atoms, but as 
what it already is, namely a. class subc1.ivided into two, one sub
class ~he agricu~tural class] b~inq based on a tie of substance 
between its members, 2nd the other [the bt!sin'3ss class] on p<tr
ticular needs and the work whereby these are met ... It is only in 
this way that there is Cl genuine link between the particular 
which is effecti\re in the state, and the universal'. 
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As to this solution, Marx observes: 'all the crn1tradictions 

of Hegel's presentation ,"lre found together in this develop
108 . , •me!1 t ' . To b . He gs.,__1 presupposes theegin wi ti1, separation 

of civil society and the political state as a 'necessary mom

ent of t:he Idea' and hPince' as the absolute truth of reason' .1 09 

Accordingly, Hegel makes the Estates into an expression of the 

separation between civil and political life, but at the same 

time they are supposed to represent their identity -- which 

Marx points out 'does not exist': The Estates are the establ

ished contradiction of the state and civil society within 

the state. At the same time they are the demand for the dis

solution of the contradiction' .llO 

108-b. d p.73~·r 
109rbid. 
11~bid., p.67. At this stage of the argument Marx re

views the changing rela.tionship between the state and civil 
society in vario 1.is historical periods: the Graeco-Ro:r1an world., 
the Middle Ages anC. the Modern (Christian-bourgeois) World. De
parting froTI1 Hegel's Philosoohy of History Marx notes that the 
classical polis -,v3.S characterized by a lack of differentiation 
between the social and political (res publica is the real content 
of individual life). The pclitical pGnetrates all spheres of 
private life (their separa~ion defines the stat~s of slaves as 
opposed to men) . The HidCi.le Ages presents the inverse form of 
the same relationship: the private sphere acquires political · 
status, and property, commerce, social relations, even the 
private person, becoai.e political. 'l'he power of property is par
amount because its distribution is political (rather than econ
omical as in modern times). Only in medieval times.is politics 
an i1mnediate reflection of socio-economic relations; all other 
formations entail 2 degree of tension between both spheres. 
Thus it is that S~~~c~ refe~s in German to both class distinction, 
and political org·anizat.ion or 1 political' as op;?osed to 'social' 
sign1r1cance. Thus it is that l.n the Middle Ages, the Stande 
expresses an 'identity' of social and political life cf the par
ticular and the universal. However / says Marx, this identity 
of the political and social life is a 'democracy of 
unfreedom, accomplished alienation' (p.32). In modern times, 
Marx continues, this identity bre~ks up, and the consciousness 
of alienation is formalized and institutionalized: what was 
late:1 t and limited in earlier periods becomes manifest and un
iversal in modern life. Civil society is emancipated from 
political form, and the dichotomy between civil society and the 
state, between private and ptL1Jlic life, becomes universal. 
From this account dbid., pp. 70-83) Marx drm·.,rs two conclusions: 

http:times.is
http:HidCi.le
http:vario1.is
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This attempt to re-unite the political state and 
, 

civil society by means of the Estates -- as a middle term 

within a rational, syllogistic relation; a roixtum comoositum 

of two extremes, particularity and universality -- is destined 

to failure: The Estates do not represent the general interest 

but are part of bourgeois civil society whose internal con

tradictions it expresses.111 Civil society, profoundly opposed 

to the state, cannot for its part - as a sphere of par

ticular interests - constitute a political society represent
.at1ve fo ht e 1genera . t1nteres 112. 

(a) the separation of civil society and the state, formulated 
by Hegel as a principle, is a historically specific develop
ment, subject to analysis; (b) the identity of the cl.:-~:::;ses 
(St~nde) and the Estates (Stande) of civil society, character
istic of the Middle Ages, is absolutely illusory in modern life. 
The German language lends support to this confusion by main
taining a unity which once obtained, but today, with the French 
Revolution in particular, no longer does: the modern state, 
as conceived by Hegel, is the apotheosis of the alienation of 
the political form from the social content. Hegel's 'incon

---sistency' is that he recognized on one level the separation 
between the social and the political, but that on another level 
(of the Idea) he leans on the word Stande to find a unity-in
essence (in Id~a) within a contradiction-in-appearance. In 
Hegel's case this 'inconsistency' constitutes an 'accommodation' 
and 'syncretism at its worst': 'Hegel-wants the medievel 
system of Estates, but in the modern sense of the legislature; 
and he wants the modern legislature, but within the framework of 
the Medieval system of Estates! (ibid., p.96). 

111 cf. ibid., pp.85-86: 'The middle term is ..• the con
celaed opposition between universality and s.ingularity... for it 
is itself much more the existence of the contradiction than of 
the mediation'. 

ll2 Cf. ibid., p.76: 'Civil society is the unofficial 
class ... the immediate, essential, concrete class of civil society. 
In virtue of its character, civil society, or the unofficial 
class,- does not have the universal as the end of its essential 
activity.... The class of civil society is not a political class'. 
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The synthesis of the state and civil society contradicts 

its own concept based on their radical opposition. By the 

same token, this opposition between the political state and 

civil society, on which Hegel's system is based, contradicts 

the true concept of the state which, as the expression of man's 

'species-life', cannot constitute a sphere opposed to civil 

society. In the true state the life of the individual is as 

one with that of the community, as the sphere of private 

interests is with the sphere of general interests, and con

sequently it embodies the universal in a concrete form. Since 

Hegel does not make of the state the expression of the con

crete universal, and of man as its true subject, he does not 

consider the state as the realization of the human essence, 

as the manifestation of collective life, but rather as an 

abstract universal (constitution) separated from man's social 

(species) life. As a consequence: 'The political constitut

ion was until today the religious sphere, the cult of people's 

life, the heaven of its universality as opposed to the earthly 
• f • t l' 113existence o i s rea ity I . 

11~bid.,pp.31-2.The condition of the 'true state' is 
that established by Rousse_au: a relation of fundamental unity 
between the individual and the community. Marx as will become 
clear below, clearly thought this condition in relation to 
Feuerbach's concept of man as a universal, species a true 
state (human existence) is the concrete unity of the individ
ual and the community (like Hegel Marx considers only the 
whole to be 'concrete' and the individual separated from his 
essential relations with his fellow-men is 'abstract'). In 
this unity, the state is the realization of the human essence; 
and in their separation, the state is the alienation of the 
human essence: an illusory, abstract univ~rsality above man's 
earthly existence. Just like Rousseau, Feuerbach and Marx see 
the subject of the universal (reason) as the 'individual', but 
not the individual as an autonomous unit externally related to 
his fellow men in society in the particularity of .his self
interest, but the individual who unites within himself the 
universal and the particular. Like Rousseau, Marx interro
gates the 'universal' within each individual who, as a 
Gemeinwesen (.cormnunal being) is a pars totalis of the state: 
'This is the dualism: Hege 1 does not consider the universal 
to be the actual essence of the actual, finite thing.•. nor the 
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A Critique of Private Property 

Hegel's philosophy, based on the mediated opposition 

of the state and civil society, discloses the state, a sphere 

of ideality, to be the truth of civil society, a sphere of 

materiality. In 1~arx's Feuerbachian critique of the state 

as a species of religious alienation -- the illusory repres

entation of the human essence this relation of the state 

and civil society is inverted to disclose the socio-economic 

conditions of man's real life (civil society) to be the truth 

of the state, and as such the basis of religious alienation. 

It is because man no longer feels at home in this world that 

he takes refuge in another world above and outside reality. 

The hypostatised abstraction or religious alienation (God, 

sovereign-power) is not the cause, but rather, the result of 

man's fundamental alienation. Its real basis lies in the 

a-social (egoistic) individualism and particularity of civil 

society preserved by the practical illusion of the political 

state: 

Just as Christians are equal in heaven and unequal on earth, 
the separate members of a people are equal in the heaven of 
their political world and unequal in the earthly existence 
of society. 114 

real being to be the true subject .•. ' (ibid., p.24). Also 
like Rousseau, Marx thinks of the subject of the state as 
the 'people', although Rousseau moves theoretically from the 
'individual' to the 'people' via the principle of equality, 
whereas Marx does so via the principle of universality. Cf. 
ibid., p.24: 'sovereignty, the ideality of the state as 
person, as subject, exists ... as many persons, many subjects, 
since no single person absorbs in himself the sphere of per
sonality, nor any single subject the sphere of subjectivity'; 
Cf. i~id., pp.27-28: 'the actualization of the person [is1 
the most concrete thing'; 'As though the people were not the 
real state. The state is an abstraction; the people alone is 
the concrete'. 

114rbid., p.80. 
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A critical examination of Hegel's system yields 

as the basis of the state, and hence, of religious alien

ation, the system of private property. Within this system 

the state has two presuppostions ('ethical roots'): the family 

and civil society. The ethical (ie., social) basis of the. 

first is landed, entailed (inalienable) property; and of 

the second, it is commercial (alienable) property. Together, 

these two modes of possession of property constitute the 

material basis or real presuppostion of the state. Despite 

the primacy that Hegel concedes in principle to the 'general 

interest', what effectively predominates in his system is 

private property. In effect, Hegel's system yields the con

clusion that the possession of private property is the con

stitutive element of the human personality, the foundation of 

civil society, and the substance of the state~ 15 To Hegel's 

thesis: 'The state is the reality of the ethical Idea', Marx 

responds: 'The actuality of the ethical Idea is manifest here 
116 

as the religion of private property'. 

Hegel's disguised apology for private property is 

particularly evident in his defence of primogenture -- the 

substance (ethical root) of the state, grounded in nature 

(birth and inheritance), the organic institution of the ag

rcultural-feudal class based on landed, inalienable property. 

Marx devotes some forty pages to primogeniture (the 'super

lative of private properly'), and thus to private property in 
. 117

general. 

115cf. ibid., p.99: 'at its highest point the political 
constitution is the constitution of private property'. 

116Ibid., p.103. 
117cf. :Did., p.107: ' .... primogeniture is the abstra

ction of independent private property .••• Independence, autonomy, 
in the political state .•. is private.property, which at its peak 
appears as inalienable landed property. Political independence 
thus flows not ex propio sinu of the political state ..•. Rather 
the members of the political state receive thejr independence 
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The mediative function of the feudal class, Marx 

points out, is reduc.ed by Hegel to 'ltJheir wealth [which) 

becomes inalienable, entailed, and burdened by primogeni

ture' -- the principle of its 'adaptation' to the 'total 
118 119 . 1 ' h . 1 b . f th f . 1po1itica. state • _ As the et 1ca asis o e am1 y 

primogeniture is presented by Hegel as a 'chain on the free

dom of private rights' and hence, as the 'power of the pol
120 . . 1 t . t t ' S b' t" H l'itica sta e over priva e proper y • u Jec ing ege s 

presentation to a transformatice critique, ho•:1ever, Marx 

demonstrates that Hegel actually makes cause the effect, and 

the effect the cause. This discloses not the power of the 

state over private property, but rather the power of abstract 

private property over the political state: 

What then is the om·1er of the political state over private 
property? Private property's own power, its essence brought 
to existence. What remains to the political state in opposi
tion to this essence? The illusion that it determines when 
it is rather determined. 121 

118rbid., p.97. Also see ibid., o.106: in the inde
pendence of private property, in the form of entailed landed 
wealth, priMogeniture is the 'preserving moMent in the rela
tion -- the substance'. To establish the principle of the 
agricultural class's adaptation to politics Hegel equates 
'livelihood as possession of land' with 'a will which rests 
on itself alone', which Marx points out, are 'two quite dif
feent things' (ibid., p.95). 

119 . . t f . tIn primogeniture Marx reats o private proper y 
in general, and, in effect, collapses the distinction between 
the two modes of possession characteristic of the agricultu
ral and business sub-classes of civil society (cf. ibid., pp. 
104-6). 

120rbid., p.100. 

121Ibid. 

http:reduc.ed
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As the 'abstraction of independent private property' 

primogeniture is the 'political sense oj private property, 

private property in its political significance, ie., in its 

universal significance' . 11 ~ The significance of this point 

can be grasped in the criticism that Marx levels against the 

dual derivation of primogeniture (independent private prop

erty): from (a) 'direct alienation' (in the sphere of state 

rights): and (b) 'the contract' (in the sphere of private 

rights) •119 on the one hand, Marx argues: 

in primogeniture landed property .•• becomes an inalienable 
good ...which constitutes the very private personality and 
universal essence of self-consciousness of the class of noble 
entailed estates, its personality as such, its universal 
freedom of will, its ethical life, its religion. 120 

It is, accordingly, consistent to say that 'where private 

property, landed property, is inalienable, universal freedom 

of will .•. and ethical life ... are alienable' •121 This critical 

thought turns on the immediate connexion ('thus') of a com

pressed argument: 'In general, then, the inalienability 

(dependence) of universal freedom of will and ethical life' •122 

The necessary conclusion: 'Here it is no longer the case that 

property is insofar as I put my will into it, but rather, my 

will is insofar as it is property. Here my will does not own 
123but is owned' . In other words: 'private property has become 

118
rbid. I p.109

1191bid • I P • 10 2 • 

120rbid. I p .101. 

121-b'd.1 l • 

122Ibid. 
123D;id"., Cf. Hegel(par.65): 'The reason I can alienate 

my property is that it is mine only insofar as I put my will into 
it ... provided always that the thing in question is a thing ex
ternal to nature'. 

http:Hegel(par.65
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the subject of the will, and the will is merely the predicate 
124of private property' . Hegel presents the condition of this 

alienation (viz. the independence of private property) as the 

'renunciation of willfulness' (cf. 'the unethical crude will') 

and as such, as the 'highest synthesis of the political state'~25 

In the light of this presentation Hegel praises the 'imaginary 

nobility of independent property as opposed to the uncertainty 

of business, the quest for profit ••. and dependence on the state's 
126capital' . In other words, Hegel presents a defence against 

bourgeois liberalism in favour of the feudal regime based 

on landed, inalienable property, the socio-economic basis 

(agricultural-feudal class) of the Prussian monarchy. This 

defence of the feudal regime, together with its presentation 

of independent pr,operty, is limited to the sphere of 'state 

rights', which is to say, it is cast at the level of the 

state. At the level of civil society, within the sphere of 

private rights, wherein primogeniture is derived not from 
127

direct alienation but from the Contract, Hegel gives tne 

independence of private property quite a different meaning 

viz. 'the alienability and dependence of private property 

124Ibid. 
125Ibid. 
12 6rbid. p.102: 'Over against the crude stupidity of 

independent private property, the uncertainty of business is 
elegaic, the quest ·for profit solemn (dramatic), fluctuation in 
possessions a serious fatum (tragic), dependence on the state's 
capital ethical. In short, in all these qualities the human 
heart pules throughout the property, which is the dependence 
of :man on man' • 

Cf. ibid., p.104: 'What then is the quality which 
obstensibly specifies the owners of entailed estates (and 
thus) -Constitutes the ethical quality of an inalienable 
wealth? incorruptibility .... In opposition to it (the feudal 
class) stands the business class, which is dependent on needs 
and concentrated on their satisfaction ..• '. 

127Marx here uses primogeniture to refer to 'independent, 
abstract private property', but strictly speaking, Marx is 
wrong to use primogeniture in this context. In Hegel's own 
presentation, primogeniture involves the 'total alienation' 
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on a common will as its true idealism' .12 8 

Marx does not push this double meaning assigned to 

private property -- in the 'heaven of the political state' 

(state rights) and in the 'court of abstract right' (private 

rights) very far. He points out, however, that in the 

context of Hegel's whole procedure, and in relation to the 

opposition on which his system is based, it is 'absolutely 

unavoidable'. Its function: to reconcile the two sub-classes 

of civil society (feudal, bourgeois) by conceiving their 

respective forms of property (landed, commercial) , and modes 

of possession (use, alienation) as reciprocal conditions (sub

stantial basis, formal unity) of the state. The system of 

private property foiros the rational basis of the state, and 

the framework for its self-development. By treating primo

geniture as the determination of private property by the state 

it constitutes, Marx comments: 'private property which has 

become a religion for itself ... absorbed in itself, enchanted 
129with its autonomy and nobility' . As such, as the ultimate 

of all claims against the state. At the level of civil society, 
alienation is indirect, or rather, mediated (through the rec
iprocal satisfaction of material needs), but nevertheless, the 
Contract has as its condition, total alienation. The form of 
possession (property) is at this level not primogeniture, but 
commerce. Marx clearly does not grasp the significence of 
Hegel's transposition of Adam Smith's exposition of the 
labour-theory of value, and thus, of capital-formation. 

12 8:rbid.,, p.102. Cf. Hegel {par. 71): 'The sphere 
of contract is made up of this mediation whereby I hold prop
erty not merely means of a thing and my subjective will but 
by means of another person's will as well and so to hold it 
in virture of my particpation in a common will'. 

129rbid., pp.101-02. 
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basis of both civil society and the state, primogenitur~ 

is the superlative expression of a condition in which the 

true relation between ,the real subject of the state and the 

world is inverted so as to convert ~an into the predicate of 

the subject, property (subordinating man to his class status). 

The General conclusion~private property, instead of 

being a force for unity is, on the contrary, a power which 

alienates man from his social essence:] On the one hand, it 

turns the state into an illusory realization of man's species

life, and on the other hand, it turns civil society into a 

riot of self-seeking, self-related individuals. As the source 

of alienation private property produces a separation between 

man as bourgeois, viz.the particularity of material needs, and 

man as citoyen,viz. the universality of his social existence. 

As bourgeois, man lives his earthly existence as an isolated 

individual, in hostile oppostion within civil society, dom

inated by the particularity of his needs (egoism). As a 

citoyen, man lives his social essence or species-life in the 

ideal universality of the political state, but he does so by 

abstracting from the conditions of his real existence: 

The socio-political body [Gemeinwesen], the communal being 
[Kommunistische Wesen1 within which the individual exists, is 
(reduced to] civil society separated from the state, or in 
other words, the political state is an abstraction of civil 
society. 13 G 

This opposition between bourgeois civil society and 

the state parallels the dualism produced by religion between 

a heavenly and earthly existence. Just as in religious dom

ination man lives his true nature in an illusory, imaginary 

13°-i:bid., p.79. Cf., nomby translator: 'Marx first 
wrote KomrnUile; then crossed it out and -substituted Gerneinwesen. 
The latter term appears to have been chosen to avoid using 
Kommune twice in the same sentence, and more importantly be
cause it seves to signify at once both the ... socio-political 
body, and the universal nature of man, the social or communal 
being. Rubel holds that Marx uses the express Kommunistische 
Wesen to signify man's social being'. Cf. Avineri, The Social 
and Political Thought, pp.34-5; Rubel, Essai, p.74. 
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form (in heaven) so does man as a citizen live an analogous 

life in the heaven of the state: 

Just as Christians are equal in h.2aven and unequal on earth, 
the separate members of a people are equal in the heaven 0~ 
their political world and unequal in the earthly existence of 
society. 131 

True Democracy 

In Hegel's schema, the state, as a sphere of ideality, 

emerges as the essence of social life, a sphere of material

ity. By demonstrating that the universality of the state is 

but the ·~eligion of popular life', and that the only concrete 

is the 'people', Marx inverts this schema: the social life 

of· man is the essence of the state. 

In 1842 towards early 1843 Marx's central problem was: 

How to protect the universality of the state against the par

ticularity of material interests that threaten to ensalve it? 

With the inversion of the state-civil society schema, the 

problem posed is quite different: Why is the essence of man 

alienated in the abstract universality of the state? and How can 

this alienation be overcome? 

As to the first question, the condition of an answer is 

already provided by Marx's critique of private property: the 

specific essence of civil societyy governed by the principle 

of private property (particularity, egoism), and thus by the 

principle of atomistic individualism, separates man from his 

species-life, which is lived in an illusory fashion within the 

ideal universality ('heaven') of the political state}32 

131__ Ib'd -o1_., p. !:i • 

132.r.iarx criticises Hegel's attempt to view the state 
from a 'concrete' point of view when the object (ie., the 
state) is 'abstract'; cf. loc. cit., p.79: 'This point of 
view is undeniably abstract but it is the abstraction of the 
political state as Hegel himself develops it. The point of 
view cannot be concrete atomism of society itself. The point 
of view cannot be concrete when the object of the point·of 
view is abstract. The atomism into which civil society is 
driven by its political act results necessarily from the fact 



234 


As to the second question, the condition.of an answer is im

ficit in the inversion of the state-civil society schema, and 

the application of Feuerbach's concept of alienation: to con

stitute a genuine state it is not sufficient to transform 

the political form, but it is necessary to abolish the condition 

of its social content, namely private property.133 

Having demonstrated that in the political state adapted 

to civil society, there operates an alienation of thehuman 

essence determined by the base of that society, Marx necess

arily concludes that the re-appropriation of.the human essence 

requires the abolition of private property and the formation 

of a new state which responds fully to human nature: 'true 

democracy'. Hegel had insisted that the Idea of the state 

requires the concrete unity of form and content, universal

ity and particularity. Using Feuerbach's concept of alien

ation, and criticising Hegel's dismissal of Rousseau's sov

ereignty of the people, Marx argues that these conditions are 

met with only in 'denocracy': the 'true unity of the general and 
13 4particular' . · To suppress the opposition between civil society 

that the commonwealth (das Gemeinwesen), the communal being 
(das Kommunisistische Wesen), within which the individual 
exists, is (reduced to civil society separated from the state, 
or in other words, that the political state is an abstraction 
of civil society' . What is clear is that Marx fully accepted 
Hegel's idealist schema in which only the whole is concrete, 
and the individual isolated from the whole is abstract. In 
accepting the idea of organic totality as against the idea 
of atomistic individualism, Marx relates more to Rousseau 
than to Hegel, however. In any case, Marx turns Hege\ 's 
principle of 'concrete unity' against his concept. 

113 
This position, which brings Marx into relation with 

the solution proposed by Moses Hess and other communists, 
has significant 'political' implications which we will draw 
out in the following chapter. 

134 Marx, loc. cit., pp. 30--31. 

http:condition.of


235 


and the state, and thereby overcome the alienation of the 

human essence (inhuman existence), it is necessary to replace 

them with a democratic state which re-unites within itself 

social and political life as a 'concrete' universal. In 

this concrete unity of the social and the political, man 

does not live his species-being or universal nature in an 

illusory form, in the abstracted condition of his real, mat

erial existence, but effectively, in his everyday, truly human, 

life (Gemeinschaft). 135 In 'true democracy', instead of being 

excluded from the state, the people constitute its essence. 

In effect, this concept of 'true democracy', as the realization 

of man's species-life, translates Marx's earlier concept of a 

'rational state', the embodiment of the 'people's spirit'. 

This condition of this 'rational state' or 'true democracy': 

the sovereignty of the people, a condition not realized in a 

political reform of the state, but in the radical transform

ation of society. The form of this genuine state or truly 

human life, the embodiment of what Marx earlier called the 

'people's spirit' and now calls 'species-life', is the 

'republic', but only insofar as it no longer has a mere 
136

'political' character. The political state, conceived as 

a constitution distinct from the life of society, becomes 

superfluous, and has to be abolished as such. 

135 Marx's concept of 'democracy' has a very specific 
meaning deriving from Feuerbach's philosophic humanism: the 
abolition of the contradietion between the social and the 
political, the particular and the universal. As will be dem
onstrated below, Marx does not-have in mind a bourgeois dem
ocratic republic like that in Northamerica or that established 
by the French Revolution. Marx's position before such a pol
itical system is clear: just like the Prussionmonarchy, the 
republican form of government are mere political forms of the 
same social content -- private property. 

136 Here Marx approaches the conclusion of 'French theory' 
(communism). Cf. lee.cit, p.31: 'The modern French have con
ceived it thus: In true democracy the political state disappears 
(~ politische Staat untergehe) . This is correct inasmuch-- as 
qua political state, qua consfltution it is no longer equiva
lent to the whole. 
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Not yet having recognized the- role of the class 

struggle and of the proletarian revolution in the revolut

ionary transormation of socie·ty and the state -- from monarchy 

to the republic -- Marx conceives of it within the framework 

of radical bourgeois democracy: direct, popular participation, 

not of all as individuals, but of individuals as al1. 137 Its 

formal condition: self-government of the people through 

universal 'unrestricted suffrage'. 'The vote', Marx observes, 

'is the actual relation of actual civil society to the ••• 

legislature, to the representative element •.. the direct •• ex

isting and not simply imagined relation of civil society to 

the political state•. 138 

137cf. loc. cit., p.117: 'In a really rational state 
one could answer 'Not every single person should share in 
deliberating and deciding on political matters of general con
cern', because the individuals share in deliberating and dec
iding on matters of general concern as the 'all', that is to 
say, within and as members of society. Not all individually, 
but the individuals as all'. Cf. Rousseau, Social Contract, 
Bk. II , 3: 'There is often a con.siderable dif ferencebetween the 
will of all and the general will. The latter is concerned 
only-with the common interest, the former with interests 
that are partial, being itself the sum of individual wills'. 
In relation to Rousseau's construction of the problem of 
direct participation of all the people, Marx confronts Hegel's 
solution by criticising the very way he posed the problem 
('either ... the Man, the multitude ... shares through deputities 
in deliberating and deciding on political matters of general 
concern, or all as individuals do this'). Marx re-poses this 
problem by recognizing two alternatives: (a) under the condition 
of the state's separation from civil society 'it is impossible 
that all as individuals participate in the legislature'; (b) 
under the condition of civil society as actual political society,. 
'the legislature is a representation in the same sence in which 
every ~unction is representative, ie., in fulfillment of social 
need, as species-activity represents only the species' (loc.cit. 
p.119). 

lJ8 Ibid. , p .121. 
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Thus it is that, consistent with Marx's procedure -- to 

find the conditions of the solution within the womb of present 

society -- Marx concludes: 'the reform of voting advances 

the dissolution (Auflosung) of the political state, but also 
It h e disso• 1ution• o f civi• • 1 society• •

13 9 The re f orm o f voting• 

is the dissolution of civil society in that unrestricted 

suffrage, the condition of democracry, allows civil society 

'(to) actually raise itself for the first time to an abstract

ion of itself, to political existence as its true universal 

and essential existence' •140 By universalizing this abstract

ion (political existence) unrestricted voting overcomes the 

separation of the political state from civil society: 'Within 

the abstract political state the reform of voting advances the 

dissolution of the political state, but also the dissolution of 
• · 1 • I 141civi society • 

And thus, in this general conclusion, Marx completes 

his critique, whose point of departure was anthropological 

(Feuerbach), but whose point of arrival is political, close 

to Moses Hess. In this transition the Critique effects a 

decisive step towards a new politics (real humanism-communism) 

whose necessary conditions are formulated in an exchange of 

letters and two articles written for the Deutschefranzosische 

Jahrbucher (Paris, 1844). 

139 I b'di • 

140cf. ibid.: 'In unrestricted voting, both active and 
passive, civil society has actually raised itself for the first 
time to an abstraction of itself, to political existence as its 
true universal and essential existence. But the full achieve
ment of this abstraction is at once the Aufhebung of the abstrac
tion ....Within the abstract political state the reform of voting 
advances the dissolution of this political state, but also the 
dissolution of civil society'. 

141aesides the obvious influence of Feuerbach and 
Rousseau, Marx's concept of democracy reflects his reading of 
both Spinoza's Tractatus Theologico Politicus and of Thomas 
Hamilton's exposition of Northamerican democracy; of Rubel, 
'Notes on Marx's Conception of Democracy', New Politics, 1 
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(winter, 1962), pp. 80-5. The central concept that Marx 
derives from his readings on democracy, as a basis ofhis 
critique of Hegel's philosophy of state, is the distinction 
between 'formal' (ideal) and 'substantive' (material) 
democracy (Cf. loc.cit. pp. 123ff), a distinction which Marx 
finds useful even in his more mature, later formulations. 



CHAPTER SIX 

THE FORMULATION OF A NEW POLITICS: REAL HUMANISM 

The general reproach leveled by the 'democratic' 
Hegelian Left, and by Arnold Ruge in particular, against 

communism was its 'apolitical', purely social character, 

a thesis derived from the Hegelian concept of the state 
as a sphere of ideality or universality vis-a-vis the 

materiality or particularity of civil society. In his 

1843 Critique Marx inverses this schema by demonstrating 

that the ideal universality of the state is abstract and 
illusory, constituting the 'religion of popular life', the 

'heaven of its universality against the earthly existence 

of its reality'; and that furthermore, 'only the people is 
concrete'. With this Feuerbachian 'de-mystification' of 

the political sphere, Marx no longer looks to the state as 
the 'truth' of social problems (misery, inequality, etc.), 

but to the conditions of social life. The solution requires 
not the reform of the state, but the radical transformation 
of society itself. As a result of this shift in focus Marx 
moves away from the political democracy of Arnold Ruge, and 
closer to a communism in the style of Moses Hess, whose prin
cipal leitmotif was precisely the primacy of the 'social' 

vis-a-vis the 'political', a thesis that Marx will defend in 
his Jahrbucher essays. 

During 1842-early 1843 Marx's central problem was: 

How to protect the universality of the state against the par

ticular interests which threatened to enslave it. With the 

inversion of the Hegelian state-civil society schema, and 

the appropriation of Feuerbach's anthropology, the problem 

239 
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posed is quite different. The inversion of Hegel's schema, 

and the application of Feuerbach's concept of alienation, 
allowed Marx to demonstrate in each section of his Critique 

that the political state adapted to civil society produced 
the alienation of (a) political and social reality in the 

Idea; (b) the essence of man in the political constitution; 
and (c) human personality, the universal essence of man, 
freedom, in the system of private property. From Feuerbach's 

conclusion that the history of man is the history of alien
ated man, supported by his own studies, Marx derives the 

following propositions: 

(1) there is an essence (freedom, reason) pre
existing history (one does not lose what one does not have); 

(2) the life of man is made by man, although alien

ated man projects the essential qualities and powers of his 
species outside himself -- in property, religion, the state; 

(J) there is a contradiction between man's essence 

(reason) and his concrete, real existence (unreason), be
tween man's 'head' and his 'heart'; 

(4) there will be a re-appropriation of the human 

essence, or at least, the possibility and its theoretic

political necessity is recognised. 

The problem that is posed within the framework of 

these propositions: How can man re-appropriate his essence? 
In terms of Feuerbach's philosophic problematic of theoret

ical humanism, this question establishes the condition for 
a new type of political action: the politics of the prac

1tical re-appropriation of the human essence. 

The necessary conditions of this new politics are 

formulated by Marx in an exchange of letters with Ruge, and 

in two essays written expressly for the Deutsch-franzosische 

1cf. Louis Althusser, For Marx, p. 226. 
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Jahrbucher: (a) On the Jewish Question, and; (b) A Contri

bution to the Critique of Hegel's "Philosophy of Right": 

Introduction. 2 According to Auguste Cornu the condition of 

this new politics is a shift in Marx's concept of the state, 

from (a) the state as the incarnation of collective life, 
the essence of civil society, to (b) the state as an illu

sory ideal, an abstract force in which individuals have 
alienated their human essence.3 According to Louis Althus

ser, who supports himself on Cornu's distinction, the con

dition of this new politics is that politics is no longer 
limited to (a) an appeal to the reason of the state, or (b) 

4the enlightenment of reason through the free press. Al
though our own investigation supports the general conclusion 

shared by Cornu and Althusser, we have to take issue with 

the suggestion that the Critique marked a fundamental shift 
in Marx's concepts of the state and philosophic criticism. 

We will argue that the earlier term 'rational state' and the 

later term 'real democracy' express the same concept unified 
by the principle of Feuerbach's humanism. The relation be

tween the concept of the state as the incarnation of col
lective life ('people's spirit'), and the concept of the 

state as an illusory ideal and alien force, does not repre
sent a fundamental shift. In both cases, Marx expresses the 

contradiction between the essence or ideal form of the state 
and its existence or actual form.5 Furthermore, we will ar
gue that Marx's earlier appeal to the reason of the state, 
and the enlightenment of reason through the free press, are 

2The probable date of composition of both essays, 
September 184J-January 1844 (cf. ·WYMPS, pp. 203-64). The 
evidence suggests that Marx began both essays in Kreuznach, 
but finished both in Paris. 

3cornu, op.cit., pp. 4J9ff. 
4Althusser, lee.cit. 

5Althusser distinguishes between an earlier Kant

http:press.Al


consistent with each other, and with the newer politics of 

practical re-appropriation. What does change is the class

orientation of Marx's political action: from the liberal 

bourgeoisie to the proletariat. In regard to this political 
and ideological shift we agree substantially with both Cornu 
and Althusser, although in our opinion Cornu mis-represents 

Marx's first theoretical encounter with the proletariat. 
Our investigation strongly supports Althusser's contention 
that Marx's theoretical discovery of the proletariat is dis

torted by the ideological schema of Feuerbach's anthropology, 

which we relate to the general Left-Hegelian problematic 

within which it is cast. Our precisions of Marx's ideologi

cal shift towards the proletariat, and its corresponding 

theoretical shifts, expands Althusser's formulations and 

takes issue with what can be called the prevailing inter
pretation. 

An Exchange of Letters: Marx and Ruge 

The most striking feature of the correspondence be

tween Ruge and Marx in 1843 is the contrast between the 

Fichtean problematic (1840-42) and a later Feuer
bachian one (1843-45). Although we agree substantially with 
Althusser's programmatic and theoretic distinctions, we do 
not see the necessity of this distinction within the human
ist problematic (Kant-Fichtean, Feuerbachian). In the first 
place, Marx never did come as close to a Fichtean position 
as Bauer, Hess and others. In the second place, although 
it is true that Marx's humanism (1840-42) was close to Kant's 
rationalism (Enlightenment reason), but Marx, in our inter
pretation, approaches Kant precisely through Feuerbach. In 
any case, the revision of Hegel towards an enlightenment con
cept of reason, and the associated philosophy of man, took 
place even before Marx wrote his Doctoral dissertation. From 
the beginning, furthermore, this rationalist humanism, best 
expressed by Feuerbach, is not 'liberal', ie., 'individual
ist'. We also, needless to sa~ disagree with those inter
preters like McLellan who deny any influence of Feuerbach 
over Marx before 1843. 
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profound pessimism of the one, and the revolutionary optimism 

of the other. In answer to Marx's first letter (March 1843), 

which speaks vaguely of the 'impending revolution', Ruge 

asks: 'Will we live long enough to see the political revolu
tion? Us, the contemporaries of those Germans (liberals)•. 

The key word here is 'political', as it registers the dis

tance between Marx and Ruge, and ultimately indicates the 
condition in relation to which they will split up in enmity. 
In effect, Ruge thinks in terms of a 'political' (democratic

bourgeois) revolution, and in observing the passivity and 

cowardice of the German bourgeoisie Ruge despairs of the 

very possibility of revolution: 'Ohl this German future! 

Where has its seed been sown?'? Marx like Ruge does not 

believe in a revolution supported by the bourgeoisie, but 

contrary to Ruge thinks that philosophy can and must seek 
other allies: the 'seed of the future' has been sown not in 

bourgeois 'philistinism' but in the dispossessed and ex

ploited, 'suffering mankind'. 8 In the Critique which Marx 

elaborated over the following three months, Marx's orienta

tion towards the Buffering mankind' is reflected in one, 

but significant phrase: 'the dispossessed (Besitzlosigkeit) 

and the class in need of immediate labour, of concrete la
bour, forms less a class of civil society than the basis upon 
which the spheres of civil society rest and move'.9 

6Quoted i·n Lowy, op. c·t ., 67 •i p. 

?Ibid,, p. 68. 

8
cf. 'Letter to Ruge (May 1843); WYMPS, pp. 210-11: 

'If I do not despair it is only the desperate situation of 
the present that fills me with hope. . . the enemies of 
Philistinism, in other words, all thinking and all suffering 
men, have arrived at an understanding for which formerly they 
lacked the means •..• The existence of a suffering mankind 
that thinks and of a thinking mankind that is suppressed must 
necessarily become ..• indigestible for the passive animal 
kingdom of Philistinism .•• '. 

9critique, p. 81. 



24~ 

In relation to this dispossessed (property-less) 

class in need of immediate labour, the revolution of which 
Marx dreams is not purely 'political': its basis is lo

cated within 'the womb of the present', in a rupture pro

voked by the 'system of profits and commerce, of possession 
and the exploitation of men•. 10 Marx's revolution seems to 
be 'political' in that Marx's letter speaks of a 'democratic 

state', and of 'the human world of democracy'. However, as 
we have seen, Marx understands by democracy not the simple 
transformation of 'political form', but rather the trans

formation of the very basis of society, the transformation 

of society into a 'community of men•. 11 

The condition of this revolution is an alliance of 
the 'enemies of Philistinism' viz. 'suffering mankind (Lei

denden Menschheit) that thinks and of a thinking mankind 
12that is suppressed'. The condition of this alliance leads 

us to an important observation: it is thought within the 

Left-Hegelian schema of a 'head', which is active, spiritual, 

idealist, political and free; and a 'heart', which is pas
sive, sensible, materialist, social, suffering, and subject 
to need, and thus external necessity. 13 In this schema, 

'suffering mankind' appears as the passive side of the al
liance, and 'thinking mankind' as its active side, which 
brings us back to the Left-Hegelian opposition of an active 

lOCf. 'Letter to Ruge (May 1843); WYMPS, pp. 210-11. 
11Ibid., pp. 206-8. Cf. p. 206: 'Freedom, the 

feeling of man's dignity, will have to be awakened again. 
• • • Only this feeling • • • can again transform society 
into a community of men to achieve their highest purposes, 
a democratic state'; Cf. p. 207: 'The principle of mon
archy in general is man despised ••• de-humanized'; Cf. 
p. 208: 'the human world of democracy'. 

12Ibid., pp. 210-11. 
13cf. above Chapter Five, pp.198-99 Feuerbach, 

'Theses'; FB, pp. 165-6. 
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spirit and a passive matter. The effectivity of this schema 

is evident, on the one hand, in the double sense of the Ger

man word Leiden, both 'passive' and 'suffering'; and on the 

other hand, in the broken form of the inverse-couple: suf

fering mankind that thinks/thinking mankind that is sup
pressed. Because of its passive character, 'suffering' can

not be associated with the intellect, which is essentially 

'activity' (suppressed by the world of Philistinism). 

The structure of this ideological schema (active 

head/passive heart), which Marx earlier associated with the 
14free press and now with a political alliance of thinkers 

and sufferers, is formulated by Feuerbach in his 184J rheses. 
In these Theses formulated a new philosophy on the condition 
of an alliance of German theory (idealism-philosophy of law) 

and French theory (materialism-socialism), a 'new philosophy 
of German-Franco blood' which translates on the philosophical 

level the theory of a contrast between the 'head' and 'heart' 
of philosophy. 15 

At the basis of this theory is the distinction be
tween the feminine principle of receptivity and passivity 

(materialism) and the masculine principle of self-activity 
or thought (idealism). The 'heart' is passive because 

(a) the heart is a prisoner of 'passions' (Leidenschaft) and 
sufferings (Leiden), which are suffered in a passive (Leiden) 

manner; (b) the heart has needs, ie., it is dependent on a 

'being' external to it; its essential object (that defines 

it) is 'the other'; 'thinking being', on the other hand, re

fers to itself; it is its own object, and has its essence in 
intself; (c) the heart is sensible, ie., receptive or con

templative, and is thus dominated by objects external to it; 

14cf. above, Chapter Four, p.161. ~ 
1
5cf. above, Chapter Five, pp. 198-99 Feuerbach,

'Theses'; FB, pp. 165-6. 
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thought, on the other hand, dominates objects; (d) the heart 

is materialist, and the essential determination of matter is 
16 . t" f "t . b . 'the 'determina ion o i s passive eing • 

Within the framework of this theory the essential 

unity of an active head and a passive heart is reflected in 

the concept of 'man'. In this concept, man becomes conscious 

of himself as a species-being, and in effect, emerges as the 
totality of the subject-object relation, the identical sub

ject-object of history. 17 The condition of this totality is 

the essential unity of man's (ideal) essence and (material) 

existence, ie., a human existence. The separation of man's 

'head' from his 'heart' (the contradiction between essence 

and existence) constitutes the fundamental problematic of 
philosophy: the alienation of man from his essence, ie., an 

inhuman existence. 

It is evident that this conception of a passive heart 

and an active head with which Marx thinks the alliance of a 

thinking and a suffering mankind constitutes an ideological 

schema which distorts, and in fact, inverts the real situa
tion: it is the active rebellion of the working masses which 

16cf. Feuerbach, 'Theses'; FB, p. 104. 
17cf. above, Chapter Five, pp. 1~3-202· This concept 

of man is the reference-point for the unity underlying Marx's 
earlier concepts 'what is humanly rational' (Debates on Free
dom), 'structures of human rationality' (Philosophic Mani
festo of the Historical School of Law), 'reason in society', 
'state-reason', 'truth is universal', the 'spirit of the 
people' manifest in the free press, which has a 'political 
mind' and a 'civic heart', 'criticism from a standpoint that 
is deliberately universal, the standpoint of philosophy of 
law' (On a Proposed Divorce Law), philosophy as the 'spiritu
al quintessence' of its time (Leading Article in No. 179 of 
the KZ), etc. Cf. Chapter Two: Throughout his year as jour
nalist and editor for the Rheinische Zeitung Marx's ration
alist humanism based on Feuerbach's concept of man is unmis
takable. This philosophy of man is the basis for his unify
ing concepts: 'rational state' and 'real democracy'. 
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is suppressed, and it is the 'moral suffering' of discon

ted intellectuals which is passive. Nevertheless, even 

though Marx shares this Left-Hegelian illusion (whose so

cial origin is in the particular situation of Germany: a 

Left-Hegelian confrontation with the state; a lack of a 

mass movement) he moves beyond the political position of 
Ruge, Feuerbach and the majority of Left-Hegelians, by at

tributing to the' 'suffering' masses a necessary role in 

bringing about a new world: 

The more time the events allow for thinking men to reflect 
and for suffering men to rally, the better will be the ~re
duct to be born which the present carries in its womb.15 

The significance of Marx's last letter to Ruge 

(September 1843) lies in its conception of philosophy, par

ticularly as it relates to communism, which he will adopt 

some months later. The letter shows Marx to be, first of 

all, disoriented: 

Even though there is no doubt about the 'whence' there does 
prevail all the more confusion about the 'whither' ... 
each (reformer) will have to admit to himself that he has 
no exact idea of what is to happen.19 

The focus of this ideological disorientation relates 

to the vague and ambiguous concepts of 'suffering mankind' 
and 'true democracy', which reflect the fact that Marx has 

not yet discovered the proletariat, and that he still main

tains a critical attitude towards communism. The criticism 

which Marx levels against communism falls into two cate

gories: on the one hand, a series of reservations, which he 

will abandon the following year; on the other hand, a gen

eral criticism of utopian socialism, which will always remain 
a hallmark of Marx's position. 

18
Cf. 'Letter to Ruge' (September 1843);

WYMPS, p. 211. 

l9Ibid., p. 212. 
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The basis of his reservations are the following 

criticisms reflecting Marx's interpretation of Feuerbach's 

principle of humanism: (a) socialism is 'one-sided' in 

that it considers only the materialist (passive) side of 

human life, and neglects its spiritual (active) side: 

And the entire socialistic principle . . . is only one side 
of the reality of true human nature. We have to be concerned 
just as much with the other side, the theoretical life of 
man. Hence, we have to make religion, science, etc., the 
object of our criticism,20 

This criticism clearly relates to Feuerbach's theory of the 

'head' and 'heart' of philosophy (man as the unity of the 

ideal and the material), and, in fact, goes all the way back 

to Marx's doctoral dissertation viz. the critique of Demo
critus 21 (b) With specific reference to 'actually existing 

communism as Cabet, Dezamy, Weitling, etc., teach it' com

munism is a 'dogmatic abstraction'. 22 'This communism', 

Marx continues, 'is itself only a separate phenomenon of 

the humanistic principle, infected by its opposite, private 

property•. 23 As a result, the 'dissolution of private prop

20Ibid., p. 213. 

21Cf, above, Chapter Three. The crux of this 
critique was that Democritus had failed to 'objectify' the 
contradiction between essence and existence, confused the 
atom's 'spiritual essence' with its 'material existence', 
and considered only the 'material side' of repulsion (nega
tivity), whereas Epicurus gave expression to its 'spiritual' 
(ideal) side. We relate (cf. Chapter Two, pp. 36-7) the 
problematic of this critique to Kant's Critigue of Pure 
Reason, and demonstrate later (Chapter Three) that Marx in
directly returns to Kant's critical philosophy through 
Feuerbach viz. the theory of man's 'head' and 'heart'. 

22Loc.cit., p. 212. 

23Ibid. Translators render 'Privatwesen' (private 
essence) as 'private property' in context of following re
marks. , 
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munism is 'only a special, one-sided realisation of the 

socialistic principle (which) .•. in turn is only one side 

of the reality of true human nature•. 25 

In his criticism of 'abstract' and 'dogmatic' social

ism Marx calls for action and criticism which can realise the 

'demands of reason' in the modern state 'not yet conscious 
of socialistic demands'. These demands are presented by a 
'community of men' inspired by 'freedom, the feeling of man's 

dignity', and realised in a truly human, fully democratic, 
26state. 

Marx's criticism levelled against utopian socialism 

is of even greater interest in that it directly links Marx 

to Hegel's realism viz. the dialectic of history, and will 

constitute a central tenet of mature Marxist socialism. 

Consistent with Hegel's principle (which Marx con

fronted in his very first encounter with Hegel and from which 
he never departs) Marx rejects the utopian tendency to con

front the reality of 'things as they really are' with an 
arbitrary construction of an ideal future or a ready-made 

system (eg. Voyage en Icarie). Contrary to the tendency of 

utopian socialism to confront the real world with its ideal 

ought-to-be, Marx rejects the implicit 'moralistic' stand
point and seeks as it were, the Idea in reality, to grasp 
the rationality of the real itself: 

Construction of the future and its completion for all times 
is not our task. What we have to accomplish at this time is 
all ~h~ more clear; relentless criticism of all existing 
conditions ... we do not face the world in doctrinaire 

24Ibid., p. 213. 

25Ibid. 


26

Cf. Marx's Letter to Ruge in May; WYMPS, p. 206. 
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fashion with a new principle, declaring, "Here is truth, 
kneel here!" We develop new principles for the world 
out of the principles of the world.27 

On the basis of this realistic standpoint, Marx 

constructs an 'ideological platform' for a 'new orientation' 

proposed for the Deutsch-franzosische JahrbUcher: 

We do not tell the world, "Cease your struggles, they are 
stupid; we want to give you the true watchword of the strug
gle." We merely show the world why it actually struggles, 
and the awareness of this is something the world must ac
quire even if it does not want to.2~ 

The aim of the new journal, says Marx, can be summed 

up in the following formula: 

A self-understanding (critical philosophy) of the age con
cerning its struggles and wishes. This is a task for the 
world {suffering mankind) and for us (thinking mankind). 
It can only be a task of united forces.29 

This conception of philosophic criticism as 'self

understanding of the age' is entirely consistent with, and 

in fact, illuminates the conception given more than a year 
before in his articles on the freedom of the press, and for 
that matter, that of the doctoral dissertation.JO The 'self

understanding of the age' (a task of united forces), Marx 

observes, 'is a confession. To have its sins forgiven man
kind only has to declare (erklaren) them for what they are•.31 

27cf. 'Letter to Ruge' (September 184J); WYMPS, p. 214. 
28Ibid. 

2
9Ibid., p. 215. Revised, according to Oeuvres 

philosophiques, ed. Costes, Paris, 1948, vol. v, pp. 210-11. 
Easton and Guddat's translation elliptical, too compressed. 

30 compare the note 'Philosophy after its completion' 
to the doctoral dissertation (WYMPS, pp. 6-62), 'Debates on 
Freedom of the Press' (esp. On Freedom, Padover, p. J1) 
:Leading ~rticle in No. 179 of the KZ' (WYMPS, pp. 122-j), 
Suppression of LAZ' (On Freedom, p. 54); Cf. above, Chapter

One, pp. 19-24; Chapter Two, pp. 52-56. 
31Cf. 'Letter to Ruge' (September 184J); WYMPS, p. 215. 
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In terms of this 'confession' the task for us (philosophic 

critics) is 'reform of (public) consciousness' which is to 

'make the world aware of its own consciousness ... (to) 

awaken the world out of its own dream ••. to explain to 
the world its own acts•.32 In order to awaken the world 

from its dream, Marx observes that one should adopt the 

slogan: 

Reform of consciousness, not through dogmas, but through 
analysis of the mystical consciousness that is unclear 
about itself, whether in religion or politics.33 

'The critic', Marx adds, 'can start with any form of the

oretical and practical consciousness (of religious or polit

ical problems) and develop the true actuality out of the 

forms inherent in existing actuality as its ought to be and 

goal~.34 To disclose the 'true actuality' within 'existing 

actuality', so as to awaken the world from its dream, is to 

bring 'religious and political problems into the self

conscious human form', ie., to resolve the contradictions 

of real life to their universal form or human meaning: the 
alienation of man from his essence (freedom, reason). 

In the light of this truth inherent in existing 

actuality as its ought to be and goal, Marx reflects: 'The 
world has long dreamed of something (freedom and reason) of 
which it only has to become conscious in order to possess it 
in actuality•. 35 The condition of this practical re-approp

riation of man's essence (human emancipation): 'for thinking 
men to reflect, and for suffering men to rally'.36 For its 

32Ibid., p. 214. 

JJibid. 


34Ibid., p. 213. 


35Ibid., p. 214. 


36cf. 'Letter to Ruge' (May 1843); WYMPS, p. 211; 
'It is up to us to expose the old world to full daylight and 

http:rally'.36
http:goal~.34
http:politics.33
http:acts�.32
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part, the task for 'thinking men' (the active 'head' or 

critic) is: the 'reform of (public consciousness)'; to 

disclose reason in its rational (most universal) form, so 
as to awaken among Germans 'freedom, the feeling of man's 
dignity'.37 For its part, the task for the 'world' (the 

passive 'heart') is 'confession': 'to have its sins for

given, mankind only has to declare them for what they are•.3

Marx's exchange of letters with Ruge suggests the 

following general observation: the conception of Critique is 

entirely consistent with earlier formulations in Marx's doc

toral dissertation and in his various Rheinische Zeitung 

articles. In other words, it is thought in relation to the 
Left-Hegelian philosophy of praxis governed by the problem

atic of Feuerbach's humanism, and thus by an Enlightenment

Kantian concept of reason. As far as Marx's thought goes, 
the general condition of this philosophic critique is al

ready formulated in the doctoral dissertation: for phil

osophy to become practical it turns against the 'apparent' 
(ir-rational) world as 'active' criticism. Its premise: 

the objectivity of the contradiction between man's 'material 

existence' (un-reason) and his 'spiritual essence' (reason). 

A further condition is formulated in various forms in the 

to shape the new along positive lines. The more time events 
allow for thinking men to reflect and for suffering men to 
rally, the better will be the product to be born which the 
present carries in its womb'. 

37cf. 'Letter to Ruge' (September); WYMPS, p. 213; 
'Reason has always existed, but not always in rational form 
(with reference to the contradiction between a state's 'ideal 
character' and its 'real pre-suppositions'). 

Cf. 'Letter to Ruge' (May); WYMPS, p. 206: 'Free
dom, the feeling of man's dignity, will have to be awakened 
again . . . Only this feeling, which disappeared from the 
world with the Greeks, and with Christianity vanished into 
••• heaven, can again transform society into a community 
of men to achieve their highest purposes, a democratic state'. 

83 cf. 'Letter to Ruge' (September); WYMPS, p. 215. 

http:dignity'.37
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Rheinische Zeitung, and echoed in his correspondence with 

Ruge: the 'reason' against which philosophy criticises the 

world is inherent in existing actuality as a 'rose' withing 

the 'cross' of the present. It is not grasped as an imagined 
ideal, a utopian ready-made system nor a 'dogmatic' or ab

stract' principle. It is grasped by resolving the contra

dictions of an existing actuality ('the sins of humanity'), 
given in either theoretical or practical forms of conscious
ness (ie., as religious or political problems), into their 

universal form or human meaning: the alienation of man from 

his essence. This concept of alienation derives its meaning 

and has its theoretic function within the philosophic prob

lematic of Feuerbach's humanism, whose condition is Kant's 

concept of 'man' as the basis and subject of reason; of 

'man' as simultaneously a phenomenal being, and thus subject 
to material needs or external necessity (as a passive 'heart'), 

and as a noumenal being, and thus free (as an active 'head'). 

Within this philosophic problematic, the condition of alien

ation defines an ir-rational state/inhuman existence, and 

establishes the basis for a new politics: the practical 
(political) re-appropriation of the human essence. 

On the Jewish Question 

While still in Kreuznach, and on the basis of his 
Critique of Hegel's Philosophy of Right, Marx formulates a 

project for political action: its object -- the re-appropri

ation of the human essence (human emancipation); its method 
the reform of public consciousness (active criticism); its 

medium -- the Deutsch-franzosische Jahrbucher. In relation 
to this project Marx produces two articles, 'On the Jewish 

Question' and 'Toward the Critique of Hegel's Philosophy of 

Right: Introduction', in which he thinks through the neces

sary conditions of human emancipation. These two articles, 

begun in Kreuznach (around September 1843) and finished in 

Paris (in January 1844) document a crucial transition in 
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Marx's thought: from a disillusionment with the liberal 

bourgeoisie to a discovery of the proletariat; from demo

cratic radicalism to communism. 

Within this ideological and theoretical itinerary 

On the Jewish Question expounds the condition which makes 
a radical transformation of bourgeois society and the poli

tical state (viz. the abolition of private property) neces
sary. The terms of reference for this condition (human eman

cipation) clearly reflect the influence of Rousseau, Feuer

bach and Moses Hess; and in relation to Rousseau's politics 

and Feuerbach's humanism 'On the Jewish Question' records 

Marx's shift towards communism in a form similar to that 

expounded by Moses Hess. 

It is possible to distinguish within 'On the Jewish 

Question' the part composed in Kreuznach and that in Paris. 

In the first part, the themes are those of the 1843 Critigue: 

the illusory sovereignty of the citizen in the state; the 
religious alienation of political life; defence of democracy, 

etc. Then we have a shift towards new and different prob

lems, whose origin one can reasonably assume relate to an ar
ticle, 'The Essence of Money' sent by Moses Hess to the edit
or (but unpublished). Its themes: a critique of alienation 
in money; the 'egoism of the Rights of Man', etc.39 

In the form of a polemic against B. Bauer, 'On the 

Jewish Question' is essentially a radical critique of modern 
(ie., bourgeois) civil society as a whole -- in its philo

sophic pre-suppositions, political structures and economic 

foundation: (a) a critique of the religious-philosophic 
ideology of bourgeois liberalism viz. the Rights of Man as 

the rights of the bourgeois individual in civil society 

wherein the only bond between men is that of private interest; 

. 39cf. Corn~ (op.cit., pp. 479-82) who establishes the 
intellectual relation and parallel construction of Hess and 
Marx's articles. 
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(b) a critique of purely political emancipation which merely 

converts political life into an instrument at the service of 

civil-bourgeois life, and that constitutes the political 

state as the illusory, alienated life of bourgeois man, a 

critique of bourgeois society itself as a sphere of egoistic 
particularity, as a state of universal war of all against 
all, which breaks all species-bonds between men, and converts 

society into a world of isolated individuals; (d) a critique 

of the economic foundations of bourgeois-civil society and 
the political state: money (the essence of man separated 

from man and worshipped as an alien, superior force), private
40property, and commerce. 

The Problem Posed 

Marx, first of all, criticises Bauer for attaching 

to the Jewish Question a 'universal significance independent 

of specific German conditions', ie., for a speculative con

struction of the problem. 41 Consistent with the realistic 

standpoint of the critical method, Marx re-poses Bauer's 
problem by raising the critical question of its 'under
lying conditions•. 42 In this question Marx resolves the 

'theological question' (cf. 'the contradiction between the 

state and religion') into a 'secular question' (cf. 'the 
contradiction between the state and its presuppositions'). 
In this 'secularisation' of the problem: 'the question of 
the relation of political emancipation to religion becomes 
.•• a question of the relation of political emancipation 
to human emancipation•. 43 This is to say, the opposition 

40As always, our exposition of Marx's article is 
supported by Cornu's superb biographical study, cf. Cornu, 
op.cit., pp. 426-38. 

41 cf. WYMPS, pp. 218-19. 


42Ibid., p. 221. 


43Ibid., p. 223. 
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between religion and the state resolves into an opposition 

between the state and society, and accordingly, expresses 

the 'separation of man from his community, from himself and 

from other men•. 44 In effect, Marx transposes a 'particular' 

form of an actual contradiction into its universal form or 
'underlying condition': the alienation of man from his es
sence.45 

In terms of this 'underlying condition' (alienation) 

Marx re-focuses the major theme of his 1843 Critique: the 
dualism of civil society, as a material sphere of particular, 

unsocial interests (egoism), and the state, as an ideal sphere 
of general interests (universality). 46 With reference to the 

44Ibid., p. 227: 'Man emancipates himself politically 
from religion by banishing it from the sphere of public law 
into private right. It (religion) is no longer the spirit 
of the state where man •.• associates in community with 
other men as a species-being. It has become the spirit of 
civil society, of the sphere of egoism, of the bellum omnium 
contra omnes. It is no longer the essence of community but 
the essence of division. It has become what it was original
l:Y:, an expression of the separation of man from his community, 
from himself and from other men'. The problematic of this 
original separation (alienation of man from his community) 
brings Marx's thought into direct relation with Rousseau's 
construction of the problem, as will be discussed below. The 
theme of 'secularisation' of the religious problem into its 
underlying 'human' problem can be traced all the way back from 
Marx's notes to the doctoral dissertation, and underlies his 
criticism of Die Freien (Cf. Letter to Ruge, November JO, 
1842): 'I demanded (of the Freien) that religion be criti
cised in the critique of political conditions rather than 
political conditions in religion •.• since religion, in it
self empty, lives not from heaven but from earth, and with 
the dissolution of the reverse reality, whose theory it is, 
collapses of itself'. This represents a persistent leitmotif 
in Marx's writings from his doctoral dissertation onwards, 
and, in effect, 'On the Jewish Question' settles this question 
beyond dispute, allowing Marx to pass on to other more 'pro
fane' forms of alienation. 

4
5cf. our discussion, above Chapter Two, pp. 56-57. 

46
The terms of reference of Marx's concept of 'civil 

society' are provided by both Hegel and Rousseau. In the con

http:universality).46
http:sence.45
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liberal-democratic constitution produced by the French Revol

ution, Marx speaks of: 

The difference between the religious man and the citizen 
(as) the difference between the shopkeeper and the citizen, 
between the day-labourer and the citizen, between the land
owner and the citizen, between the living individual and the 
citizen. The contradiction between the religious and poli
tical man is the same as that between bourgeois and citoyen, 
betwe~n the member of civil society, and his political lion 
skin.~? 

Thus does Marx, supported by Feuerbach's concept of 

alienation, go back to the original problematic diagnosed 

by Rousseau: man is two things in a single person, belonging 

on the one hand to himself, and on the other, to the 'civil 
order', a man of individual and unsocial interests -- as 

bourgeois -- and at the same time a member of a political 

community, a citoyen. Within this problematic, the state, 

as the product of an alienation of the human essence, rises 
as a 'heavenly' sphere (religion) of spiritual life opposed 

to individuals in their 'earthly' existence, the 'reality' of 

struction of his concept 'civil society' as a 'sphere of 
egoism', as a state of universal war of all against all, 
Marx refers to the 'secular contradiction' between 'general 
and private interest ... between the political state and 
civil society' (loc.cit., p. 226). The effect of this con
tradiction is to split man into a 'bourgeois' and a 'citoyen'. 
As to the latter, Marx refers explicitly to Rousseau 
(loc.cit., p. 241). With reference to Bauer's exposition 
of 'civil society' Marx notes that it 'it closely follows 
the main features of Hegel's philosophy of law' (loc.cit., 
pp. 226-27). Cf. our exposition of Rousseau and Hegel's 
construction of the problem of 'civil society' (Part 1.B). 

4 7WYMPs, p. 226. Cf. Rousseau, Emile: 'He who 
wishes to keep the first place in the civil order for the 
feelings of nature, does not know what he wants. Forever 
in contradiction with himself, forever veering between his 
inclination and his duty, he can never be either man or 
citizen. He is no good to himself or to others. He will be 
a man of our time: a Frenchman, an Englishman, a bourgeois. 
He will be nothing'. (Cited by L. Colletti, From Rousseau 
to Lenin, p. 172.) 
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their material life. Supported by Rousseau's analysis of 

the relation Christianity-state, Marx continues: 

Man leads a double life, a heavenly and an earthly life, 
not only in thought or consciousness but in actuality. In 
the political community he regards himself as a communal 
being, but in civil society he is active as a private indi
vidual, treats other men as means, reduces gimself to a means4and becomes the plaything of alien powers. 

On the one hand, as a 'profane being' of civil society, man 

exists as an isolated, self-centred individual opposed to 
others as means to his own ends, and lives a life in contra

diction to his true nature. On the other hand, man lives in 

conformity with his essential nature in the state, but he 

does so as an 'imaginary member of an imagined sovereignty, 
divested of his actual individual life and endowed with an 

unactual (illusory) universality. 49 

This diagnosis allows Marx to resolve the religious 

problematic (cf. 'the contradiction between the state and 

religion') into its secular basis (cf. 'the contradiction 

between the state and its presuppositions'): the religious 

problematic of the state emerges as the phenomenal form of 
an internal contradiction (underlying condition') which 

separates man into a bourgeois and a citoyen, making him 

on the one hand, a member of an imaginary, un-real com
munity, and, on the other hand, an egoistic, unsociable 

individual of the earthly world. Resolved into its secular 

48WYMPS, p. 226 . 

4
. . 9Ibid.,.pp. 225-26; 'By its nature the perfected 

P?litical.stat~ is man's species-life in opposition to 
~is.mat~rial li~e .. Al~ ~he pr~suppositions of this ego
istic life remain in civil society outside the state but 
~s qualities of civil societies.... The political' state 
is as spiritual in relation to civil society as heaven is 
in relation to earth~. 

http:9Ibid.,.pp
http:universality.49


basis, religion yields the following conclusion: 

The members of the political state are religious by virtue 
of the dualism between individual life and species-life, 
between the life of civil society and political life. They 
are religious inasmuch as mru; regards ~s ~i~ tru~ lif~ the 
political life remote from his actual individuality, inas
much as religion is here the spirit of civil society ex5
pressing the separation and withdrawal of man from man. 0 

In a remarkable echo of Rousseau's diagnosis of the 

religious problematic, Marx notes that: 

Political democracy is Christian in that it regards man -
not merely one but every man -- as sovereign and supreme. 
But this means man in his uncivilised and unsocial aspect, 
in his fortuitous existence, and just as he is, corrupted 
by the entire organisation of our society, lost and aliena
ted from himself, oppressed by inhuman relations and ele
ments -- in a word, man who is not yet an actual species
being (ie., a truly social being).5l 

By concluding that the state has a 'religious char

acter' ('The political state is as spiritual in relation to 

civil society as heaven is in relation to earth') it becomes 

clear that 'political' emancipation is not true, human eman

50ibid., p. 231. 

51Ibid. Cf, Rousseau's argument about 'civil reli
gion' in the Geneva Manuscript and the Social Contract (Bk.V, 
viii) reviewed by Colletti (loc.cit., pp. 175-80). On the 
basis of K. Lowith's analysis of the problematic of bourgeois 
man, Colletti establishes the link between the religious 
problematic and the division of modern man into bourgeois 
and citoyen as the critical contribution of Rousseau to 
Marx's thought. And Colletti's point is beyond dispute. Al
though Colletti is indubitively correct in pointing to the 
'Jewish Question' as the most mature and developed form of 
this aspect of Rousseau's thought in Marx, the basis of 
Marx's analysis of the religious problematic of bourgeois 
society is well established in the 1843 Critique, as is at
tested to not only by our general exposition above, but es
pecially in his discussion on the relation between Democracy 
and Christianity (O'Malley, p. JO), his analysis of the 
'Estates' ('in the modern sense, namely the actualisation of 
state citizenship, or of the bourgeois') as the 'priests' of 
society (O'Malley,. pp. 87-91). 

http:being).5l
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cipation: 'Political emancipation is ..• not ... the 

final form of universal human emancipation, but it is the 
final form within the prevailing order of things•.52 In 

order to distinguish 'human' emancipation from mere 'politi
cal' emancipation, Marx turns his attention to the Declara

tion of Rights of Man and Citizen proclaimed by the French 

Revolution -- the movement which realised the greatest pos
sible political emancipation within the prevailing order. 

Problem One: 	 Christianity: The Religion of Political 
Life -- The Alienation of State-Power 

As the political form of the Christian idea that all 

men, as creatures of God, are born equal, the French Consti

tution, based on equal rights to liberty, security and prop

erty, expresses the religious character of the state viz. the 
duality of its ideal universality and its real presupposi

tions. In the first place, Marx points out, the individual 

right to 'liberty', and its practical application, 'the 

right of 'private property', are both based on the 'right of 

self-interest' which lets every man find in other men not the 

realisation but rather the limitation of his own freedom. 
In the second place, 'equality', as the equal right to 
'liberty' in the above sense (of the individual 'equally 

viewed as a self-sufficient monad') authorises the right to 
'security' -- 'the concept that the whole society exists only 
to guarantee to each of its members the preservation of his 

person, his rights and his property'.53 As the 'guarantee of 

egoism' this concept of 'security', Marx comments, is the 
4'supreme social concept of civil society'. 5 The necessary 

52Ibid., pp. 225, 227. 

53Loc.cit., p. 236. 


4
5 Ibid. With reference to Hegel's treatment of the 
state as 'external necessity'. Both Rousseau and Hegel, of 
course, criticised this liberal-individualist concept of the 

http:property'.53
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conclusion: 

None of the so-called rights of men goes beyond the 
egoistic man, the man who, in bourgeois society, is 
separated from the community and withdrawn into him
self, his private interest ... and separated from 
the community as a member of civil society. Far from 
viewing man in his species-life itself -- society -
rather appears to be an external framework for the 
individual, limiting his original independence. The 
only bond between men is natural necessity, need and 
natural necessity, the maintainance of their proper
ty and egoistic persons.55 

Thus does Marx argue that the so-called 'Rights of 

Man' as distinguished from the Right of the Citizen are only 

the rights of bourgeois man. By conceiving of political 

life as the guarantee of the rights of man, citizenship, 

the political community, is reduced, in effect, to a mere 
means for preserving these so-called rights, and the state 

is made to contradict its own concept as a political com
munity or citizenship: 'This man, the member of civil so
ciety, is now the (natural) basis and (real) presupposition 
of the political state•.56 In relation to this effective 

presupposition of the state, the citizen is reduced to an 
abstraction, an 'allegorical, moral person': 

Finally, man as a member of civil society is regarded as 
authentic man ..• while political man is only the ab
stract and artificial man, man as an allegorical, moral 
person. Actual man is recognised only in the form of an 

state as 'external necessity', but because of his manner of 
treatment Hegel more or less sanctioned it at the level of 
Understanding, ie., at the level of civil society, while 
claiming that at the level of Idea (reason) this apparent 
external necessity betrays an inner necessity, which 
reconciles us to the state in its actual form. 

55WYMPS, pp. 236-37. 

56Ibid., p. 240. 

http:state�.56
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egoistic individual, authentic man, only in the form of 
abstract citizen.57 

Problem Two: 	 Judaism: The Religion of Civil 
Life -- The Alienation in Money 

The reduction of man to a member of civil society, 

to an egoistic, unsociable individual on the one hand, and 

an abstract, moral person on the other hand, is the 'secu

lar' condition of the religious problematic which governs 
both the state (Christianity) and civil society (Judaism), 

and thus underlies the question of political versus human 

emancipation. The religious problematic of bourgeois so

ciety and state is defined on the one hand by Christianity 
as the religion of political life, and on the other hand, 
by Judaism as the religion of civil life.58 Both the the

oretical (Christian) and practical (Jewish) forms of 

religious consciousness are particular forms of the same 
underlying condition: the alienation of man's social being 

in state-power (Christianity) and in money (Judaism). Both 
Christianity and Judaism, as forms of alienation, have the 

same secular basis: the system of private property based 

on 'practical need, self-interest'.59 Judaism (the 'com

mercial spirit'), as the practical-religious form of the 
principle of civil society (self-interest), and thus, as a 

mystified form of the human essence, reaches its height with 

the perfection of civil society which takes place only in 

57Ibid. 'The abstraction of the political man', 
Marx comments, 'was correctly depicted by Rousseau'. Marx 
explicitly refers to the Social Contract, Bk. 11 (London,
1782), p. 67. Cf. WYMPS, p. 241. 

85 cf. WYMPS, p. 247: The Christian, Marx comments, 
is a 'theoretical Jew' while the Jew is a 'practical 
Christian'. Cf. ·~olitical emancipation', WYMPS, pp. 238-41; 
cf. money and Judaism, Ibid., pp. 241-48. 

59rbid., p. 243. 

http:self-interest'.59
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the Christian World: 

Only under the reign of Christianity, which makes all 
rational, natural, moral and theoretical relationships 
external to man, was civil society able to separate it
self completely from political life, sever all man's 
species'bonds, substitute egoism and selfish needs for 
those bonds, and dissolve the human world igto a world 
of atomistic, mutually hostile individuals. 0 

Thus does Marx reconstruct Rousseau's problematic 

of Christian-bourgeois society. 61 At this point, with the 

shift of focus away from the political state and towards 

civil society, Marx takes up the problem of alienation in 

a different way, incorporating a general argument advanced 

by Moses Hess in a recent article. 62 As the essence of 

bourgeois-civil society, the 'commercial spirit' (Judaism) 

acquires a universal character through 'money', the God of 

practical necessity and egoism, and as such the 'supreme 
practical expression of human self-alienation': 

Practical need, egoism, is the principle of civil society 
..• the God of practical need is money. , •. Money is 
the general, self-sufficient value of everything. Hence 
it has robbed the whole world, the human world as well as 
nature, of its proper worth. Money is the alienated es
sence of man's labour and life agd this alien essence 
dominates him as he worships it. 3 

Marx elaborates: 

Selling (Verausserung) is the practice of alienation 

60rbid., p. 247. 

61


cf. the construction of this problematic see our 
Part 1 (B) which traces the leitmotif of a 'Christian
bourgeois World' in both Rousseau and Hegel. 

62
cf. Cornu, op.cit., pp. 440ff. for parallel 

construction of Marx's article with Hess's article, 'On 
the Essence of Money'. 

63WYMPS, pp. 245-46. 
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) 64 . t . t d . 1 . .(Entausserung • As long as man is cap iva e in re ig1on, 
knows his nature only as objectified, and thereby converts 
his nature into an alien illusory being, so under the 
domination of egoistic need he can only act practically, 
only practically produce objects, by subordinating both 
his products and his activity to the domination of an 
alien being, bestowing upgn them the significance of an 
alien entity -- of money. 5 

The Condition of a Solution: Human Emancipation 

With man split into a bourgeois and citoyen, his 

essence doubly alienated in the abstract universality of 
political life (state-power) and civil life (money), 

the problem faced by a suffering and thinking mankind is 

that of 'human emancipation': 'the restoration of the 

human world and the relationships of men themselves. 66 

If man is to be restored to his true nature alienated in 
the form of Gods (religious), power (political), and money 

(civil), emancipation must not merely be 'partial' or 'poli
tical' (radical-liberal reform of the state) but 'total' or 

'human'; the radical suppression of the 'secular' basis 

of political and civil alienation. On the one hand, eman

cipation needs to be 'political': the recognition and or

ganisation of his own powers as social powers so that social 

64
Bottomore translates 'Verausserung' as 'objecti

fication' and Easton and Guddat as 'externalisation'. But 
as Meszaros makes clear, Marx's meaning in this context is 
better rendered by 'selling' (cf. Meszaros, Marx's Theory 
of Alienation, p. 315). Even so, however, the 'Contract 
Theory' of society which Marx encountered both in Hegel's 
PR and Rousseau's SC, •.• relates the three senses of the 
word through the concept 'renunciation' . . . Cf. the con
ceptual relation between 'Entausserung', 'Verausserung' and 
'Entfremdung'. See Chapter Seven, p~. 326-2R. The connection 
between 'Verausserung' (renunciation) and .its effect 
'Entausserung' (externalisation) is here already mad~ with 
'Entfremdung' (estrangement), but at this point directly 
relates to Hegel's argument in the Philosophy of Right. 

65WYMPs, p. 248. 
66Ibid., p. 241. 
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force is no longer separated from him as political power. 
On the other hand, emancipation needs to be 'social': 'the 
emancipation of society from Judaism•. 68 'Total', universal 

or human emancipation is the only means of resolving the 

inner contradiction (cf. the universal condition of aliena

tion underlying all secular and religious problems) of 

bourgeois-civil society; it is the only possible resolution 

(Aufhebung) of the conflict between the individual and 

species existence of man. 69 

3 

A Contribution to the Critique of 

Hegel's Philosophy of Right: Introduction 


The critique of political emancipation in Gn the 

Jewish Question develops conclusions derived from Marx's 

systematic critique of Hegel's Philosophy of the State: 

that the phenomena of alienation analysed by Feuerbach at 
the religious level, by Rousseau at the political level, 
and Moses Hess at the social level, are engendered by pri

vate property, the source of egoism which opposes the in

dividual to the community and bourgeois society to the 

political state. With reference to this underlying condi
tion of alienation On the Jewish Question expounds the 
reasons which make a radical transformation of bourgeois 

society and its political state necessary, and establishes 

68, Ibid., p. 248. NB. the concluding sentence of 
On the Jewish Question : 'The social emancipation of the 
J~ is the emancipation of society from Judaism'. 

69rn this concept of 'human existence' which 
governs Marx's solution, Marx brings a common focus to 
Rousseau's concept of 'relations of unity' (as opposed 
to 'rela1io~s of d~vi~ion') or bommunity', Hegel's con
c~pt,of un1versal1ty , and Feuerbach's concepts of 'species
l1fe , of man as a 'communal being' (Gemeinwesen). 
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the theoretical condition for human emancipation (the re

appropriation of the human essence): the concrete univer
sality of a human community, of man conceived in his gener

ality as a communal being. 

This solution suffers from an absence: it establishes 

only the theoretical condition of why a radical transforma

tion of bourgeois society is necessary, and not the practical 

condition of how this human emancipation is to be effected, 

The problem: to move from the theoretic necessity of human 

emancipation to the practical conditions of its realisation; 
how to actualise the 'demands of (human) reason (in society)? 

Thus it is that Marx confronts the problematical relation 

of theory to practice, and he does so in a revised 'Intro

duction' to his earlier Critique, on the basis of conclusions 

drawn from On the Jewish Question. In the context of the 

Left-Hegelian problematic (of criticism become practical) 
from which Marx has by no means escaped, and which the 

Introduction gives a more precise formulation, the problema

tic of this relation takes the form of a critical thought in 
search of a concrete, material basis, a 'head' in search of 
a 'body', This search, it will be argued, determines the 
structure of Marx's well-known essay, the 184J-44 Introduc
tion, 

In setting up his 'Introduction' Marx transposes 
Feuerbach's critique of religion ('the premise of all 
criticism') to the social level by arguing that for man to 
re-appropriate his alienated essence, it is not enough to 
destroy the illusionary reality of religion, but it is 

necessary to abolish the social conditions which support 
and produce these illusions: 

For Germany the criticism of religion has been essentially 
completed • • . Man, who has found only the reflection of 
himself in the fantastic reality of heaven , , , will no 
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longer be inclined to find the semblance of himself, only 
the non-human being, where he seeks and must seek his true 
reality. The basis of ir-religious criticism is: Man 
makes religion, religion does not make man. • • . But man 
is not an abstract being squatting outside the world. Man 
is the world of man, ihe state, society. This state and this 
society produce religion, which is an inverted consciousness 
of the world because they are an inverted world. Reli~ion 
. • • is the fantastic realisation of the human essence 
inasmuch as the human essence possesses no true reality. 
The struggle against religion is therefore indirectly the 
struggle against that world whose spiritual aroma is re
ligion•••. Religion is ..• the heart of a heartless 
world, as it is the spirit of spiritless conditions .••• 
The demand to abandon illusions about (the people's) con
dition is a demand to abandon a condition which requires
illusions.70 

To abolish the underlying real condition rather than 

its ideal reflection it is necessary to turn from the crit
icism of heaven, religion and theology to the criticism of 
earth, law and politics: 'The task of philosophy, which 

is in the service of history is to unmask human self-alien

a tion in its unholy forms now that is has been unmasked in 

its holy form•.7 1 The problem, in short, is to arrive at 
'truly human problems': 

The criticism of religion ends with the doctrine that man 
is the highest being for man, hence with the categorical 
imperative to overthrow all conditions in which man is a 

70WYMPS, pp. 249-50. The writer must apologise for 
such lengthy quotation, but its thoroughly Feuerbachian 
presentation of the religious problematic is no where better 
expressed or encapsulated by Marx than here. Sentences 2-7 
in particular are taken directly from Feuerbach. The con
tin~i~y of Ma:x's thought with that as a journalist for the 
Rheinische Zeitung more than a year before is clearly re
flected i~: , 'ma~ ~s n~t an abstract being squatting outside 
the world ; religion is . . • the heart of a heartless 
world .•• the spirit of spiritless conditions' etc. 

71 Ibid., p. 251. 

http:form�.71
http:illusions.70
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degraded, enslaved ••• being ... 72 

To unmask human self-alienation in its 'unholy' 

forms, and arrive at 'truly human problems', it is neces

sary to subject to criticism 'modern political and social 

reality itself'. This poses for Marx an immediate problem: 

'Germans are the philosophic contemporaries of the present 

without being its historical contemporaries. German phil
osophy is the ideal extension of German history'.7J In the 

light of this anachronistic situation between Germany's 

real history and its abstract continuation, a critique of 

its philosophy (of law and the state) does not coincide 

with a critique of its real conditions or actual state. 
Instead of effecting a 'practical break with modern politi

cal conditions' a critique of philosophy merely constitutes 

a 'critical break with the philosophic reflection of those 
conditions•.74 The problem here posed: active criticism 

of speculative philosophy (of law and the state) establishes 
the theoretic necessity of a revolutionary transformation 

of society, but the historic backwardness of Germany mili

tates against the formation of the practical conditions for 
its realisation. Within the Left-Hegelian problematic of 
Marx's thought the problem is this: 'revolutions require a 
passive element, a material basis'.75 The 'active' element 

or 'head' of the revolutionary movement is philosophy -

, 72 I~id.! pp. 255, ?57-58. Cf. Feuerbach's conception
of the new philosophy which 'makes man, together with 
nature as the basis of man, the exclusive universal and 
highest objec~ o~ philos?phy'. (!Prin?iples'; Hanfi, 'p. 24J);
cf. Feuerbach s categorical imperative' for the new phil
osophy: 'think as a living, real being ..• as one who 
exists, as one who is in the world and is part of the world 
••. not as a solitary monad ••• ' (loc.cit., p. 240). 

7JWYMPS, p. 255, 

74Ibid. 

75Ibid., p. 259 

http:basis'.75
http:conditions�.74
http:history'.7J
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critical thought seeking self-actualisation. A 'head', 

however, requires a body or material basis': 

Theory is actualised in a people only insofar as it ac
tualises their needs. • .. It is not enough that thought 
should seek its actualisation, actuality must itself strive 
towards thought.7b 

Within the framework of this problem (to effect the unity 

between the 'head' and 'heart' of philosophy), and with 

reference to the anachronistic situation of Germany, phil

osophic criticism cannot simply 'proceed in its own sphere 

(ie., within theory) but proceeds to tasks that can be 

solved by one means -- praxis'.77 

Thus does Marx pose the problem of a relation between 

theory and praxis, between philosophy and the world. In or

der to properly grasp Marx's conception of this relation, 

subject to frequent misunderstanding or forced reading on 
the basis of Marx's later thought, it is necessary to situ
ate the Left-Hegelian problematic within which it is thought: 

if reality is to be changed philosophy must be the instrument 

of its transformation, hence a critique of reality. Philo
sophy itself, however, as criticism of the real, does not 

'change' reality. To accomplish this change, ie., to 
realise philosophy, philosophy as such must be abolished, 

ie., we must abandon the terrain of pure theory. 

Marx brings his conception of the problematical re
lation of philosophy to the world into focus by opposin~ it 

to two false conceptions of this relation, respectively as
sociated with the 'practical-political party' and the 'the

oretical party'. Within the anachronistic situation of Ger
many, the 'practical-political' party aims for the direct 
and immediate transformation of the existing actuality 

76 Ibid. 
77 Ibid., p. 257, 

http:praxis'.77
http:thought.7b
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without philosophy, while the 'theoretical' party does so 

within philosophy. The former, in negating speculative 

philosophy errs by turning its back on philosophy -

denying the role of theory, of philosophic criticism it
self. The latter errs by reducing praxis to a body-less 

'head' -- a theoretic category. One party abolishes phil

osophy without realising it; the other, realises it without 

abolishing it, ie., without ever moving beyond mere thought.78 

78Ibid., p. 256. Marx here returns directly to one 
of his principal themes of the notes to the Doctoral disser
tation viz. 'Philosophy after its completion'. The crux 
of this theme is the thesis: 'the world's becoming philo
sophical is at the same time philosophy's becoming worldly 
.•. its realisation is at the same time its loss' (WYMPS, 
p. 62). As expressed in the Introduction : 'you cannot 
actualise philosophy without transcending it' and 'you can
not transcend (qufheben) philosophy without actualisin~ it' 
(ibid., p. 256). In this dissertation note Marx also de
fines his conception of philosophy as practical criticism 
by contrasting two parties in philosophy, the 'liberal' and 
the 'positive' (ibid., p. 63). The respective arguments of 
his dissertation notes and the Introduction written about 
three years later make it clear that (a) Marx's conception 
in the Introduction bears resemblance to what he earlier 
called the 'liberal' party in philosophy; (b) the 'theoreti
cal' party bears resemblance to what he earlier called the 
'positive' party in philosophy. This comparison records a 
significant change. The earlier distinction more or less 
separates the 'practical' attitude of the 'liberal' party 
from the 'contemplative' attitude of speculative philosophy. 
Within this 'liberal' party Marx at that point ranged Bauer 
and the group associated with him, including himself. By 
1843 Marx distinguishes between two tendencies within the 
'liberal' party: 'practical-political' and 'theoretical
political', the first of which probably refers to the 
'Young Germany' movement, although it re-calls also Feuer
bach; and the second of which clearly refers to Bauer and 
his followers. It does not mean, however, that Marx has 
changed his conception of the philosophy-world relation, 
rather, he has concluded that Bauer and company have turned 
away from the 'practical' realisation of philosophy, while 
at the same time he recognises the problem with over-reactinp 
to the Feuerbachian critique of philosophy by abolishing it 
outright without realising it. ~ 

http:thought.78
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Against this latter, inadequate conception of the practical 
problem of moving from philosophy to reality, Marx notes: 
'The weapon of criticism obviously cannot replace the crit
icism of weapons. Material force must be overthrown by 
material force',79 Against both 'one-sided' conceptions 

of the 'practical' problem, Marx insists that 'it can only 
be a task of united forces': for.!!§, philosophic critics 
('thought should seek its actualisation') and for the 
world ('actuality must itself strive towards thought'). 
The Revolution, says Marx, 'begins in the brain of the 
philosopher•, 80 but in order to realise itself philosophy 

must become 'practical': the weapons of criticism must 
yield to the criticism of weapons; philosophic criticism 
must become a material force. How can philosophy be con
verted into a material force? On the condition of a 'mater
ial basis', a 'passive' element: it must 'penetrate' the 
masses. 

Theory ••• becomes a material force once it has gripped 
(ergreift) the masses. Theory is capable of gripping the 
masses when it demonstrates ad hominem, and it demonstrates 
ad hominem when it becomes radical. To be radical is to 
grasp things by the root. But for man the root is man him
self. • •• (R)evolutions require a passive element, a 
material basis. Theory is actualissi in a people only in
sofar as it actualises their needs. 

In short, philosophic criticism can 'grip' the masses, and 

79Ibid., p. 257. 

80


Marx here adopts the Hegelian principle of the 
power of ideas, although it is specifically related to the 
fact that 'Germans think what other nations have done'. This 
is.to say, ~hilosophy is an ideal reflection of a real, mat
erial practice (the French Revolution, for example), but in 
the_anachr?nistic.situation of ~ermany, philosophy presents 
an ideal history in advance of its real history ( bid. 
p. 258~. Marx thinks this anachronism through a princlple 
es~ablished by Feuerbach: 'the head brings things into 
existence, the heart sets them in motion' .(FB, p. 165). 

81±bid., p. 259. 
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becomes 'practical', when it 'actualises' the 'practical 
needs' of the masses, the material basis for its activity. 

At this point of his argument, Marx faces a problem~ 

'Will the enormous discrepancy between the demands of German 
thought and the answers of German actuality correspond to 
a similar discrepancy between civil society and the state, 
and within civil society itself?• 82 It is this problem 

to which Marx addresses himself in the second half of the 
Introduction. He does so by seeking within the existing 
actuality of civil society a social class that can consti
tute the material basis of critical thought, and thus of 
the German Revolution. Marx initiates this search by sti
pulating the necessary conditions, ie., the material basis, 
of a 'partial and merely political revolution': 

It is part of civil society emancipating itself and attain
ing universal supremacy, a particular class by virtue of its 
particular situation undertaking the general emancipation of 
society. This class emancipates the whole of society but on
ly on the condition that the whole of society is in the same 
position as this class ••• 83 

Since a particular class can claim 'general supremacy' only 
in the name of the 'general rights of society' this condi
tion of a 'political' revolution has as its corollary: 

If a popular revolution is to coincide with the emancipa
tion of a particular class of civil society, if one class 
is to stand for the whole society, all the defects of 
society must conversely be concentrated in another class. 
• • • For one class to be the class of emancipation par ex
cellenc~, cgnversely another must be the obvious class of 
oppression. 

On the basis of both his earlier experience with 
the various German classes as a journalist, and his readings 

82Ibid. 


BJIbid., p. 260. 

84Ibid., p. 261. 
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of French history, Marx notes the failure of any German 
classes, and particularly, with reference to the bourgeoisie, 
to play the revolutionary role played by the French bour

geoisie in 1789: 

The negative, general significance of the French nobility 
and clergy determined the positive, general significance 
of the bourgeoisie opposing them. • • • But in Germany 
every class lacks not only the consistency, penetration, 
courage, and ruthlessness which could stamp it as the 
negative representative of society. There is equally 
lacking in every class that breadth of soul which identi
fies itself, if only momentarily, with the soul of the 
people -- that genius for inspiring material force towards 
political power, that revolutionary boldness which flings 
at its adversary, the defiant words, I am nothing and I 
should be everything.85 

Marx, however, does not simply observe the class
difference between the two historical junctures, but he 
essays an explanation, which anticipates in general terms 
his mature theory of class struggle as it relates to his 
concept of uneven development, and the theory of 'permanent 
revolution': 

Every section of civil society goes through a defeat before 
it celebrates victory, develops its own obstacles before it 
overcomes those facing it, asserts its narrow-minded nature 
before it can assert its generosity so that even the oppor
tunity of playing a role has a1ready passed before it actual
ly existed, and each class is involved in a struggle against
the class beneath as soon as it begins to struggle with the 
class above it. Hence princes struggle against kings, the 
bureaucrat against the nobility, and the bourgeoisie against
them all, while the proletariat is already beginning to strug
gle a~ai~st the ?ourgeoisie. _The.middle class hardly dares 
to conceive the idea of emancipation from its own perspective. 
T~e development of social condi~ions and the process of poli
tical theory show that pe~spective to be already antiquated 
or at least problematic.86 

85Ibid., p. 261. 
86Ibid., pp. 261-62. We have here the first mention 

by Marx of the 'proletariat', the significance of which we
discuss below. 

http:problematic.86
http:everything.85
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Within the historic context of this class struggle, 
Marx demonstrates the impossibility of a 'partial' (poli
tical) revolution: there can be no bourgeois-liberal 
revolution with a historically backward, non-revolutionary 
bourgeoisie. In contrast to its French counterpart in 1789 
the bourgeoisie in Germany is already threatened by the 

proletariat at the moment in which it struggles against 
the ancien regime. It turns conservative and timid at the 
precise moment in which history demands of it a revolutionary 
role. As a consequence: 

Radical revolution, universal human emancipation, is not a 
utopian dream for Germany. What is utopian is the partial, 
the merely political revolution ••• which would leave 
the pillars of the house standing•••• In France, partial 
emancipation (by the bourgeoisie) is the basis of universal 
emancipation ~s the conditio sine gua non of any partial
emancipation. 7 

What then constitutes the practical condition of 
German emancipation, the material force which can be in
spired by philosophy towards political power? 

Answer: 

In the formation of a class with radical chains, a class in 
civil society that is not of civil society, a class that is 
the dissolution of all classes, a sphere of society having 
a universal character because of its universal suffering••• 
a sphere ••• that cannot emancipate itself without eman
cipating them; a sphere, in short, that is the complete loss 
of humanit~ and can only redeem itself through the total 
redemption of humanity. This dissolution of society as a 
particular class is the PROLETARIAT.~8 

With this discovery of the proletariat Marx's search 
for the practical condition of human emancipation reaches 
its terminus: the revolution, which takes form in the 'head' 

of the philosopher -- as theoretic necessity -- acquires in 

87Ibid., pp. 261-62. 
88Ibid., pp. 262-63. 
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the proletariat its 'heart', its material base -- the practi
cal condition of its realisation. Within the horizon of the 
Left-Hegelian philosophy of praxis, the 'proletariat' is 
clearly a philosophic discovery. 89 The proletariat appears 

89Marx's discovery of the proletariat and his con
ception of its 'world-historical mission' has been subject 
to considerable interpretation. According to Popitz (Der 
entfremdete Mensch) Marx arrives at the proletariat by a 
direct 'inversion' of the essential connexions that Hegel 
had established between the different forms of 'Objective 
Spirit'. According to Avineri ('The Hegelian Origins of 
Marx's Political Thought', Review of Metaphysics, Sept. 1967) 
Marx did not arrive at the proletariat by an economic study 
or historical analysis, but through a series of arguments 
within the framework of the Hegelian philosophy, and in 
relation to Hegel's concept of the 'universal class'; ac
cording to Wackenheim (La Faillite et la Religion d'apres 
Karl Marx, p. 200) and Hyppolite (Studies on Marx and Hegel) 
the proletariat is thought in relation to the Hegelian di
alectic of the universal and the particular, and more ques
tionably, to the Master-Slave dialectic. There are a series 
of interpretations, by and large hopeless, misguided (Eric 
Fromm) or inept (Tucker, Lobkovich) that place Marx's thought 
within the salvific Judea-Christian tradition; the more gen
eral interpretation of a similar but much more acceptable
position emphasizes Marx's subjective (ethical) indignation 
at the proletarian condition. Several writers have stressed 
the contribution of Lorenz von Stein's book, Socialism and 
Communism in Contemporary France (Tucker, Marcuse, ••• ). 
Besides these general interpretations, which stress the the
oretical conditions of Marx's discovery of the proletariat, 
a series of writers have stressed both the earlier experience
with the 'material question' and Marx's recent experience with 
the proletariat in Paris, and with Marx's first-hand contacts 
with socialist intellectuals in Paris at the beginning of 
1844 (Lowy, Mandel, McLellan, etc.). And, as Lowy has well-· 
documented, the intrusion of the working-class movement upon 
Marx's theoretical consciousness is evidenced by the fact 
that both On the Jewish Question and the Introduction can 
be divided into two parts, the first written in Kreuznach, 
and developing themes of the 1843 Critique, the second writ
ten in Paris, with a corresponding shift in themes. As re
lates to the Introduction this shift is reflected in a 
shift from the vague categories 'people' and 'masses' to the 
more socially concrete category 'proletariat'. Nevertheless 
although Marx's direct experience with the working-class ' 
mov~m~nt def~nitely ~rupts into thought, and directs his 
political shift and ideological re-orientation, as will be 



276 

as the protagonist of Feuerbach's drama of human destiny, 
the encarnation of humanity, which derives from its total 
alienation ('total loss of man') its drive for revolution
ary change, its reason for the re-appropriation of the 
human essence ('redemption of humanity'). As a category 
within the philosophic problematic of Feuerbach's humanism 
('the theory that man is the highest essence of man') the 
proletariat is defined by Marx as the antithesis of the 
bourgeoisie: (a) the proletariat is 'external' to civil 

society ('a class in civil society that is not of civil 
society'); ie., a class dispossessed of property, which 
constitutes the basis of civil society; (b) it has a 'uni
versal' character because of its 'universal suffering' and 
because it is dispossessed from all property it has no par
ticular class interest to defend. As a universal class, 
clearly thought more in relation to Feuerbach's schema than 
in relation to Hegel's, the proletariat does not merely op
pose some of civil society's consequences, but opposes its 
premises;90 (c) it is a class of 'radical chains', and as 

such, reduced to 'radical needs', the 'negative represen
tative' of society, driven towards the 'total recovery of 
man•.91 

Within the problematic of Feuerbach's humanism, in 
relation to the theory of the 'head' and 'heart', the pene

clear f~om our ~xposi~ion~ we hold it to be indisputable
that this experience is distorted through an ideological
schema, more Feuerbachian than Hegelian, and that Marx's 
'discovery' of the proletariat is, strictly speaking
philosophical, ' 

. 
90rb~d., p. 26J1 'a class ••• claiming no 

Ba:ticular r~ght because no particular wrong but unqual
ified wrong is perpetrated on it; a sphere ••• which 
does not partially oppose the consequences but totally 
opposes the premises presuppositions of the German 
political system~. 

9libid, 
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tration of the passive, material element (the proletariat) 
by the active, ideal element (philosophy), fulfills the 
'inner condition' of universal, human emancipation: 'As 
philosophy finds its material weapons in the proletariat, 
the proletariat finds its intellectual weapons in philoso
phy' .92 The condition of this emancipation is a revolution

ary alliance of philosophy and the Proletariat: the theoret
ical affirmation and practical negation of man -- of philo
sophy which gives the proletariat a theory of what it is, 
and the proletariat, which converts philosophy into a 
material force. In the context of this alliance, the revol
ution is a conscious revolt of man (whose unity is sealed 
in the essence of man) against his own inhuman existence. 
The necessary condition of this universal, human emancipa
tion (re-appropriation of the human essence) is the realisa
tion-abolition (Aufhebung) of both the proletariat and 
philosophy in a new and fully human (communist) society 
without classes: 

The head of this emancipation is philosophy, its heart 
is the proletariat. Philosophy cannot be actualised 
without the Aufhebung of the proletariat, the prole
tariat cannot be Aufheben without the actualisation 
of philosophy.93 

And thus does Marx's thought, taken up in his 
doctoral dissertation, come full circle. 

Summation 

It is clear from our exposition of On the Jewish 
Question and the Introduction that Marx's concepts, the 
state, communism, the proletariat, do not escape the hori
zon of the Left-Hegelian philosophy of praxis, and that 

. 
92 ~bid. Marx adds the revealing comment: 'And once 

the ligh~ning of thought has deeply struck this unsophisti
cated soil of the people, the Germ26s will emancipate them
selves to become men~ ( bid., pp. 2 J-64). 

93Ibid., p. 264. 
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they are thought within the philosophic problematic of 
Feuerbach's theoretic humanism. Those interpretations 
that see in the Introduction a break iwht the earlier 
Critique, and as the initial statement of 'Marxism' are 
guilty of a forced reading on the basis of Marx's later 
work. Marx's direct experience with the French proletariat 
clearly intrudes upon Marx's theoretical consciousness, and 
leads Marx to adopt a proletarian political position, but 
just as clearly, this eruption of a direct experience in 
Marx's thought does not explode the ideological schema 
(passive heart/active head) of Feuerbach's philosophic prob
lematic which has governed Marx's thought as far back as the 
doctoral dissertation. The central problem posed within this 
problematic is to secure a relation of practical knowledge 
between an active critical thought and concrete reality, a 
relation of unity between idealism and materialism. The 
problematic of this relation directs the search by critical 
philosophy for its material basis. 

In Marx's 1843-44 Introduction this problematic re
lation or movement from theory to material praxis is condi
tioned by a determinate historic situation (cf. the 'ana
chronism' of Germany) and the existence of a social class 
able to convert philosophy into a material force. Marx's 
concept of the 'historico-universal mission' of the pro
letariat is clearly thought within the philosophic problem
atic of Feuerbach's humanism, and as yet is by and large 
uninformed by an analysis o! the 'anatomy' or bourgeois 
society. In the form of an alliance between the proletariat 
and philosophy, Marx formulates a theoretic expression of 
'radical necessity': the unity of theory (qua philosophy) 
and socio-practico activity or material praxis (qua pro
letariat). This 'radical' necessity entails the theoretic 
necessity of an active, self-determining thought, and the 
practical necessity of a passive, other-determined, material 
praxis. 
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The limitations of Marx's conception are evident. 
All the key concepts -- 'emancipation', 'total recovery of 
man', 'radical necessity', 'radical revolution' -- derive 
their meaning from the problematic of Feuerbach's humanism. 

The proletariat appears as the 'negation of humanity', and 
not in relation to a specific system of production or level 
of development of productive forces. The concept of 'pro
letariat' is thought in relation to the subject-object 
dialectic of Feuerbach's problematic. The 'historico
universal mission' of the proletariat derives not so much 
from its socio-economic position within the mode of pro
duction, as it does from a philosophic conception (the pro
letariat is the negation and encarnation of the human uni
versal) and of a specific situation -- anachronistic -- of 
the Germany of Marx's time. Making of necessity a virtue, 
Marx furthermore maintains that it is precisely the backward
ness of Germany's historic development which creates favour
able conditions for the proletariat's 'mission'. In short, 
Marx justifies the mission of the proletariat philosophical
ly, rather than through a scientific analysis of objective 
conditions of a determinate historic situation. As re
flected in his conceptual and terminological imprecision 
and vagueness Marx has not yet discovered the dynamic that 
governs capitalist production, nor has he situated the re
lations of class in bourgeois society, or discovered the 
nature and true function of the bourgeois state. Marx lacks 
above all a conception of history which permits him to 
establish scientifically, rather than philosophically, the 
necessity of the proletarian revolution. 

Overview 

Within the framework of a Left-Hegelian philosophy 
of praxis, and Feuerbach's theoretic humanism, Marx's first 
field of action was as a journalist and editor of the 
Rheinische Zeitµpg, an opposition liberal paper in Cologne. 
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Marx's collaboration with the Rheinische Zeitung constituted 
his effective political apprenticeship, the basis of a poli
tics of Enlightenment reason, whose object was to arouse in 

the German people a consciousness of its own essence -- human 
freedom. As a journalist and editor Marx was forced to ap
proach political problems from a more concrete, socially 

specific, angle (in relation to the conflicting interests 
of the various classes) than was the custom in Berlin. In 
his political struggle against censorship and the reactionary 
policies of the Prussian state, Marx began to recognise more 
and more that social and political problems do not find their 
solution in a theoretic critique of the existing state of 
affairs (ie., in an appeal to the reason of the state) but 
that they require a more 'practical' form of political strug
gle, namely, an alliance with a material force driven by ex
ternal necessity to realise the demands of reason. This 
recognition draws Marx away from his erstwhile fellows in 
thought and political struggle, die Freien of Berlin, whose 
theoretic criticisms increasingly become abstract and isola
ted from 'real' conditions, and draws Marx towards the demo
cratic-humanism of the group around Arnold Ruge. 

Through the necessary treatment of so-called 'material 
questions' (socio-economic problems) Marx began to see that 
the essential problem was not 'political' but rather 'social' 
-- that its solution required not merely the reform of the 
state, but rather, the radical transformation of society. 
The corollary of this recognition, held by the socialists 
and philosophic communists and towards which Marx was drif
ting, is that the state does not play the determining, his
toric role that Hegel attributed to it. This recognition, 
supported by the apparent subservience of the state to the 
interests of particular classes, brings into question the 

very relation between civil society and state on which German 
theory -- philosophy of law and the state -- is based. The 
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importance of this question was determined by two conditions 

of a general intellectual crisis: the demonstrated ir
rationality of the state, and, with the failure of the 
liberal bourgeoisie to support the demands of reason, the 

inability to reform the state. 

In the conjuncture of this crisis, Feuerbach came 
on the scene with a call for a 'new philosophy' (materialism

humanism) which demonstrated a way out of the impasse in 
which the Hegelian Left were trapped. In the light of 
Feuerbach's intervention, the Left-Hegelians could think the 
predicament of their present situation as the contradiction 
between the state's essence (reason) and its existence (un
reason), and as such, as the alienation of man from his 
social essence. Its underlying anthropological problematic: 
man is the real basis and subject of the state, and as such, 

the necessary unity (of 'head' and 'heart') underlying the 
ideality of its essence, and the materiality of its real 

existence. 

In the case of Marx this anthropology inspired both 
a critique of Hegel's Philosophy of Right, and constituted 
the basis of a new type of political action: the practical 
re-appropriation of the human essence (human emancipation). 
In respect to the Critique, Feuerbach's anthropological 
problematic brought Marx into an indirect relation to Kant's 
solution to the problem of civil society. The central prob
lem faced by Marx was that of the character of the social 
and political order, and the nature of their relation. On 
the basis of Feuerbach's critical method (transformative 
critique) and principle of humanism (concept of alienation) 
Marx revises the fundamental conception formulated by Hegel. 
In this revision Marx shows, first of all, that Hegel con
structed his Philosophy of Right on the model of his Logic, 

in which by way of a speculative inversion of the real re
lation (dialectic) between subject and predicate, the Idea 
emerges as the absolute subject of the real. This is to say, 
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the state in the Philosophy of Right has the same function 
as the Idea in the Logic. Through an inversion suggested 
by Feuerbach's critique of religion Marx demonstrates that 
in reality it is not the state which determines civil so
ciety, but on the contrary, that it is civil society that 
determines the state; that Hegel's dialectic presents the 
relation of phenomena-essence the wrong way around, and in

verts the dialectic between state and society. 

On the basis of a subsequent transformative critique 

of Hegel's philosophy of the state, Marx demonstrates (a) 
that the state in its real existence, constitutes the il
lusory incarnation of the human, social essence, and as 
such, is an ~bstract' rather than a 'concrete' universal 
in which man lives his true nature only in appearance; 
(b) that to suppress the opposition between the state and 

civil society, and thereby, the alienation of the human es
sence, it is necessary to abolish both as such, and replace 
them with a 'democratic state' which re-unites within itself 
social and political life as a 'concrete' universal in which 
man lives his true nature not in an illusory form, but as an 
effective reality. 

With this conception, Marx does not yet approach com
munism, but rather, a radical form of democracy, based on a 
critique of private property and its effects. The reforms 
proposed by Marx were within the framework of a radical form 
of bourgeois democracy. The transition from social demo
cracy to philosophic communism is effected in an exchange of 
letters and two articles written for the Deutsch-Franz~sische 
Jahrbucher. In these articles, Marx establishes the neces
sary conditions for a new type of political action: the re
appropriation of the human essence alienated at the religious 
level in Gods, at the political level in state-power, and at 
the economic level in money. In his exchange of letters with 
Ruge Marx outlines the ideological platform and the formal 
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conditions for the new politics: the reform of public con
sciousness: an alliance of a German 'head' with a French 
'heart'. In the 'Jewish Question' Marx establishes the 
theoretic necessity of universal, human emancipation, pre
dicated on the abolition of the condition of alienation un
derlying its ideological reflexes (Gods, power, money). In 

the 'Introduction' Marx establishes the practical condition 
of its realisation: the proletariat, the material basis of 

active philosophic criticism. 

The basis of this new politics is Feuerbach's the
oretic solution which enables Marx to think the existence of 
reason as un-reason: man is the true subject of freedom and 
reason, the basis of history and politics, because he is es
sentially a communal being who comes to himself theoretically 
and politically in the restoration of universal, human re
lations with man and nature. The theoretical principles on 
which both the 'Jewish Question' and the 'Introduction' are 
based constitute an extension of Feuerbach's critique. Nei
ther can be understood outside the context of Feuerbach's 
philosophic problematic and theoretic schemata. All the ex
pressions of Marx's humanism, as Louis Althusser has observed, 
are Feuerbachian: 'philosophy's world-to-be', 'inversion of 
subject and predicate', 'for man the root of man is man him
self', 'the political state is the species life of man', 
'the suppression-realisation of philosophy', 'philosophy is 
the head of human emancipation, and the proletariat its 
heart•. 94 In effect, as Althusser puts it, Marx is but an 
'avant-garde Feuerbachian' applying an ethical problematic 
to an understanding of history, and the theory of alienation 
to politics. 95 Within this ethical problematic the state 
emerges as the incarnation of the alienated human essence, 

4
9 Althusser, For Marx, p. 45. 

95Ibid., p. 46. 

http:politics.95
http:heart�.94
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rather than as an instrument of class domination; the pro
letariat emerges as the 'negation of humanity' whose 
'historico-universal mission' derives not so much from its 
socio-economic position as it does from a philosophic con
ception of the human essence violated in actual life. 

The Introduction clearly reflects Marx's recent 
experience with the French proletariat, which serves as a 
model for Marx who projects it into German reality. The 
French working class movement will give the signal for the 
uprising of the German proletariat: 'The German resurrection 
will be announced by the crowing of the French rooster•.96 

The intrusion of the reality of the proletarian struggle 
upon Marx's philosophic consciousness has a definitive ef
fect on Marx's political orientation, but does not free his 
thought from the ideological schema of a Left-Hegelian phil
osophy of (theoretical) praxis governed by Feuerbach's an

thropological problematic. To arrive at a less 'philosophi
cal' and a more 'scientific' conception of the proletarian 

class struggle, and thus, communism, required of Marx a pro
found analysis of the 'anatomy' of bourgeois society. 

The need for such an analysis was already forced on 
Marx in 1842 with respect to a discussion of the 'material 
question', but his critical method of procedure likewise 
leads him to it. With his adoption of Feuerbach's anthro
pology, and in the name of the necessity of a human revolution, 
Marx's attention was inevitably drawn to the study of alien
ation in its 'unholy', profane or secular forms -- in the 
spheres of political and social life. Accordingly, Marx 
first applies Feuerbach's ethical problematic (theory of 
alienation) to a critique of political conditions, and with 
the corresponding inversion of Hegel's state-civil society 
schema, he then turns his attention to the study of the 

96WYMPS, p. 264. 

http:rooster�.96
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alienation of which both religion and politics are but 
phenomenal appearances. Thus it is that at the beginning 
of 1844, and supported by two articles, one by Engels, the 
other by Hess, that Marx extends Feuerbach's ethical prob
lematic to the 'economic basis' of civil society. The 
product: The Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts. 



CHAPTER SEVEN 

MARX'S PHILOSOPHIC ENCOUNTER 
WITH POLITICAL ECONOMY 

When Marx in October 1843 settled in Paris, ready 

to take up, alongside Ruge, the editing of the Deutsch

Franzosische Jahrbticher" he was still groping towards a 

conception of communism, a radical critique of private 
1property. In his initial formulation of such a critique, 

levelled against Hegel's philosophy of law and the state, 

Marx based himself on Feuerbach's transformative critique 

of speculative philosophy, on its 'materialist' theory of 

alienation. In applying this critique to Hegel's philosophy 

Marx showed that just as Hegel had made of the Absolute 

Idea the creative subject of the world, and of man, the 

real subject, a mere phenomenon of this idea, so also he 

made the state into the essence of society, its phenomena. 

This idealist dialectic, both Feuerbach and Marx argued, 

inverted and mystified the real relation of state to society. 

In order to properly understand the state one must turn 

this relation of an essence to its phenomena, the dialectic 

of reason, the right way up, and start from social reality. 

In his speculative inversion of the true relation of state 

to society, and in his mystical solution to its apparent 

contradiction, Hegel both justified the system of private 

property and presented the Prussian state as the reali

zation of reason and freedom. In de-mystifying the 

ideology of this solution, Marx showed that the opposition 

1we conten:l with the prevalent tendency to locate 
a fundamental transition within Marx's thought between his 
1843 Critique and the Jahrblicher writings, or before his 
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between state and society can only be resolved in 'true' 

democracy, in which the state has as its content the life 

of the people, realizing in itself the 'concrete' unity of 

the universal and the particular--of the systems of general 

and private interests. 

In his concept of this rational state, however, 

Marx is both vague and ambivalent. On the one hand, he 

conceives of a radical-democratic (and thus, bourgeois) form 

of a republic under the condition of universal suffrage. On 

the other hand, his critique of private property opens a 

path towards communism, although he did not appreciate the 

role of class struggle, nor yet of the proletariat, in the 

radical transformation of bourgeois 'civil' society--in the 

realization of the 'demands of reason', the emergence of a 

'true', human community in which Man lives in accordance 

with his true nature. Marx's transition towards such a 

conception was made on the Jewish Question and the 

Introduction. Carrying further the idea that society 

'explains' the state--i.e., is the essence of its phenomena-

Marx concluded that neither religious nor political eman

cipation resolves the fundamental, underlying alienation of 

the system of private property; and that the abolition of 

this system, through a revolutionary alliance of the pro

letariat and philosophy, would bring about a truly 'human' 

existance, communism. 

To schematically present this transition of Marx's 

thought towards communism, we make two general observations. 

First. Marx formulates against Hegel a critique that is 

arrival to Paris, which gives the Jahrbucher a 'Marxist' 
slant which, despite Marx's own indications, is unwarranted. 
We think, in particular, of the otherwise excellent pres
entation by Auguste Cornu who rightly recognizes Marx's con
tact with French socialism and 'philosophic' communism 
(cf. Moses Hess) in his critique of private property, but 
too readily translates Marx's talk of 'true' democracy, of 
universal, full human emancipation, into a concept of 
communism. It is true that Marx's 'heart' had already been 
won over, as it were, by communist ideas, and that he tended 



---~-- -- -----

288 


both philosophical and political. Its starting-point: 

Feuerbach's 'materialist' critique of speculative idealism. 

Its finishing-point: an expose 
I 

of the mysticism of Hegel's 

idealism, and of its underlying political conservatism. 

Second. Within this critique, which enables Marx to find 

his way to communism, to become politically committed to 

the working-class, the concept of 'alienation' commands 

the centre, as with Feuerbach. The concept enables Marx 

to question and criticize the world from the standpoint of 

'philosophy,' in the name of the 'true' essence of Man. 

This philosophic approach is, it could be said, speculative 

in structure, and this speculation on Man's true essence 

accounts for the theoretic function assigned to the concept 

of alienation. For Marx, however, at this stage of his 

thought and life, the humanist problematic of this concept 

provides a basis for a critique of bourgeois society, and 

of grasping in a certain way the necessity of social 

revolution, providing him with a reason for identifying 

with its cause. Thus it is that on this new theoretical 

basis which combines (a) a critique of speculative ideal

ism, a 'materialist' inversion of its dialectic, and (b} 

a political adherence to communism, justified on philosophical 

not historical grounds; and that directs Marx towards an 

analysis of the 'secular basis' of religious and political 

alienation, Marx goes forward to deepen his critique of 

bourgeois society, and at the same time to refashion the 

elements and very structure of this theoretical basis. He 

more and more towards Moses Hess's interpretation of Feuerbach's 
humanism, towards 'philosophic' communism or 'true' social
ism. Marx did not, however, call himself a communist until 
his Paris Manuscripts, after his discovery of the proletariat. 
Furthermore, the research of Michael Lowy indicates that there 
is no evidence for contact by Marx with the Parisian working 
class before February 1844, and thus, after the Jahrbucher 
essays. Without belabouring the point, we insist that the 
Jahrbucher writings are fully consistent with and extend the 
analysis made in the 1843 Critique, but that this critique 
effects an application of a Feuerbachian critique to the 
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will increasingly seek reasons for the necessity of 

communism that are not philosophical, but historical, in

ternal to the development of capitalism. In doing so, Marx 

will become aware of the still speculative nature of this 

thought, his 'philosophic consciousness', and thereby of the 

ineffectiveness of all reflection that seeks a 'philosophic' 

basis to reality to base it on a concept. As a result, the 

theoretical function of the concept of alienation and its 

problematic of a human essence is overthrown; and the 

problem of the foundation of reality, and of its 'alienated' 

aspects, will be referred henceforth no longer to thought 

but to reality itself, to reality conceived as a totality of 

practical, historical relationships between men, and between 

men and nature, as 'praxis. Before Marx turns to a study 

of reality itself, without any speculative presuppositions 

about its content, this concept of 'praxis' will take over 

for a time the philosophic function of the former concept 

of 'alienation. But we have gotten ahead of ourselves here, 

ahead of the Economic & Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844 
2wherein this process unfolds, and to which we now turn. 

two objects, law and the state, but that it represents no 
more than that. There is nothing specifically 'Marxist-,
in either the 1843 Critique nor the JahrbUcher writings, 
except a characteristic rigour of analysis, social con
sciousness and intellectual integrity. The underlying pro
blematic of both sets of writings is that of Feuerbach's 
humanism. On this score, we are in fundamental agreement 
with Alth~usser, against the position of Della Volpe, 
Colletti, etc. 

2cF. The Economic & Philosophic Manuscripts of 
1844 (March-August) translated from -~he complete German 
text as in MEGA, Abdt. 1, Bd. 3 (Collected Works, Sec. 1, 
v. 3) by Martin Milligan, and edited by D. J. Struik (New 
York: International Publishers, 1969) . Our direct reading 
of Marx's text is supported by the comprehensive documen
tation and biographical summary provided by Auguste Cornu, 
op. cit., vol. 3, ch. 2. The interpretation that we offer 
below of Marx's transition from this concept of alienation 
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The Problematics of Hegel and Feuerbach 

The text of the Paris Manuscripts of 1844 has for 

close to forty years been in the front line of polemics 

between defenders of Marx and his opponents, and has autho

rized conflicting lines of interpretation which, despite 

the noteworth and studied presentation of Auguste Cornu 

and the salutary intervention of theorists like Louis 

Althusser, have not been settled within Marxism itself, let 

alone outside it. With reference to the belaboured but 

often badly-posed question of a 'continuity' between the 

Early and the Mature Marx, the unresolved dispute that con

tinues to centre on the Paris Manuscripts of 1844 relate to 

the character of Marx's 'philosophic encounter with 'Poli
3tical Economy.' 

to that of praxis, of his critique of Political Economy, 
etc., is rather different from that given by Cornu, to whom 
one should nevertheless turn for the details of our pre
sentation. 

3This debate has had many forums, but we refer in 
particular to Althusser's comments on the eleven studies 
presented by the journal Reserches Internationales (For 
Marx, Part two, pp. 49-86), and in general, to studies-noted 
in our General Bibiography. The dispute in question revolves 
around three divergent lines of interpretation: humanist, 
historicist, and structuralist. The humanist and historicist 
traditions support the thesis of a 'continuity' within Marx's 
thought, but they do so from different angles, the one from 
a 'Feuerbachian' reading of Marx, the other from a 'Hegelian' 
reading of him. Our points of reference for the humanist 
tradition relates to biographies generally cast within the 
Social-Democrat tradition (Nicolaevsky-Maenchen, Bruanthal, 
Landshut, J. P. Mayer, Riazanov, Rubel, Cole, Laski, Blumen
berg, etc.); and the existentialist and Judaic/Christian 
interpretations (Kojeve, Sartre, Hyppolite, Fromm, Calvez, 
Bigo, Popitz, Thier, Leemans, De Man, Axelos, M. G. Lange, 
etc.). Our points of reference for the historicist tradi
tions include the thoroughly 'left-Hegelian' interpretation 
of Marcuse, and the more Marxist interpretations which are, 
however, weakened by a vague, ill-defined concept of a 
'transition' or failure to adequately specify the 'difference' 
between Hegel and Marx (Cornu, Oizerman, Rossi, Garaudy, Schaff, 
Kosik, Meszaros, etc.). Lucio Colletti, in our view, rep
resents a special case, presenting, with Althusser, the most 
serious analysis and theoretical interpretation of the 
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This is the question then to which we address ourselves, 

and we do so by pointing to an ambiguity in Marx's thought 

which we trace back to an unresolved tension between two 

philosophic problematics, that of Feuerbach's humanism and 

that of Hegel's historicism, within which Marx thinks his 
4encounter with Political Economy. To classify this en

counter of 'philosophy' and 'political economy' within 

Marx's thought it is necessary, and we accordingly proceed, 

to examine the theoretic function of the concept of 'alien

ation' within its problematic of a 'human essence.' The 

meaning of this concept emerges in our analysis from two 

inversely-related problematics respectively unified by 

Feuerbach's concept of 'man' and Hegel's concept of 'his

tory'·. Within the theoretic space of these opposed, but 

inversely-related problematics we discover the necessary 

conditions for the formation of a new concept--'thesocial 

relations of production'-which escapes, as it were, its 

problem in question. We will have occasion to bring into 
a comparative focus the respective points of interpretation 
established by Colletti and Althusser. 

4 our 'theoretical' reference for these two concepts 
are two essays by Althusser: 'Marxism and Humanism' {For 
Marx ) and 'Marxism is not a historicism' {Reading Capita'l). 
Nevertheless, the relation that we establish between his
toricism and humanism within Marx's thought in our analysis 
of the Paris Manuscripts, and the character of Feuerbach's 
relation to Hegel, are not authorized by Althusser nor any
one else for that matter. The general line of our inter
pretation is suggested by Althusser, and we also take up 
Althusser's challenge to think through-and-past his own 
tentative and schematic formulations towards a 'symptomatic' 
reading of Marx's own text; the structure and direction of 
our analysis is determined by our own specific interpretation 
of the relation Kant-Hegel within Feuerbach's thought, and 
of its impact on Marx's thought, and of Marx's theoretical 
changes. 



292 


own philosophic problematic, which is to say, Marx breaks 

with an epistemology based alternatively on an anthropolo

gical and a historical concept of a 'human essence.' 

The first point to be made in regards to the 'phil

osophy' of Feuerbach's humanism and Hegel's historicism is 

that the problematic which governs a theory unified res

pectively by the concepts of 'Man' and 'history' is supported 

by the same invariant type-structure of a subject-object 

relation, or, what amounts to the same thing, the identity 

of thought and being. The relation between the problematic 

of Hegel's historicism and Feuerbach's humanism is one of 

direct inversion. In a 'transformative critique' of Hegel's 

~ystem', which is based on this identity of thought and 

being, Feuerbach inverts (and thus maintains} the terms of 

its structure and of its theoretical schemata. The type

structure of these two inversely related problematics is 

constituted by the theoretic relation (dialectic of reason} 

of an essence to its phenomena, sublimated in the concept 

'the truth of ••• '. Both the concept of 'history' and that 

of 'man', derived through the schema of this problematic, 

is based on the relation between two societies: (a} a 

'system of needs' or civil society; and (b} a political 

society or state, and everything embodied in the state 

(religion, law, philosophy, in short, the epoch's self

conscious spirit}. The schema of this relation: material 

life, on the one hand; and spiri~al life, on the other. The 

problematic of this relation underlies both Hegel's histor

icism and Feuerbach's humanism. Within this problematic 

Hegel's concept of 'history' is regulated by the (idealist} 

dialectic of the Idea, which explains the material life of 

man; and Feuerbach's concept of 'Man' is regulated by the 

(materialist} dialectic of nature, which in turn, explains 

the spiritual life of man. The shared problematic of this 

subject-object relation, the principle of explanation, is 

constituted by the condition of an underlying unity-in
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essence (reason), the principle of identity underlying 

phenomena--a level of reality characterized by the dis

tinction of thought and being, or, what amounts to the same 
5thing, freedom and necessity. 

In Hegel's historicist problematic the point of 

reference for this unity--the subject of reason--is estab

lished from the speculative standpoint of 'God or the Ab

solute' rather than from the inversely-related standpoint 

of 'man and humanity.' From the speculative standpoint of 

the Absolute, material life (civil society or the economy), 

apparently autonomous, is subject to a law external to 

itself, the principle of its truth, the immanent end of a 

universal reason: the state, or spiritual life. As Hegel 

puts it: 'man's genuine reality ••••. what essentially and 

ultimately true and real •••. spirit ris, the true and es
6sential being•. Since this point of reference for man's 

essence is the relation of the human spirit to the Divine 

(the essence of Man is God), and since 'thought, the 

constitutive substance of external things •.• is also the 

universal substance of what is spirtual', man's humanity, 

his divine spirituality, corresponds to his being the 

organ and vehicle of speculative thought, of an Absolute 
7Reason. 

5 we encapsulate here the central point of our 
argument to date, namely that Hegel's philosophy of his
tory and Feuerbach's philosophy of man are unified by the 
same problematic that divides them, by a problematic whose 
conditions are established through the opposed solutions 
given by Kant and Hegel to the problem of knowledge. Our 
general point of reference: Feuerbach's critique of the 
Helgelian dialectic, of speculative philosophy, cf. above 
chapter five, part one. 

6Hegel, Philosophy of Mind, Part Three of the Ency
clopedia , trans. W. Wallace (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1971), 

p.I. 


7

Ibid., p.2, and Z.l to sub. 24; cf. our introductory 

exposition of Hegel's philosophy. 
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From the speculative standpoint of an Absolute 

Reason, the material life or 'exoteric' history of man is 

but the phenomenal appearance or alienated form of a more 

profound and essential process, the dialectic of spiritual 

life (the Idea), the 'esoteric' history of an immanent 

reason (which Hegel traces in its history as a 'phenomeno

logy of spirit' and systematises into a science as 'logic'). 

In the dialectic of this Idea, the apparent subject, man, 

emerges as a middle term within a rational process. It is 

not man who objectifies himself or even thinks about reality, 

but rather God (comparable to the Christian Logos or Greek 

Nous), and Absolute Reason which, by means of man, estab

lishes a relationship to that which itself has posited as 

reality and thereby redeems itself from alienation to attain 
8full self-consciousness. As Hegel has it: 'Consciousness 

of God is God's self-consciousness'. 

In the speculative standpoint of this idealist pro

position Hegel formulates a metaphysic of an absolute i

dentity (universal reason), the principle of which governs 

the historicist problematic of his System, which is sub

jected by Fe~uerbach--and by Marx after him-- to a 'trans

formative critique'. In respect to its method this critique 

replaces the idealist dialectic of speculative thought with 
9 a materialist dialectic of a determinate logic; 

8 see Lucio Colletti's brilliant discussion of this 
point in chapter eleven of Marxism and Hegel (London: NLB, 
1973) which intersects with our own interpretation in our 
introductory exposition of Hegel's relation to Kant. 

9 we refer here to the discourse on Marx's method 
given by Della Volpe in Rousseau y Marx (Buenos Aires: 
Editorial Platina, 1963)which is substantially re-thought 
though accepted by Lucio Colletti, viz. the contrastive 
relation between a speculative method, the indeterminate 
abstraction of an apriori idea, and a critical method 
(adopted and formed by Marx) based on the determinate ab
straction of a specific, and thus real, object. We do not 
accept the Della Volpean formulation of the 'materialist' 
dialectic in that it does not recognize the humanist prob
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and in respect to its object, moves from the speculative 

standpoint of an Absolute Reason to the standpoint of Man, 

a 'human' reason, on the basis of which Feuerbach--and Marx 

after him--directly inverts the relationship of 'truth' 

(essence-phenomena) between spiritual life and material life. 

Within the framework of this transformative critique the 

basis of unity, the subject of reason, is not 'God, absolute 

spirit, the self-knowing and self-manifesting Idea' but 

rather 'an objective, natural being', Man, 'a being which 
10~as~ ... its nature outside itself 1 

• As the basis and sub

ject of the predicate, reason, man unites within himself a 

passive (sensible) relation to an externally-given world, 

and an active (Intelligible) relation to a self-determined 

thought. This is to say, Feuerbach applies Hegel's identity 

of the subject-object (attributed by Hegel to a mystical 

subject, the Idea) to 'Man,' the synthetic unity of an active 

'head' and a passive 'heart,' and as such, the identity of 

freedom and necessity, or, which is the same thing, of 
. 11

though t and being. 

lematic within which it is found in the 1843 Critique, the 
epistemological and methodological basis of Marx's method 
according to Della Volpe and Colletti. Nevertheless, the 
formulation of Marx's method as determinate abstraction, 
as well as several epistemological precisions made by 
Colletti, constitute a very serious and useful contribution 
to an understanding of the Marxist dialectic, and we anxiously 
await Colletti's on-going study of it. This whole problem, 
however, we have to leave beyond the scope of our present 
study. 

lOCf.WYMPS. p. 207. 

11Cf. FB., pp. 164-5; above, chapter five, pp. 196
199. 




296 

The problematic that governs both Hegel's historicism 

and Feuerbach's inversely-related humanism has as its pre

supposition the 'objectivity' of the contradiction between 

an essence and its phenomena--alienation of the subject from 

its object--and its suppression: to resolve the phenomenology 

of an objective appearance into its universal form or es

sence, the principle of its truth. This resolution of a 

phenomenon into its concept, supported by the idealist 

dialectic of speculative thought based on the standpoint of 

an Absolute identity, yields the unifying concept of Hegel's 

philosophy of history: the reason of history (the self

development of mind as a process); and, supported by the 

materialist dialectic of critical thought based on the stand

point of Man, yields the unifying concept of Feuerbach's 

humanism: the reason of a human community (man as a natural 

and social being, a species-being). Within the problematic 

of these two inversely-related discourses on reason-

speculative, critical--the concept of 'alienation' is given 

two different meanings. Witin the historicism of specu

lative idealism alienation emerges as a rational process; 

the contradiction-in-appearance or 'phenomenology' of man's 

exoteric history resolves into a unity-in-essence, the reason 

of a more profound and mysterious process, the esoteric 

history of an immanent Idea. Its problematic--that of specu

lative idealism: 'to recognize reason as the rose in the 
13 cross of the present and thereby enjoy the present.• 

Within the humanism of Feuerbach's critical discourse alien

ation emerges an an irrational condition: the separation of 

man from his social essence, his species-life. Its problem

atic--that of positive humanism: to re-appropriate the human 

essence alienated in the phenomenal forms of its appearance 

(Gods, money, power, etc.). 

For both Hegel and Feuerbach the problem is to re

solve the problem posed by Kant: to resolve the contra

13
Hegel, Philosophy of Right, Preface, p. 12. 



contradiction between existence and essence by securing a 

relation of unity between them. Both Hegel and Feuerbach 

pose this problem as a subject confronted by limiting con

ditions, the alienated form of its objectified essence. 

Feuerbach, however, accepts Hegel's concept of a process 

wherein a subject objectifies itself, alienates its original 

essence, and then struggles to re-possess it, but he does 

so with two points of difference: on the one hand, the 

process does not take place in history, but only in con

sciousness; on the other hand, the subject of this process 

is not God but Man. 

It is the problematic of these opposed standpoints 

--God, Man--supported respectively by a speculative dis

course on the identity of thought and being, and a critical 

discourse on the distinction of thought and being that 

governs Marx's 'philosophic' encounter with 'Political 

Economy'. To this we turn. 

The Basis of Marx's Philosophic Critique 

Without a shadow of doubt, the point of departure 

for Marx's encounter with Political Economy is the positive

critical discourse of Feuerbach's theoretical humanism. 

Within the framework of this critical discourse Marx's en

counter departs from a contradiction-in-appearance or 

phenomenon pre-supposed by Political Economy, and taken by 

Marx to be 'an actual economic fact': 

We proceed from a present fact of Political Economy. The 
worker becomes poorer the more wealth he produces the more 
his production increases in power and extent. The worker 
becomes a cheaper commodity the more commodities he pro
duces. The increase of value of things is directly pro
portional to the decrease in value of the human world.14 

14Cf. WYMPS, p. 289. Marx's thought here relates 
to a theme in Rousseau and recurring persistently in 
Feuerbach; cf. esp. the 'Essence of Christianity', trans. 
in Manifestes philosophiques (~aris: PUF, 1960), p. 93. 

http:world.14
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The political economists of the eighteenth century 

held that 'human labour' is the source of all value, of all 

wealth, a thesis that Marx translates into a philosophic 

category by recognizing Adam Smith as the 'Luther' of 

Political Economy: just as Luther with respect to religion, 

Adam Smith turned from wealth in its objective form external 

to man, to wealth in its subjective form, as a product of 
15human labour. This consideration raises the question (and 

Marx proceeds to ask it) : if labour is the source of all 

wealth, why does the realization of labour appear as the 

dimilinition of the worker, the objectification as the loss 

of .... the object, and the appropriation as alienation 
16(Entfremdung), as externalization (Entausserung) (?) . 

To pose this question within the framework of a 

critical discourse, Marx observes that Political Economy 

grasps and expresses the phenomenon of this 'fact', but 

fails to comprehend and explain it--to grasp its 'essence': 

Political Economy proceeds from the fact of private property. 
It does not explain private property. It grasps the actual, 
material process of private property in abstract and general 
formulae which it then takes as laws. It does not compre
hend these laws, that it, does not prove them as proceeding 
from the nature of private property. Political Economy does 
not disclose the reason for the division of capital and 
labour.I/ 

The opposition of the two verbs fassen (to grasp 

or express and begreifen (to comprehend or explain) reflects 

the distinction (made by both a speculative and a critical 

discourse) within the real of an essence and its pheno~ena, 

in relation to which it expresses the failure of Political 

15cf. The Economic & Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844, 
ed. D. J. Struik (New York: International Publishers, 1969), 
P. 93. Hereafter EPM (Struik) . 

16Ibid., p. 108. 

17wYMPS, pp. 287-88. All future references to WYMPS 
to the article in question, 'Alienated Labour' (1844 MSS). 
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Economy to formulate the concept of its immediately given 

phenomena, the condition of its 'truth'. Political 

Economy, in short, fails to 'objectify' the appearance of 

a contradiction. By taking a given phenomenon (economic 

fact) as its own truth, Political Economy confuses this 

phenomenon with its essence. Against this a critical 

immediate reading of an economic fact trapped in the empiri

cism of its object, Marx establishes the necessary con

dition of a theoretical discourse; to resolve the contra

diction-in-appearance (phenomenon or economic fact) into 

its universal form or essence. In the speculative form of 

this discourse (supported by an idealist dialectic) this 

concept discloses an absolute identity, a unity-in-essence, 

a hidden reason. In its critical form (formulated by 

Feuerbach and adopted by Marx) a theoretical discourse dis

closes rather the human meaning of an essential contra

diction: the essence of the phenomenon grasped by Political 

Economy is alienated labour: 

This fact simply indicates that the object which labour pro
duces, its product, stands opposed to it as an alien thing, 
as a power independent of the producer •.. The alienation of 
the worker in his product means not only that his work 
becomes an object, an external existence, but also that it 
outside him independently, alien, an autonomous power, 
opposed to him. The life he has given the object confronts 
him as hostile and alien.18. 

Marx derives the concept of alienated labour by 

applying Feuerback's problematic of religious alienation to 

the worker-product relationship, and by the critical trans

position of the economic categories of Political Economy into 

the terms of an anthropological discourse, the schema of 

this critical transposition (an operation not stated ex

plicitly by Marx, but on which the possibility of his 

18rbid., pp. 289-90. 

http:alien.18
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19discourse is based) : . 

Political Economy Critique 

worker 

labour 

product 

capital 

means of subsis
tence 

exchange 

man 

species-activity 

object 

estranged being 

means of life 


community 


In the course of this critical discourse (supported 

by a concept of 'Man') the 'economic fact' or phenomenon 

of impoverishment emerges as a particular form of an essential 

contradiction (the separation of man from his objectified 

essence) whose point of reference is an original unity 

(worker-product) . Thus does Marx start from a contradiction

in-appearance (the phenomenon of impoverishment) expressed 

by Political Economy as an 'economic fact' so as to formu

late its concept--to resolve it into its universal form, 

which is to say its human meaning: the separation of man 

from his objectified essence (expressed in the concept of 
20'alienated labour') . 

This key concept of alienated labour with which 

Marx thinks the whole of Political Economy so as to dis

cover beneath all its categories the same fundamental 

alienation, derives its meaning from Feuerbach's critical 

discourse based on a philosophy of Man. As expressed by 

19For the concept and an extended discussion of this 
critical transposition see Jacques Ranciere, 'The Concept 
of "Critique of Political Economy"', Theoretical Practice, 
Vol. 1, 1971. 

20The analysis of this concept of its conditions and 
structure has so often been attempted that our reconstruc
tion of it is unwarranted; cf. ~ (Struik), pp. 110-17. 
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Marx: 'positive, humanistic and naturalistic criticism 
21begins with Feuerbach' • Within the framework of Feuerbach's 

theoretical humanism, the status of concept alienated labour 

is commissioned by a concept of 'man' which derives from 

the ~ocial essence of man' the necessity and content of 

all economic concepts, of immediately given phenomena. Other

wise put, Marx resolves given social relations into their 

universal form the reference of which is an 'essential 

human being', the conceptual substratum of these relations, 
22the essence of their phenomena. 

With the adoption of Feuerbach's humanism, and 

the application of its concept of alienation, Marx's analysis 

of the 'worker-product' (labour-capital) realization par

allels Feuerback's critique of religious alienation, a 

parallel which Marx makes quite explicit: 

All these consequences follow from the fact that the worker 
is related to the product of his labour as to an alien 
object ... It is the same in religion. The more man attri
butes to God, the less he retains in himself. The worker 
puts his life into the object, then it no longer belongs 
to him but to the object. The greater this activity, the 
poorer is the worker. 23. 

This parallel leads Marx to see in private property 

not the cause, but rather the consequence of alienation 

( a position which Marx will later abandon): 

on analysis of this concept :alienated labour~ it becomes 
clear that though private property appears to be the source, 
the cause of alienated labour, it is rather its consequence 
just as the gods are originally not the cause but the effect 
of man's intellectual confusion. Later this relationship 
becomes reciprocal. 24 

21wYMPS, p. 285 (reference to Feuerbach's 'Theses' 
and ~rinciples'). 

22Marx speaks over and over in the EfM of the 'es
sence of man', the 'human essence', 'human reality', 'the 
essential human being' etc., all having the same concep
tual content unified by the same underlying concept. 

23WYMPS, pp. 289-90 

24~ (Struik), p. 117. 
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It is clear, however, that this parallel has its 

limits, and Mars does not fall into the speculative trap 

of considering private property (the labour-product, ca

pital) as a mere 'product' of false (religious) conscious

ness: 'religious alienation as such occurs only in the 

realm of consciousness, of man's inner life, but economic 

alienation is that of real life; its transcendence, there
25fore, embraces both aspects'. 

With the transposition of Feuerbach's critique of 

religious alienation into the worker-product (labour

capital) relation, and with the subsequent extension of 

Feuerbach's humanist problematic from the level of con

sciousness to that of real life, Marx's thought confronts 

the theoretic space and limits of two opposed problematics, 

one governed by Feuerbach's concept of 'man'; and the other, 

by Hegel's concept of 'history'. The ambiguity of Marx's 

thought situated uneasily between Feuerbach's humanism 

and Hegel's historicism, is reflected in an unresolved re

lation between an anthropological and a historical concept 

of human nature. It is this unresolved relation that under

lies the tortured text of the Paris Manuscripts, and that 

defines the structure of Marx's 'philosophic' encounter 

with Political Economy, to which we now turn. 

Beyond Feuerbach Towards Hegel 

The relation between religious alienation in the 

sphere of consciousness, and alienation in the sphere of 

real life, brings up a critical epistemological distinction 

of thought and being registered by Feuerbach as a distinc

tion between (a) the religious object, the objectified 

essence of man, and as such, a thought-object (Objekt) ; 

and (b) the 'sensuous object', indifferent to and in

25Ibid., p. 136 
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dependent of man, and as such, a real-object (Gegenstand) . 

This critical distinction, rising from Kant's critique of 

metaphysics--of the absolute identity of speculative thought-

registers two concepts of 'objectivity', whose difference is 

formulated by Kant, collapsed by German Idealism, and re

stored by Feuerbach: the objectivity (necessity, universality) 

of an intelligible essence, and the objectivity of the 

empirico-material manifold (nature) . 

From the speculative standpoint of Hegel's System, 

this Kantian-Feuerbachian or critical distinction between 

thought and being defines a condition of sense-experience, 

and hence, of human understanding; but the distinction is 

overcome at the level of the Idea, i.e. in Absolute Know

ledge, in knowledge of the Absolute--the substratum and 

ground of the subject-object relation, an unconditioned, 

infinite self-actualising thought. Unlike experience, which 

is a condition of 'understanding', thought is an uncondit

ioned universal, and as such, has the power to 'elevate 

itself to the absolute', i.e., know all reality and re

cognize itself as that reality. With this speculative ex

tension of thought--the dialectic of reason--beyond exper

ience towards knowledge of the Absolute, thought emerges as 

the 'essence' of the real, as its necessary and universal 

conditi6n: the reality of thought becomes reality as thought. 

The subject of this unconditioned, self-actualising thought, 

and thus the basis of historic reason, is 'God, absolute 

spirit' which achieves self-consciousness throught the med

iative activitity of man. 

From the human standpoint of Feuerbach's critical 

discourse, this absolute identity of speculative thought 

with itself constitutes an illusory ideal produced by a 

process of abstraction--the idealist dialectic--in which, 

on the one hand, the predicate (reason) is separated from 

26cf. ~.,pp. 109, 212-25, with ref. to Feuer
bach's 'Introduction' to the Essence of Christianity. 
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its real subject (man), hypostatised into an independent 

entity, and converted into a subject; and, on the other 

hand, the real subject is converted into the predicate of 

its predicate. In the 'transformative critique' of Hegel's 

speculative discourse, Feuerbach calls for a 'new philosophy' 

whose point of reference is not God, the Absolute, but rather 

man and humanity. From the standpoint of this 'new' phil

osophy, which recasts both the method and the object--and 

thus the entire problematic--of the speculative discourse, 

and rejects the metaphysical identity of thought and the 

real, Feuerbach faces the problem of establishing the con

dition of their unity, the true basis and subject of reason. 
29Feuerbach's solution: man as a 'natural, objective being.• 

As an objective, natural being, man is a synthetic unity of 

an active principle, the 'head,' in relation to which man 

is free, and a passive principle, the 'heart', in relation 

to which man is subject to material need or external nec

essity. In effect, Feuerbach formulates a form of sub

jective idealism, positive humanism, which in the eyes of 

Marx constitutes the 'unifying truth' of idealism and 
30materialism. The two conditions of this 'positive humanism' 

are (a) the essence of man's spi:dtual life (free, conscious 

29cf. The Essence of Christianity, trans. George 
Eliot, (New York, Harper, 1957), pp. 4-5; :[li, pp. 163-4, 
172, 240ff. 

30cf. EPM (Struik), p. 181; ref. to Feuerbach's 
~heses' (Hanfi, p. 164) where he formulates a theory of the 
'head' and 'heart' of philosophy, in which he attempts to 
unite the truths of idealism and materialism. Within the 
schema of Feuerbach's theory as adopted by Marx the 'head' 
(thought) is active, spiritual, idealist, political and 
free; and the 'heart' (being) is passive, sensible, materi
alistic, social and suffering, subject to external necessity. 
The schema of this theory as we have seen, dominated Marx's 
thought from his dissertation, through the Rheinische 
Zeitung articles, to his discovery of the proletariat at 
the beginning of 1844; and as we shall see below, Marx was 
forced to reject it in the MSS of 1844. 
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and universal activity} and (b} the phenomena of man's 

material life (dependence on material need, and thus to 

external necessity}. As a reference-point (cf. the 

'original unity'} of these conditions 'man' has both an 

'active' and a 'passive' side, both a spiritual and a 

material existence. With this reference-point, the unity 

of these conditions defines a 'human' existence, and their 

separation, an 'inhuman' existence: the alienation of man 

from his essence. 

Thus we have a summary exposition of Feuerbach's 

theoretic humanism, the point of departure for Marx's anal

ysis of the economy of civil society. Although Marx adopted 

the entire problematic of this humanism, as well as its 

schemata and formulae, in its application to the relation 

labour-capital at the level of real life, Marx confronted 

the limits of Feuerbach's theory, and the need to think 

beyond it. In Feuerbach's schema, man's relation to objects 

of thought (eg. God} is 'active' and self-determining, while 

his relation to real objects is 'passive', determined by the 

external necessity of material circumstances. Otherwise 

put, man is an 'objective' being in relation to his 'head', 

the active principle of thought, but a 'natural' being in 

relation bo his 'heart', the passive principle of material

ism, causality or external necessity. This schema, which 

to date has dominated Marx's thought, is clearly inadequate 

for Marx. In applying Feuerbach's critique of alienation 

to the relation of Political Economy (i.e., labour-capital}, 

and thus moving from the sphere of consciousness to that of 

real life, Marx necessarily has to conceive of Man's re

lation to the real world as 'active' as well as 'passive.' 

This is to say, man 'objectifies' his essence not only in 

thought-objects at the level of consciousness, but he does 

so in real life, in the objects of his labour. 31 Accordingly, 

31cf. EPM (Struik}, esp. 109-114. 
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Marx identifies Feuerbach's concept of 'species-life' (free, 

conscious and universal activity} , the essence of man, with 

labour; 

In creating an objective world fgegenstabdliche Welt1by his 
~ractical activity, in his labour upon inorganic nature, 
man proves himself a conscious species-being ••. production is 
his active species-life ... The object of labour is~ there
fore, the objectification of man's species-life.3~ 

This identity of productive activity or labour-

the objectivity of the real as the objectified essence of 

man's species-activity--forces Marx's thought beyond the 

horizon of Feuerbach's anthropological conception of human 

nature, and brings it into relation with Hegel's histori

cal conception. The themes of the subject's objecti

fication, i.e., the realization of his ideas, of his goals, 

and therefore of man's self-production in the labour

process, which effectively brings thought and being, free

dom and necessity, spontaneity and receptivity, into a 

relation of concrete unity or reciprocity, are quite beyond 

the horizons of both Kant (viz. the dualistic separation of 

the theoretical and the practical) and Feuerbach (viz. his 

one-sided conception of man's 'passive' relation to the 

real world}. Hegel is the first to understand how man's 

self-development passes through the process of self-objecti

fication within the medium of productive activity. Thus it 

is that Marx remarks: 

The outstanding achievement of Hegel's Phenomenology of 
Mind and of its final outcome, the dialectic of negativity 
as the moving and generating principle, is thus that Hegel 
conceives the self-creation of man as a process, con
ceives objectification as loss of the object, as alienation 
and astKanscendenceof this alienation, that he grasps the 
essence of labour, and comprehends objective man--true 
because real man--as the outcome of man's own labour.33 

32rbid., p. 113. 


33
rbid., p. 177. 

http:labour.33
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In this encounter with Hegel--forced upon Marx by 

the need to apply Feuerbach's critique of religion within 

the sphere of real life Marx moves from Feuerbach's 

anthropological conception of human nature and its ethi

cal problematic of alienation, towards Hegel's historical 

conception and its problematic. The real history of ob

jective, natural man is the history of the human essence, 

first of its alienation, and then of its re-appropriation. 

Within this historicist problematic, alienation takes place 

at the level of real life, and not merely in consciousness, 

the level at which Feuerbach posed the problem, and Hegel 

resolved it. This is to say, both the condition of the 

problem {private property) and the condition of its solu

tion {communism) arise in history, and although the problem 

can be grasped in thought, it can only be solved in social 

praxis, at the level of real life where the problem arises. 

Thus comments Marx: 

We see how subjectivism and objectivism, spiritualism and 
materialism... only lose their antithetical character and 
thus their existence as such antithesis in social centres 
... how the resolution of the theoretical antithesis is 
only possible in a practical way, by virtue of the practi
cal energy of man. Their resolution is, therefore, by no 
means a problem of understanding but a real problem of real 
life, which philosophy :i.e. Hege~ could not resolve pre
cisely because it conceived this problem as merely a 
theoretical one. 34 

In context of this practical problem of real life, 

and its historicist problematic, Marx poses the problem 

of alienation in the form of two questions: 
r (1) '&What isi the general nature of private 

property and its relation to truly human property?' 

(2) 'How ... does man come to alienate, to estrange, 

his labour? How is this estrangement rooted in the 

nature of human development? 135 

As to the first problem, Marx notes: 

34Ibid., p. 141 

35rbid., p. 118. 
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We have already gone a long way to the solution of this 
problem by transforming the question of the origins of 
private property into the que~tion of the re1ation of 
alienated labour to the course of humanity's development. 
For when one speaks of private property one thinks of 
dealing with something external to man. When one speaks 
of labour one is directly dealing with man himself. This 
new formulation of the question already contains its 
solution.36 

The condition of this solution brings up for us 

the question of Marx's ambiguous relation to both Feuer

bach and Hegel. To begin with, in order to correctly pose 

the problem it is necessary to resolve the phenomenon of 

Political Economy (private property) into its essence 

('man himself'), to transpose the central question of 

Political Economy into its universal form, into a discourse 

whose reference-point is the essential (human/inhuman) 

relation underlying economic facts. As a result of this 

critical transposition 

alienated labour has resolved itself for us into two ele
ments ~labour-capital which mutually condition one another,- ~ 
or which are but different expressions of one and the same 
relationship ..•Private property, as the material, summary 
expression of alienated labour ~its inner essence~, em
braces both relations •.. (!) of the worker to work and to 
the product of his labour and to the non-worker, and 
(2) of the non-worker :capitalist~ to the worker and to 
the product of his labour.37 

This 'essential relationship', based on the anti

thesis of labour and capital, is, however, not only a 

human one, but is also a historical one. Within the frame

work of Feuerbach's humanism, and with reference to the 

first question, Marx notes: 

[t;he worker is the subjective manifestation of the fact 
that capital is man wholly lost to himself, just as capi
tal is the objective manifestation of the fact that labour 
is man lost to himself .38 

Within the framework of Hegel's historicism, and 

with reference to the second question, this same relation

35 rbid., p. 119. 37 rbid. 

38
rbid., p. 120. 
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ship is recast as a historic dialectic: 

The movement through which Lthe relations between labour 
and capital] have to pass is: first. Unmediated or media
ted unity ..• Second. The two in opposition. Third. Op
positi~n of each to itself .•. Clash of mutual contradic

9tions. 

The second manuscript ends here, but Marx returns 

to the problem of this historic dialectic at the end of the 

next manuscript, in the context of Adam Smith's analysis 

of division of labour and exchange as a condition of pri

vate property, and thus as the basis of production. As to 

this condition, Marx observes: 

to assert that the division of labour and exchange rest on 
private property is nothing but asserting that labour is 
the essence of private property--an assertion which the 
political economist cannot prove, and which we wish to 
prove for him: precisely in the fact that division of labour 
and exchange are embodiments of private property lies the 
two-fold proof, on the one hand, that human life required 
private property for its realization, and on the other hand 
that it now requires the supersession of private property.46. 

Marx here relates ambiguously, on the one hand, to 

Hegel's analysis of alienation as a condition of histori

cal necessity, and thus as a rational process, and on the 

other hand, to Feuerbach's analysis of alienation as an in

human and thus irrational condition. The ambiguity, and the 

unresolved relation, of these two problematics is deter

mined by the way Marx poses the problem, namely by seeing 

the formation of private property (under the conditions of 

division of labour and exchange} as a result of alienation 

(a position abandoned by the time of ".L'he German Ideology.} 

In actual fact, neither the necessity of the problem 

(private property} nor of its solution (communism} are 

theoretically justified except with a general reference to 

a philosophic concept of a historic dialectic (i.e., within 

Hegel's historicist problematic} or an ethical conception 

39 Ibid., p. 126. 


40
Ibid., p. 163. 

http:property.46


310 


of a violated human essence (i.e., within Feuerbach's 

humanist problematic) . The rationale of such a theoreti

cal justification, or the principle of its explanation, 

emerges not as Marx would have it--from a 'wholly empiri

cal analysis'--but through a Feuerbachian critique of the 

Hegelian dialectic, a problem to which we now turn. 

Marx's Feuerbachian Critique of Hegel's Dialectic 

The encounter within Marx's thought of Philosophy 

and Political Economy is defined by the respective condi

tions of the inversely-related problematics of Hegel's 

historicism and Feuerbach's humanism, and by Marx's adop

tion of both the method and object of a 'positive-critical' 

discourse clearly inspired by Feuerbach. The condition of 

this critical discourse--the transformative critique of 

the Hegelian dialectic--is formulated by Marx in the section 

that follows upon his analysis of the historic problem of 

alienation ('private property and communism') so as to 
41

'explain and justify the ideas presented'. The reference-

point for this method of explanation-justification is the 

critique of the Hegelian dialectic completed by Feuerbach, 

who, Marx comments, 

is the only one who has a serious, critical attitude to the 
Hegelian dialectic, and who has made genuine discoveries in 
this field. He is in fact the true conqueror of the old 
philosophy.4 2 

The conditions of Feuerbach's 'great achievement' 


are: (1) 'The proof that philosophy is nothing else but 


religion rendered into thought and expounded by thought, 


hence equally to be condemned as another form .... of the 


alienation of the essence of man': 


(2) 'His opposing to the negation of the negation, 


which claims to be absolute positive, the self-supportive 


positive, positively based on itself'; 


41rbid., p. 171. 


42

rbid., p. 172. Marx refers to a need for a 
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(3) 'The establishment of true materialism and real 

science [by making the social relationship of] man to man 
.. ~ 43
_the fundamental principle of his theory,'. 

The first two closely related conditions of Feuer

bach' s 'theoretical revolution'--expounded as a critique of 

the Hegelian dialectic, and supported by an analysis of the 

last chapter of Hegel's Phenomenology of Mind--are parti

cularly revealing in that they establish the theoretical 

structure of Marx's own critique, the problematic of his 

method. In terms of these two conditions of Marx's critique 

strikes at the very foundation of the 'Hegelian philosophy 

as a whole', namely the principle of identity whose proble

matic governs both the method and object of speculative 

thought, and of their necessary relation. The principle of 

identity of opposites, rescued by Hegel from Kant's deva

stating critique, gives a rational appearance to the specu

lative masterpiece which serves as the undemonstrable, pre

supposed point of departure for Absolute Idealism, namely 

the postulate that 'being is thought'. From the specu

lative standpoint of this Idea, presupposed in advance as 

true but presented as a 'mediated result', Hegel converts 

the objectivity of the real into the estranged, alienated 

form of a self-identical thought, which is to say, he re

settling of accounts with the Hegelian dialectic and 
Hegelian philosophy as a whole •.• absolutely necessary, a 
task not yet performed' (~nid., p. 64), for a 'critical 
settling of accounts with the mother of young Hegelianism' 
(ibid. , p. 171) . These apercus are revealing in that they 
give the lie to those interpreters of Marx's thought who 
turn to the 1843 Critique for precisely such a 'settling of 
accounts' with the Hegelian dialectic; and secondly, in that 
Marx clearly turns to Feuerbach for the 'method' of such 
a critique, with reference to the 'Theses', and in detail, 
the 'Principles' had in principle 'overthrown the old dia
lectic' (ibid., p. 171). 

43
rbid., p. 172. 
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duces the opposition between thought and being to an op
44position within thought. 

With explicit reference to Feuerbach's critique, Marx 

here recognizes a 'double error' which he proceeds to submit 

to general criticism. In the first place, 

the appropriation of man's essential powers which have be
come .•• alien objects is thus ... only an appropriation oc
curing in--pure thought, i.e ..•. in abstraction; it is the 
appropriation of these objects as thoughts and as movements 
of thought.45 

In the second place, 

the vindication of the objective world for man .•. this ap
propriation or the insight into this process, appears in 
Hegel •.• in the form ~of~ ... spiritual entities, for only 
spirit is the true essence of man ... 46 

As a consequence, 

the whole history of the alienation-process and the whole 
process of its retraction is ..• nothing but the history of 
the products of abstract thought, of logical, speculative 
thought.47 

Furthermore, 

the estrangement, which therefore forms the real interest 
of this alienation and of the Aufhebun~ of this alien
ation, is the opposition of ..• consciousness and self
consciousness, of the object and subject--t~at is to say,

8it is the opposition within thought itself. 

As a result: 'just as the entity, the object, ap

pears as an entity of thought, so also the subject is always 

consciousness of self-consciousness', which means that the 

outcome of the process is only the 'identity of self

44cf. Marx's reconstruction of Feuerbach explanation 
of the Hegelian dialectic, the 'negation of the negation' as 
'only ••. a contradiction of philosophy with itself--as the 
philosophy which affirms theology after having denied it and 
which it therefore affirms in opposition to itself' (ibid). 

45 47rbid., p. 175. Ibid., p. 175. 
46rbid., p. 176 48Ibid. 
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consciousness--absolute knowledge--the movement of abstract 

thought not directed outwards but proceeding within itself, 
1 49i.e., the dialectic of pure thought is the result • 

Marx concludes: 

This movement, in its abstract form as dialectic ~negation 
of the negation: is regarded therefore as truly human life, 
and since it is nevertheless an abstraction, an alienation 
of human life, it is regarded as a divine process, and this 
is the divine process of mankind.SO 

In other words, the real history of man is degraded 

into phenomenal appearance, a screen behind which unfolds 

the mystery of a more profound esoteric process, the dia

lectic of the Idea, whose subject is not man, a natural, 

objective being, but rather, 'a subject that knows itself as 

absolute self-consciousness ~and~ is therefore God, ab

solute spirit, the self-knowing and self-manifesting Idea.• 51 

As a result: 'real man and real nature become mere predicates, 
52symbols of this concealed unreal man and unreal nature' . 

There is no need to further focus or paraphrase 

Marx's critique of speculative idealism. It is all found 

in Feuerbach, summarized by us above. The crux of Marx's 

Feuerbachian criticism is that Hegel grasps the 'dialectic 

or negativity' as the principle of historical development 

(cf. 'the self-creation of man as a process ... objectification 

as loss of object, as alienation, and as the Aufhebung of 

this alienation') but that he mystifies it by way of a 

speculative transposition of the real history of man into 
53 a tlialectic of pure thought'. By posing the problem of 

alienation from the speculative standpoint of a pre-supposed 

identity presented as a mediated result (the Absolute Idea), 

49 Ibid., p. 176. 52Ibid 

SOibid. 53Ibid., pp. 173-89. 

Slibid. 
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Hegel transforms contradictions of real life ('real, object

ive chains existing outside me') into a struggle within 

thought ('into merely ideal, 	merely subjective chains exist

ing in me'), giving the problem thereby the illusion of a 

solution, a solution (the re-appropriation of the aliena

ted essence) within one aspect of the contradiction-

thought. 54 In this speculative presentation the real history 

of man is converted into the 	mysterious movement of abstract 

thought, a struggle between consciousness and self-conscious

ness whose original identity 	is restored in the 'mediated' 
55unity of Absolute Knowledge. 

54cf. Feuerbach's parallel argument in 'Theses' 
(Hanfi, pp. 157-67) and Principles' (ibid., pp. 211-36); 
also see 'The Mystery of Speculative Construction' (The 
Holy Family) where Marx elaborates on the mental operation 
involved in the 'speculative presentation': to convert 
particular entities into different members of a life-process, 
to discover 'm~stical interconnections' among them, and to 
discover in them the 'self-activity of the absolute subject' 
(cf. Easton & Guddat, pp. 370-73). To sum up this operation, 
likewise criticized in the German Ideology and the Poverty 
of Philosophy as the basic mechanism of 'idology', the 
essence of the speculative presentation is ' (to conceive) 
Substance as Subject, as inner process, an 2\bsolute Person' 
(ibid., p. 373). 

55cf. EPM (Struik), p. 188, with reference to Hegel's 
'formal and abstract conception of man's action of self
creation or self-objectification': 'subject and predicate 
are •.. related to each other in absolute reversal--a mystical 
subject-object or a subjectivity reaching beyond the object-
the absolute subject as a process, as subject alienating it
self and returning from alienation into itself but at the 
same time retracting this alienation into itself, and the 
subject as this process; a pure restless resolving within 
itself'. Marx here makes clear the most significant point 
of Hegel's conception of the 'Absolute': it is the process 
itself in the totality of its conditions. There is no sub
ject outside the process in its totality; the process only 
has a subject in the sense that it is itself this subject: 
the process is absolute. Hegel here translates into a philo
sophical category a concept apparently borrowed from the 
biological sciences the concept of a process without a sub
ject. 
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Inevitably enough the focus of Marx's critique 

fails on the method by which Hegel presents a pre-supposed 

identity as a mediated result, and comes to his solution-

the re-appropriation of the alienated essence in the re

stored identity of consciousness and self-consciousness, in 

Absolute Knowledge--namely, the 'dialectic of reason' whose 

structure ('the negation of the negation') is compressed 
56into the double function assigned to the 'act of Aufhebung. 

As to this dialectic Marx noted the 'peculiar role' played 

by the 'act of Aufhebung in which denial and preservation-

denial and affirmation--are bound together' to wit: 

In Hegel ... the negation of the negation is not only the 
confirmation of the true essence, effected precisely through 
negation of the pseudo-essence. With him, the negation of 
the negation is the confirmation of the pseudo-essence, or 
of the self-estranged essence in its denial; or it is the 
denial of this pseudo-essence as an objective being dwelling 
outside man and independent of him, and its transformation 
into the subject.57 

The double logic (Aufhebung) of the speculative 

construction, is, Marx observes: 'the germ, the uncritical 

positivism and the equally uncritical idealism of Hegel's 

later works--that philosophic dissolution and restoration 
58of the existing world' The 'false positivism' or hidden 

mystifying criticism' supported by Hegel's dialectic lies 

in the fact that it 'leaves its object standing in the real 
59world' while 'believing that it has really overcome it' . 

The 'Aufhebung' of alienation, Marx concludes, 'is ••. nothing 

but an abstract, empty supersession of that empty abstrac-
I 

60 . h • f h • • h' th' d'tion--t e negation o t e negation • Wit in is ia

56cf. the structure of this dialectic see EPM (Struik) 
pp. 174, 185-89. In Marx's exposition of Hegel's Encyclo
pedic Logic he gives a literal transposition of Feuerbach's 
analysis (cf. 'Theses', FB, pp. 157-67). 

57 EPM,p.185. 

58Ibid., pp. 175-76. 

59 Ibid., p. 186. 
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lectic 'the rich, living, sensuous, concrete activity of 

self-objectification is reduced to its mere abstraction-
. . t '61a b so1ute negat1v1 y. 

These aperlus against the very structure of the 

Hegelian dialectic--the negation of the negation--allow us, 

incidentally, to reject the traditional interpretation that 

conceives of Marx's relation to Hegel on the basis of an 

alleged separation of his method (the dialectic) from his 

System (absolute idealism) with a 'materialist' applica

tion of the 'revolutionary' method freed from the 'con
62servative' System. Although we cannot here treat of the 

questions raised by this problem it should be clear that the 

attempt to free Hegel's method from the metaphysic of its 

System is as peculiar as it is futile, given the fact that 

Hegel's method, the dialectic, is the precise and necessary 

means by which he secures a theoretical relation between 

the idealist principle on which his System is based and its 

theoretic objects, the Absolute--the means by which he can 

present a pre-supposed, apriori idea as a mediated result. 

On the basis of Engels' exposition Marx's metaphorical 

formulation of a 'materialist inversion' of the Hegelian 

61 b'd 189.!..2:_., p. . 

62This standard interpretation relates back to a' 
conception current among the Young Hegelians in the early 
1840's (as a condition for the adaptation of Hegelianism to 
liberalism) and authorized by Engels himself both in his 
Ludwig Fai·erbach and the End of Classical German Philosophy. 
C~. above, Chapter three, pp. 90-94; and below, Chapter 
nine, pp. 407ff. 
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dialectic, of the extraction of its 'rational kernel' from 

its mystical shell', is traditionally interpreted as the 

condition of a concept of a method freed from the meta

physic of an 63idealist system. If one takes the formula 

of Marx's metaphor as the condition of such a concept, one 

faces a curious problem indeed: How does one 'invert' the 

structure of a 'negation of the negation'--the circle of a 

self-related, abstract Idea? 

To escape the circle of this abstract Idea (to de

duce reality from the concept, or reduce reality to the con

cept) so as to touch the 'dialetic' of the real history 

eluded and mystified by Hegel's speculative construction, 

Marx rejects the very structure of Hegel's method--of a 

speculative logic or idealist dialectic--namely, the nega

tion of the negation. We treat of this problem below 

(chapter nine), but we can point to the first condition of 

Marx's rejection of the Hegelian dialectic as a method of 

thought: the abandonment of the speculative standpoint of a 

pre-supposed identity of thought and being, and the adoption 

of the critical standpoint of their distinction. Philosophy 

must begin not with itself (thought) but with its 'true 

antithesis': real being. As Marx puts it: 

63cf. Marx's Afterword to the second German edition 
of Capital (vol 1., pp. 19-20): 'My dialectical method is not 
only different from the Hegelian, but is its direct opposite ... 
With (Hegel, the dialectic) is standing on its head. It 
must be turned right side up again, if you would discover the 
rational kernel within the mystical shell. In its mystified 
form, dialectic .•. seemed to transfigure and to glorify the 
existing state of things. In its rational form it ... is in 
its essence critical and revolutionary'. They key question 
is : what is extracted from Hegel's dialectic in its 'mater
ialist' inversion? a certain understanding or insight into 
the nature or process of historical development? Its method 
of analysis? Does one apply the same method to a different 
object? or a different method to the same object? For the 
present we leave this question open. 
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abstraction comprehending itself as abstraction knows it
self to be nothing; it must abandon itself--abandon ab
straction--and so it arrives at an entity which is its ex
act opposite--nature.64 

With reference to the third condition of Feuerbach's 

'great achievement' ('the establishment of true materialism 

and real science') Marx here comes into contact with the 

fundamental principle of materialism established by Feuer

bach' s critical discourse, the basis thrust of which was 

to strike the secret and mystery of Hegel's speculative 

thought or idealist dialect, namely that Hegel had inverted 

the 'true' relation between the subject and its predicate, 

abstracted the latter from its material conditions, hypo

statised it, and converted it into a subject. The major 

point of this critique of Hegel was to demonstrate that its 

self-presupposition, thought had overstepped its 'natural 

boundaries' a judgement registered by Marx's criticism of 

Hegel's tendency to reduce the objectivity of the real into 

the estranged, alienated form of thought, a speculative 

illusion that leads Hegel to confuse 'objectivity' and 

'alienation•. 65 Against Hegel's tendency to deprive the 

objectivity of the real of 'any independence, any essen

tiality vis-a-vis' self-consciousness' Marx insists that 

whenever real, corporal man ... establishes his real, object
ive essential powers as alien objects by his externali
zation, it is not the act of positioning which is the sub
ject in this process; it is the subjectivity of objective 
essential powers, whose action, therefore, must also be ... 
objective .• the activity of an objective, natural being.66 

This 'objective, natural being', the subject of 

history, is 'man', the conception of which is established 

by Marx in terms of Feuerbach's 'naturalism or humanism', 

the unifying truth' of idealism and materialism: 

64EPM (Struik), p. 189. Cf. Feuerbach's analysis on 
which Marx-.g--exposition is based see above, chapter three, 
pp. 

65rbi'd., pp. 178- 80 . 66 rb1'd., pp. 180- 81 . 

http:being.66
http:opposite--nature.64
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Man is directly a natural being. As a natural being .•. he is 
on the one hand endowed with natural powers of life--he is 
an active natural being .• On the other hand, as a natural, 
corporeal, sensuous, objective being he is a 
suffering, conditioned and limited creature ... That is to 
say, the objects of his instincts exist outside him, as 
objects independent of him; yet these objects are objects 
that he needs--essential objects, indispensable to the mani
festation and confirmation of his essential powers.67 

This ':consistent naturalism or humanism' has a two

fold condition: 'man' as an 'objective, natural being', a 

being who is on the one hand, active and free, and on the 

other, a passive, suffering being subject to the external 

necessity of material needs. Marx here relates directly to 

Feuerbach's philosophy of man thought through the schema 

of a passive heart/active head, the 'objective' condition of 

man's existence--his 'active' relation to the world--is 

identified with the 'head' {i.e., at the level of conscious

ness), whereas the 'natural' condition of man's existence-

his 'practical' relation to the world--is identified with 

the passive 'heart' conditioned by necessity. In other 

words, the objective or active is theoretical, whereas the 

natural or material {practical) is passive. Marx's concep

tion of 'consistent naturalism' {'real humanism') clearly 

revises Feuerbach on this point, and it does so with re

ference to the 'positive aspect of Hegel's treatment of 

alienation--the self-objectification of man as a process. 

Marx's position in brief is that man's 'practical' re

lation to the world is both passive (viz. Feuerbach's posi

tion) and active (viz. Hegel's position). This position 

suggests a conception which in our opinion gives rise to a 

new concept, 'the social relations of production', which in 

turn will constitute the condition of Marx's escape from the 

problematic both of Hegel's historicism and Feuerbach's 

humanism. 

To anticipate our discussion of this point: within 

the theoretic space of Feuerbach and Hegel's inversely

67rbid., p. 181. 
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related humanism and historicism, and supported with studies 

by Weitling, Hess and Engels, Marx re-structures the concept 

of its problem (private property) and of its solution 
68(communism), both of which arise in history. 

68cf. the influence of Weitling, Hess and Engels as 
well as of other French and English socialits, see Cornu, 
op.cit., pp. 569-73. Marx himself notes in the 1844 MSS: 
'It goes without saying that besides the French and English 
Socialists I have also used German socialist works. The only 
original German works of substance in this science, however, 
other than Weitling's writings--are the essays by Hess pub
lished in Einudzwanzig Bogen and Engels' 'Outlines of a 
Critique of Political Economy' in the Deutsch-Franzosische 
Jahrbucher •.. (Preface, EPM (Struik), p. 63. 

cf. Engels' essay, and its influence on Marx see 
Cornu, pp. 304-22. Engels brought into focus the irrational 
and inhuman character of capitalism, and argued that its 
internal contradictions result in a class struggle between 
the bourgeoisie and the proletariat, which leads towards the 
communist revolution. Engels' study allowed Marx to relate 
the capitalist system to the general development of history, 
and to conceive of its suppression as a result of the his
toric dialectic. 

cf. Hess's essay, see Cornu, pp. 136-42. In his 
'philosophy of action' Hess demonstrated that human acti
vity determined the thought and life of man. In his 'Es
sence of Money' Hess expounded the nature and effect of 
alienation in bourgeois society, and showed that religious 
alienation is but an ideological reflex of a more funda
mental alienation in bourgeois society in which the workers 
are excluded from private property. The proletariat, Hess 
argues, alienates its essential activity, its labour, in 
commodities which it produces but does not own, and that, 
transformed into money, into capital, dominates him as an 
alien force. 

Marx took in part Hess's conception of the nature 
of human activity and alienation, but gave it a 'materialist' 
character, as supported by Engels, and as Cornu demon
strates very well, by a book written by W. Schultz, The 
Movement of Production (Zurich, 1843). Cf. Schultz, see 
Cornu, 571-3. Schultz explained historical development 
through production, and showed how different historical 
periods are determined by the development of material needs, 
whose satisfaction leads to the incessant transformation of 
the economy and social organization of society. Schultz 
both criticizes Political Economy for being interested only 
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The Problem: Alienation in Private Property 

Marx's critique of Political Economy, the science 

of bourgeois society, and thus, to be precise, of the 

system of private property, follows upon a thorough study 

of the writings of Quesnay, Ricardo, Say and Schultz among 

others. 69 In this connection we will sum up the central 

argument of Auguste Cornu's studied presentation, but adapt 

in the world of ~hings', for failing to see that the basis 
of production is the nature of man; the Lef t-Hegelians for 
being enclosed by abstractions from life; socialists and 
communists for being interested only in the material as
pects of production/consumption to the neglect of intel
lectual, political and social activity of individuals. 

In Cornu's reconstruction, Marx, in his critique 
of the capitalist system, took from Engels his conception 
of the contradictory character of the system, which itself 
provokes its own suppression; from Hess, a reinforced con
ception of labour as the essential element of human life; 
and of the socio-economic character of alienation (and, 
Cornu, could add, of the 'power of money' in bourgeois 
society); from Schults, the idea of the development of pro
duction; and that the division of labour determines the 
succession of the forms of society and the state, as well 
as of the class struggle (in this interpretation, Schultz 
does indeed develop a materialist conception of history 
that prefigures Marx's presentation in The German Ideology). 

We will not quarrel with these evaluations of 
critical influences on Marx. Be they as they may, we will 
concentrate on the underlying problematic, governed by 
Hegel and Feuerbach, within which Marx's thought is unified. 

69cf. Cornu, p. 569, n.8 for listing of works analyzed 
and extracted by Marx. Of particular relevance is Cornu's 
exposition of the importance of a now-forgotten economist, 
Wilhelm Schultz, the author of Die Bewgung de Produktion 
(The Movement of Production), 'an historical and statistical 
study destined to provide the basis for a new science of 
the state and of society', from which Marx derived the pri
mary elements of historical materialism (Cornu, pp. 571
73). For the details of Marx's critique of Political 
Economy, see Cornu, pp. 574-90. 
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it to our understanding of the philosophic problematic 

underlying Marx's thought. 

In the capitalist order based on the system of pri

vate property labour has the character of alienation, which 

makes possible the free, conscious and universal activity in 

which man realizes his 'essential being'. The product of 

labour within this system is converted into a commodity, into 

an object in which man alienates his essential activity or 

creative force. As a result: instead of man dominating the 

world of 'things' he is reduced to its slave. With labour 

under the commodity-production of the capitalist system 

trnasformed into alienated labour, it loses its essential 

character and its social function, and the relations between 

man lose their 'human' character as they are transformed 

into exchange relations between 'things', the product of 

alienated labour. 

This 'reification' of social relations, which deter

mines the general alienation of all men irrespective 

of class, forms the basis both for a critique of Political 

Economy as an apology of the capitalist system of private 

property, and a critique of this system itself, of bourgeois 

society. The basis of this critique is the speculative, 

a-critical standpoint of Political Economy, which pre

supposes the system of private property in the same way as 
70Hegel presupposes the Idea. In pre-supposing private 

property as a natural, and thus necessary condition of pro

duction, Political Economy argues that production has as its 

object not the creation of use-value, but of exchange-value. 

Since Political Economy ties, the normal basis of social 

relations, it takes as its point of departure the inhuman, 

alienated form of social relations--'exhange and commerce'-

70 This critique of Political Economy, its standpoint 
based on the premise of private property, is found in all 
of Marx's later writings as of the Poverty of Philosophy 
(1847) where it becomes the basis of a fundamental criti
cism of Proudhon for moving within the horizon of this same 
unquestioned premise. 
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which converts all 'human' (social) relations between men 
71into relations of 'private interests•. Since production

for-exchange converts the products of labour into an object 

for another, into a means for acquiring what others have 

produced, it no longer realizes the 'personality' turned into 

relations of exchange, into commerce of commodities. As a 

consequence of this transformation of the labour-product 

into an exchange-value, and of social relations into re

lations between objects independent of, and alien to man, 

man becomes subordinated to the God of Political Economy, 

the system of private property--to the power of his own 

labour-product, capital. Obliged to sell his labour, re
72duced to an element of production. 

In this first critique of the capitalist system, 

the effects of which we have already referred to, Marx 

employs a concept of man which is both ethical and histo

rical: man alienates in the production of exchange-value 

(expressed in relations of commerce) his human essence, 

labour, which can only be affirmed in the production of 

use-value, the objectification of his essence. The point 

of reference for this distinction use-value/exchange-value 

(read: the objectification/alienation of the human essence) 

is a concept of man whose ambiguous relation to two di

verse sources determines the structure of Marx's critique 

71cf. J'Money and Alienated Labour' (from Excerpt 
Notes of 1844 on James Mill); p. 272: 'Political Economy 
understands the social essence (Gemeinwesen) of man, the 
self-activating human essence ... in the form of exchange and 
commerce ... It is evident that Political Economy establishes 
an alienated form of social intercourse as the essential, 
original, and definitive human form'. In this observation, 
which is echoed at various points throughout the 1844 MSS 
with particular reference to Adam Smith and Destutt de 
Tracey's concept of society, Marx comes into direct contact 
with the essays and views of Weitling and Hess, as well as 
with his own On the Jewish Question . See in particular 
MSS 111: 'The Meaning of Human Requirements' (Struik, 154- 63). 

72
cf. Cornu, pp. 574- 96 • 
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of the capitalist system and thus, Marx's solution to the 

problem of 'civil society'. 

This point requires several observations, particular

ly since it speaks to Cornu's contention that we have in 

this encounter with Political Economy not only the forma

tion of Marx's concept of praxis, but also the emergence of 

historical materialism. 

We observe, first of all, that Marx grasps the 

central concept of Political Economy -- production or labour-

as a philosophic category, and that the reference for this 
73category is found in Hegel. In Hegel, the 'substance' 

of the world is the objective form of Spirit, and as such, 

the outward manifestation (Ausserungen) of life, the 

'substantive basis' for 'universality', the essence of human 
. 7 4 . h. lf . 1 . consciousness. For man to raise imse to universa ity, 

i.e., to realize his true nature as Spirit, unit with the 

social substance (objectification of 'personality) is es

sential: 'It is in the ethical (social) order that indivi

duals are actually in possession of their own essence or 
• • • l' I 75their own inner universa ity • This is where 'production' 

comes in. Production relates to 'personality' (the true 

nature or essential being of man) in that it is the media

tive activity through which 'property' comes to exist; and 

property is the 'embodiment of personality' through which 
76

alone it achieves objective reality. Property is the 

'first embodiment of freedom' in that through 'possession 

of property' an objective domain comes into existence for 

73Although our interpretation of the Hegel-Marx rela
tion is much different, we support our following discussion 
with reference to : Lukacs, The Young Hegel (chapter four, 
concluding section); H. Marcuse, 'The Philosophical Founda
tion of the Concept of Labour', Telos 16 {1973); K. Lowith, 
From Hegel to Nietzche (Part two, 11, 1-3). Cf. our intro
ductory exposition in chapter two. 

74cf. Hegel, Philosophy of Right, par. 264 on 'spirit'; 
Phenomenology of Mind, p. 514 on the 'essence' of human con
sciousness, 'universality' (Allgemeinheit). 

7675pci 153.u. par. . PR, pars. 51, 41, 45 . 
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the individual in which he can act freely: 'I as free 

will ... for the first time am an actual will, i.e., am actu
77

ally free, only when such a domain exists for me' • 

Personality becomes actual only when one 'translates ... 

his freedom into an external sphere' by acquiring pro
78perty. In production one acquires property by ~aking 

possession of 'things', i.e, in the appropriation of ob

jects on which 'I impose a form' so that 'the thing's deter

minate character as mine (private property) acquires an in
79

dependent externality' . 

The analysis of production as an identity of per

sonality and property, supported by an analysis of 'labour' 

in the Phenomenology of Mind and of the 'Life process' in 

the Logic, clearly suggests the similar identity established 
80

by Marx: 'labour, life-activity, productive life' . As 

Marx puts it: production is the 'direct activity of per

sonality' through which the individual 'reproduces himself', 

activity which constitutes the 'objectification (outward 

manifestation) the objective world becomes for man in society 

the 'world of man's essential powers', a 'human reality' in 

which 'man himself becomes the object •..which confirm(s) and 
82realize(s) his individuality•. Marx here translates Hegel's 

concept of production (personality-property) through the 

problematic of Feuerbach's humanism, and equates the 'species

activity' of an 'essential being' with the historic process 

of man's self-development, the realization of the human 

76PR_, pars. 51, 41, 45. 


77PR
_, par. 45. 


78PR
_, par. 41. 


79PR, 
 par. 56 


80
EPM (Struik) , p. 113. 

81~., pp. 36, 114. 


82
rbid., p. 140. 
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essence. As with Hegel, property as such is for Marx 

essential to the realization of the individual's personality, 

and Marx urges its 'genuine appropriation', i.e., property 

released from its alienation (appropriation by another) in 

accordance with its essential function (self-development). 

One could say, in effect, that Marx accepts the 'essential 

connection' between property and personal self-development in 

production, but rejects the 'form' of property which sees 

'labour ... only in the form of acquisitive (wage-earning) 

activity', and whose 'purpose is merely the increase of 
83wealth'--production for exchange. 

In this rejection Marx leans on Moses Hess's in

terpretation of ideas derived from Rousseau and Feuerbach to 

diametrically oppose Hegel's solution to the problem of 

'civil society'. Hegel defines the possible relations of 

production within a system of private property as a 'mode 

of possession' of which he recognizes three ('enjoyment', 

'use', 'alienation'), which Marx will later reformulate as 

three 'modes of production' (slave, feudal, bourgeois), and 

of which the first two have as their object the creation of 

use-value as opposed to exchange-value, the object of the 

latter. In Hegel's speculative presentation, the transition 

from the feudal to the bourgeois modes of property-possession 

(from its 'use' to its 'alienation') represents a 'rational 

advance', although ultimately he will effect a compromise 

between both forms of property as reciprocal conditions of 
84 a rational state. The rationality of this alienation 

(verfu:;serung) consists in the fact that in the mutual satis

faction of each other's needs (production for exchange) all 

individuals in bourgeois society surrender the 'use' of 

83 b'd pp. 71 ..!_2:_., - 72 

84cf ' d . . . h t. our intro uctory exposition in c ap er two. 
The details of the following agrument, and the points of its 
interpretation, are found in our introduction on Hegel's 
solution to the problem of knowledge, the main lines of which 
we here summarize. 
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things in exchange for their 'value', the universal (and 

thus, for Hegel, the 'concept' of property) produced by the 

'abstraction' of labour within a system of needs. It is 

precisely through surrender or mutual alienation that all 

individuals participate in the universal, whose mediated 

result is a compulsive process (capital formation) of which 

man is not the conscious subject, but rather the unconscious 

support. Although the 'phenomenology' of this universal 

(the world market) appears to these individuals as an 

external necessity', philosophic reflection on the essence 

of their phenomena reveals the inner necessity of an es

sential process, the dialectic of the Idea--the 'cunning of 

reason'. 

Hegel's conclusion--that the mediative process 

of alienation discloses the form of a hidden rationality-

is supported by the observation that in the alienated mode 

of possession (production for exchange) one does not sur

render one's personality as such, nor its substantive basis 

(family property) but only what is already external-

property as a 'thing'. For Hegel the submission 

(Verausserung) of one's labour and the transfer (Entausserung) 

of its product to another involves a transaction advantageous 

to both parties, to all members of civil society, in that 

each surrenders the 'use' of property in exchange for its 

'value'---the universal in which all individuals partici

pate, albeit unknowingly. In effect, as Rousseau would say 

with reference to the Social Contract, each individual by 

alienating his individual rights to that of the whole, and 

surrendering all particular claims against the state, has it 

all restored to him in a more rational form. 

Marx rejects the rationality of this economic ex

change, the labour-contract within a system of needs, both 

in its 'scientific' form (the doctrine of Political Economy) 

and in its 'philosophic' justification by Hegel. For Marx, 



who in this respect takes up a view held by Rousseau and 
. ..

supported by Feuerbach, the practice of Verausserung and 

its result, Entausserung, does not involve a rational pro

cess or an advantateous exchange, given that 'the more 

objects the worker producer, the fewer he can possess, and 
0the more he falls under the sway of his product, capita1•?

In labour for another, 'the activity of the worker is not 

his own spontaneous activity ('free or self-directed'). It 

is another's activity and the loss of his own (forced 
911 . . . )' d f h'1ab our, externa1 , a ien activity . Separate rom is 

product, man sacrifices or surrenders what is essential to 

him, his essence--a thesis for which Marx finds support in 

Hegel's own text, to wit: 

By alienating the whole of my time, as crystallized in my 
work and everything I produced, I would make into another's 
property the substance of my being, my universal activity 
and actuality, my personality.92 

The result 'The alienation (Entausserung) of personality 

nd its substantive being, whether this alienation occurs 
' 1 ' ' 11 I 93unconscious y or intentiona y . 

Hegel himself qualifies the historic condition of 

this alienation: 

I can alienate to someone else and I can give him the use 
of my abilities for a restricted period, because, on the 
strength of this restriction, my abilities acquire an ex 94
ternal relation to the totality and universality of my being. 

Marx, however, rejects this qualification and takes the 

submission of one's labour to another as the necessary and 

sufficient condition of its alienation from the worker. When 

a 'thing' is veraussert 

90cf. EPM (Struik), p. 108. 

91Ibid~p. 111. 

92~PR, par. 67. 

93_, par. 

94 


PR 66 • 

PR, par. 67. 
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not only that his labour becomes an object, assumes an ex
ternal existence, but that it exists independently, outSide 
himself, and alien to him, and that it stands opposed to 
him as an autonomous power. The life which he has given to 
the object sets itself against him as an alien and hostile 
force.96 

In this concept of alienated labour Marx clearly 

associates the Entausserung {renunciation, transfer) of labour 

with its Entfremdung (estrangement, loss of object), an 

association which is surely suggested by a reading of Hegel's 

Phenomenology of Mind against his Plilosophy of Right. Where

as in the latter Hegel speaks of the Entausserung of labour 

as a condition of a rational process, the formation of capi

tal, in the former he speaks of the Entfremdung and 

Entausserung of personality, again as a condition of a 

rational process--the emergence of the state. In the 

Entausserung (unreserved surrender, relinquishment or 

self-sacrifice) of one's 'particularity of need', of 'will ... 

qua will', of one's ~ndependent existence' to the state, 

the individual overcomes his Entfremdung, and elevates him

self to universa lity, which is to say, he becomes an in
97divisible part of an integral whole, a rational state. 

Comparison of Hegel's two texts suggests the relation 

personality-labour which leads Marx to associate the sub

mission of one's labour to another (Entausserung) with its 

estrangement {Entfremdung) , whose concept as we have seen 

is commissioned by the problematic of Feuerbach's humanism, 
98but is brought within Hegel's framework of analysis-history. 

96EPM (Struik) , 108; revised translation according 
to Bottomore; Karl Marx: Early Writings {New York; McGraw
Hill, 1964), pp. 122-3. 

97Cf. Hegel, Phenomenology of Mind, pp. 517, 528. 

98 IMarx s ' 'association fo fEnt drem ung dan " Entausserung 
is further suggested by Fichte who uses Entausserung where 
Hegel uses Entfremdung--with reference to the 'externali
zation' of Spirit, its estrangement from its own object, cf. 
Lukacs, The Young Hegel, pp. 658-59). Bottomore is one who 
notes that Marx makes no 'systematic distinction' between 
the two concepts (Early Works, xix). Cf.EPM (Struik), pp. 126
3 2. 

http:force.96
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Within this framework of analysis, the historic 

condition of alienation is provided by private property in 

its 'real movement' from an 'individual, natural mode' to 

its 'universal' existence as a 'world-historical power 
99completing its domination over man' In short: the 

formation of the capitalist system of private property, of 

which the worker is the 'subjective' manifestation, and the 

capitalist is the 'objective' 	manifestation, but neither, 
1 one could say, is the subject. This system, Marx adds, 

has to be grasped in its 'active connection', its 'internal 

relation', the dialectic of labour and capital: 

Labour, the subjective essence of private property as ex
clusion of property; and capital, objective labour as ex
clusion of labour, constitute private property as its de
veloped state of contradiction--hence a dynamic relation
ship [historic dialectic} moving to its resolution.2 

What conclusion can we draw from this discussion? 

In this analysis of the capitalist system and its ideolo

9 9EPM (Struik), p. 131. This 'world-historical 
power' refers to the 'world market'; cf. Marx, the German 
Ideology, p. 429: 'In history up to the present it is 
certainly an empirical fact that separate individuals with 
the broadening of their activity into world-historical 
activity have become more and more enslaved to a power 
alien to them (a hardship they conceive as chicanery on the 
part of the so-called World Spirit, etc), a power which has 
become increasingly great and finally turns out to be the 
world-market'. (marx's parenthesis). Cf. further, ibid., 
pp. 427-30. Within a speculative presentation (of t~ 
World Spirit, etc.) of this 'empirical fact', and to which 
Marx may refer, Hegel observes" 'This inner dialectic of 
civil society--to push beyond its own limits and seek 
markets, and so its necessary means of subsistence, in 
other lands which are either deficient in the goods it has 
over-produced, or else generally backward in industry, etc.' 
(PR, par. 246). This is a case of Hegel's 'sophistic 
mastery' in presenting within a 'speculative presentation' 
and actual, presentation, a presentation of the latter 
itself' (Marx, Holy Family, in 'WYJ'vTPS, n.373}. 

1~ (Struik), p. 120. 

2Ibid., 132. 
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gical support, Political Economy, Marx departs from principles 

established by both Hegel and Feuerbach. From Hegel, Marx 

derives a dialectical conception of historic development, 

as determined by objective laws that apply under specific 

conditions (division of labour and exchange), and whose 

process alienates man from his social essence. Contrary to 

Hegel, who transposes this real proces into the alienated 

form of a more essential thought-process, and who suppresses 

this alienation by conceiving it as the phenomena of an 

inner essence, a hidden reason, Marx agrees with Feuerbach 

that man's life-situation in bourgeois society is charact

erized by alienation, and that its abolition is a necessary 

condition for full, human emancipation. Marx differs from 

Feuerbach, however, by posing the problem of alienation not 

in its religious form, at the level of consciousness, but in 

its fundamental socio-economic form, at the level of real 

life. Within the framework of principles established by 

both Hegel and Feuerbach, Marx conceives of private pro

perty in two senses, both as a 'dynamic relationship moving 

towards its resolution', and as the condition of an alienated 

essence; as a historic process, and an inhuman condition. 

The specific form in which Marx integrates these two senses, 

the respective conditions of a scientific and an ethical 

conception of history, allows Marx to conclude: 

precisely in the fact that division of labour and exchange 
are embodiments of private property, lies the two-fold 
proof, on the one hand, that human life required private 
property for its realization, and on the other hand, that it 
now requires the suppression of private property.3 

The necessity of this suppression (the condition of 

man's re-humanization) is commissioned by the ethical prob

lematic of Feuerbach's humanism, but it is secured by 

Hegel's dialectic of history, whose necessary product is 

communism, the 'real' antithesis of private property, and 

as such, the 'practical' solution to the historic problem of 

3rbid., p. 163. 



alienation. Just as the condition of the problem, private 

property, appears in history, the necessary condition for 

its solution, communism, is a product of the historic 

dialectic. 

The Solution: The Suppression of Private Property--Communism 

Before coming to his own conception of communism, 

which Marx for the first time represents as his own position, 

Marx settles accounts with its various forms extant in the 

1840's--'crude communism', !directed at Babouvism, was al
4

ready anticipated in his 1843 correspondence with Ruge , 

but in the Paris Manuscripts Marx goes into more detail. 

According to Marx, this form of communism is 'only a genera

lization and consummation of (the) relationship bf private 

property)', and as such, its 'abstract negation' rather than 

its 'real appropriation': 

For the sole purpose of life and existence is direct, physical 
possession. The task of the labourer is not done away with, 
but extended to all men. The relationship of private 
property persists as the relationship of the community to the 
world of things •... In negating the personality of man in 
every sphere, this type of communism is really nothing but 
the logical expression of private property, which is its 
negation.5 

In this critique of 'crude' communism Marx adopts 

the attitude shared by most of the other German (Left 

Hegelian) emigres in Paris in the face of French communism, 

and in particular, by Feuerbach and Hess, the ideologues of 

a 'noble' communism, a 'true' socialism. Although Marx 

will at various points of time continue to refer to Babouvism 

as 'crude', in the German Ideology he mocks this very same 

criticism directed by 'true socialism' against 'crude 

communism': 

4See our discussion above in Chapter six. 

5EPM (Struik), p. 133. Cf. the specific doctrines 
on which Ma"rx bases this judgement see ibid., pp. 133-34. 
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French communism is admittedly 'crude' because it is the 
theoretical expression of a real opposition .•• As a matter 
of fact, these gentlemen (the 'true socialists') display 
a remarkable delicacy of feeling. Everything shoks them, 
expecially matter; they complain everywhere of crudity.6 

On the other hand, although Marx at this point 

accepts much of Hess's 'philosophic communism' and shares 

the attitude of 'true socialiam' towards Babouvism, it is not 

because of a 'delicacy of feeling' which retreats from 

'crude reality'. Marx also levels a critique agains the 

idealism of 'true socialism' or 'philosophic communism' 

the antithesis, as it were, of 'crude communism': 'In 

order to abolish the idea of private property, the idea of 

communism is completely sufficient. It takes actual 
7communist action to abolish actual private property'. In 

this connection, Marx even comes through with a formula 

which anticipates his renown eleventh Thesis on Feuerbach: 

we see how the resolution of the theoretical antithesis is 
only possible in a practical way, by virtue of the practical 
energy of man. Their resolution is therefore by no means 
merely a problem of knowledge, but a real problem of life, 
which philosophy could not solve precisely because it 
conceived this problem as merely a theoretical one.8 

Finally, Marx repeats his earlier critique of the 

'immature' (utopian) communism of Cabet, Villegardelle, 

etc., which 'seeks a historical proof for itself •.. among 

disconnected historical phenomena opposed to private pro

perty, tearing single phases from the historical process 

and focusing attention on them as proofs of its historical 

pedigree•. 9 For Marx, on the contrary, the basis of 

communism is to be found in the logic of this historical 

process in the very development of private property: 

6cf. The German Ideology (New York International 
Publishers, 1969), pp. 84-5. 

7~ (Struik) ., p. 154. 

8Ibid., pp. 141-42. 

9Ibid., p. 135. 



It is easy to see that the entire revolutionary movement 
finds both its empirical and its theoretical basis in the 
movement of ~rivate property--more precisely, in that of 
the economy. 0 

Having thus defined his opposition to idealist and 

utopian forms of communism which, when all is said and 

done, do not escape the relationship of private property, 

Marx comes to his own conception of communism in a classic 

formula: 

communism as the positive trancedence of private property, 
as human self-estrangement, and therefore as the real 
appropriation of the human essence by and for man; communism 
therefore as the complete return of man to himself as a 
social (i.e., human) being--a return become conscious, and 
accomplished with the entire wealth of previous develop
ment. This communism, as fully developed naturalism, equals 
humanism, and as fully developed humanism equals naturalism; 
it is the genuine resolution of the conflict between man and 
nature and between man and man--the true resolution of the 
strife between existence and essence, between objification 
and self-confirmation, between freedome and necessity, be
tween the individual and the species. Communism is the 
riddle of history solved, and it knows itself to be this 
solution.11 

To grasp the full theoretical significance of this 

conception of communism it is necessary to pose the problem 

of its relation to Philosophy on the one hand, and the 

working-class movement on the other. To pose this problem, 

however, forces us to look elsewhere--to a polemic with 

Ruge on the Silesian Weavers' revolt, where the problem 

emerges and where Marx makes a dramatic discovery which 
12gives Marx's concept of communism as entirely new meaning. 

To anticipate our discussion of this discovery and its 

impact on Marx's thought, we can make the following ob

servation: Marx's concept of communism is thought within 

the problematic both of Hegel's historicism and Feuerbach's 

humanism. In the first place, with reference to Feuerbach, 

lOibid., p. 136. 12Ibid., p. 135. 

11Ibid., p. 135. 
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the initial parallel that Marx had established between re


and alienated labour, between God and private property, is 


now re-established at the level of de-alienation as a 


direct relation between athesism and communism. In the 


first place, Marx recognizes a historic continuity between 


the two movements: 'Communism begins from the outset (OWen) 


with atheism•. 13 In the second place, he identifies them 


as two forms--theoretical and practical--of the same principle, 


humanism: 


atheism as the annulment of God is the emergence of theoreti

cal humanism, and communism as the annulment of private 
property is the vindication of real human life ..• ·Land: also 
the emergence of practical humanism, for atheism is humanism 
mediated to itself by the annulment of religion, while 
communism is humanism mediated to itself by the annulment of 
private property. It is only by the supersession of this 
mediation ~which is, however, a necessary pre-condition~4that the self-originating positive humanism can appear. 

Marx presents this 'positive humanism' as a stage 

beyond communism, which is only the 

negation of the negation ... the appropriation of the human 
essence that serves as the mediation of itself, through the 
negation of private property ..• ~and~ not yet the true self
originating position.... 15 

On the one hand, communism is defined as the 'ne

gation of the negation' which places it in the position of 

Hegel's Absolute Knowledge (i.e., as the self-mediated 

result of the historic dialectic). On the other hand, Marx 

sees beyond communism on the basis of considerations directly 

inspired by Feuerbachtviz. 'his opposing to the negation of 

the negation, which claims to be the absolute positive, the 

self-originating positive, positively based on itself.' From 

this position (defined by Feuerbach's critique of Hegel) 

13EPM (Struik), p. 136. 

14cf. Bottomore, Early Works, p. 213; preferred 
translation to Milligan in~ (Struik), p. 187. 

15EPM {Struik), p. 154. 
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the self-affirmation and self-confirmation contained in 
the negation is taken to be a position which is not sure of 
itself, which is therefore burdened with its opposite 
-private property- and, therefore, in need of proof, and 
which, therefore,~is not a position demonstrating itself 16 
by its own existence--not a position that justifies itself ... 

In this conception of communism, Marx translates one 

of Feuerbach's 'Principles of the Philosopny of the future', 

namely; 

The self-mediated truth is the truth that is still in
fected with its opposite. One starts with its opposite, but 
it is immediately Aufgehoben. If however, the opposite is ... 
to be Aufgehoben and negated, why begin with it and not 
immediately with its negation? 17 

On the basis of Feuerbach's concept of 'positive 

humanism' we can grasp a theme of the Manuscripts which has 

been persistently under-emphasized by most of its inter

preters, a theme to be abandoned in Marx's later writings, 

namely: the limitation and supersession of communism. 

Communism appears as a 'revolutionary movement' beyond which 

is situated the 'true human society'. As the hegation of 

of the negation' it is the next stage of historical develop

ment, the pre-condition for human emancipation: 

Communism is the necessary pattern and the dynamic principle 
of the immediate future, but communism as such is not the 
goal of human development--which goal is the structure of 
human society. 18 

In this vein Marx speaks of communism as a 'self

transcending movement', and, as the theoretical conscious

ness of a fully human society, a movement that transcends 

itself in consciousness: 

This movement communism , which in theory we already know 
to be a self-transcending movement, will constitute in actual 
fact a very severe and protraced process .•. ~Its~ real ad
vance :is.. to have gained beforehand a consciousness of the 
limited character as well as of the goal of this historic 
movement--and a consciousness which reaches beyond it.19 

16Ibid., pp. 172-73. 18EPM (Struik), p. 146. 
Emphasis added.17FB., p. 229. 19Ibid., p. 154. 
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Although Marx speaks of 'actual communist action' 

as opposed to the 'idea of communism' his concept of social 

revolution, of its historic necessity, is still subject to 

a fundamental but unresolved ambiguity: is it authorized 

by the conditions of the working-class movement, by pro

letarian action? or by the philosophic standpoint of human 

essence, by a philosophic consciousness? It has to be said 

in this connection that only once does Marx talk of ' 

'communist workers', as reflects his recent contact with 

the Parisian working-class and the eruption of their active 

struggle upon his philosophic consciousness: 

When communist artisans associate with one another, theory, 
propaganda, etc., is their first end. But at the same 
time, as a result of this association, they acquire a new 
need--the need for society--and what appears as a means 
becomes an end. In this practical process the most splendid 
results are to be observed whenever French socialist workers 
are seen together ..• the brotherhood of man is no mere phrase 
with them, but a fact of life .... 20 

The struggle of the working-class for a human world 

was already elevated to Marx's philosophic consciousness 

early in 1844, but this consciousness was structured by the 

schema of an ideology which assigned to the proletariat a 

mere 'passive' function in the development of a social revo

lution. It is clear that the form taken by this social 

revolution, the task of united forces, is communism, the 

product of 'actual communist action'. What is not clear 

from the text of the Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts 

is the relationship between philosophy and the proletariat: 

which is the 'active' force in the communist movement for 

social revolution--the struggle for a human world--the 

proletariat or philosophy? This question has no answer in 

the 1844 Manuscripts, and to be sure, the problem is not 

even posed. Nevertheless, within the ambiguity of an un

20ibi'd., pp. 154- 55 . 
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resolved problem the Manuscripts provide us with a key to 

an answer. To this we turn. 

An Unresolved Problem 

The Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844 are, 

we must not forget, a set of preliminary notes; and Marx's 

cryptic and elliptical discussion of alienated labour--the 

condition of the problem--and of communism--the condition of 

the solution--express the rather obvious fact that Marx had 

not yet fully integrated two diverse conceptions, and that 

he was still groping towards a clear formulation of a dis

tinctive theoretical perspective of his own. The conditions 

of such a perspective were worked out in the following year 

and a half, and its formation can be traced in a polemic 

against Ruge in the Paris Vorwarts and against 'Bruno 

Bauer and Co.' in The Holy Family; in eleven cryptic Theses 

on Feuerbach; and finally in a work with which Marx settles 

his 'philosophic consciousness' and breaks with his own 

past, The German Ideology. Nevertheless, even though Marx 

had by no means settled accounts with his philosophic con

sciousness, nor worked out his definitive critique of 

Feuerbach, by the time of the 1844 Manuscripts; and we need 

to resist the temptation to extract more meaning from them 

than their text will bear, the basic princi~les of a new 

scientific conception of history are already present. They 

are entailed, in fact, in Marx's conception of 'real

humanism', the conditions of which we have already dis

cussed but which we will now bring into a sharper focus. 

According to Marx, 'real' or 'positive' humanism 

constitutes the 'unifying truth' of idealism and materialism, 

or what is the same thing, of the active side (spiritual 

life) and passive side (material life) of man, of the sub

jective and objective, freedem and necessity, thought and 

being. The principle of this 'truth': 'Thinking and being 

are .••. no doubt distinct, but at the same time they are in 

unity with each other•. 21 In the shared, inversely-related 

21Ibid., p. 138. 
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problematic of Hegel's historicism and Feuerbach's humanism, 

the formal condition of this unity (the subject of which is, 

respectively, God and Man) is provided by the structure of 

a subject-object relation; and the formal condition of its 

truth, its principle of explanation, is provided by the 

concept of an essence and its phenomena. The problematic 

of Hegel's Philosophy of History is constituted by an idealist 

application of this concept of truth and its schema to the 

type-structure of a subject-object relation: spiritual life, 

the 'active' side of man, the 'subjective' factor, thought, 

or freedom is the truth of material life, the 'passive' side 

of man, the bbjective' factor, being or necessity. The in

versely-related problematic of Feuerbach's Philosophy of 

Man is constituted by the direct inversion of Hegel's 

schema, i.e., by a ~terialist application of the concept 

of truth, of the relation of an essence to its phenomena: 

material life, the 'passive' side of man, the 'objective' 

factor, being, or necessity is the truth of spiritual life, 

the 'active' side of man, the 'subjective' factor, thought, 

or freedom. In both cases, both in Hegel's Philosophy of 

History and in Feuerbach's Philosophy of Man, it is man's 

thought which is active and free (self-determined); and 

man's being which is passive, subject to the external ne

cessity of material need. In the case of Hegel's Philo

sophy of History, whose point of reference (the subject of 

the prescribed unity) is an absolute, self-determined 

thought, man's material life has only the status of an 

'appearance', the phenomena of an inner essence. It is 

subject to a law outside itself, the freedom of an active, 

self-determined thought of which man is the bearer but not 

the subject. Since man is defined in his relation to this 

absolute thought, and thus, to his theoretical reason, he 

is understood as an active, thinking being whose freedom 

consists in 'pure activity' (self-consciousness) that posits 

the world as a condition for its self-development. In 
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Feuerbach's inversion of this problematic, man, a 'natural, 

objective being', is essentially 'passive': although free 

and active in relation to the power of thought, man has his 

practical relation to the world determined by the external 

necessity of material needs. Man is here understood as 'pure 

passivity', i.e., as a being whose action is determined by 

the given, material circumstances of his life. 

Marx's own position in relation to the opposed 

principles (idealism, materialism) of Hegel and Feuerbach's 

philosophies is that Man's practical relation to the world 

is both active and passive, which is to say, his praxis is 

both determined by and determining of his circumstances of 

life. In the first place man cannot be understood as 

'pure activity' (self-consciousness) which is to deprive 

the objective world of any independence, any essentiality 
22 . ~ . lf . I I h d 1vis-a-vis se - consciousness . n t e secon p ace, 

man cannot be understood as 'pure passivity', which is to 

grasp 'the object (Gegenstand) or sense-perception 

~nschuung), but not as sensuous human activity, as praxis; 
23not subjectivity•. With reference to the materialist 

principle established by Feuerbach, man as a 'natural, ob

jective being' has a necessary (passive) relation to the 

22Ibid., 180. 

23cf. 'Theses on Feuerbach, l; appendix to The 
German Ideology, trans. c. J. Arthur (New York: International 
Publishers, 1973), p. 121. 
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world of material circumstances, but with reference to 

the idealist principle established by Hegel, man's 'natural' 

or 'practical' relation to the objective world is not only 

passive, but is also active. In short, man's praxis is both 

determined by and determining of the circumstances of his 

lifei man is both subject to necessity and is free. 

Marx's initial formulation of this concept: 

Man is directly a natural being. As a .•. living natural being 
he is on the one hand endowed with natural powers of life -
he is an active natural being. These forces exist in him as 
tendencies and abilities -- as instincts. On the other hand, 
as a natural, cor~oreal, sensuous objective being he is a 
suffering, conditioned and limited creature ••• That is to say, 
the objects of his instincts exist outside him, as objects 
independent of him, yet these objects are objects that he 
needs -- essential objects, indispensable to the manifestation 
and confirmation of his essential powers. 24 

The condition of this concept -- the 'unifying truth' 

of idealism and materialism -- emerges as a result of Marx's 

Feuerbachian critique of Hegel. Feuerbach had demonstrated 

that Hegel had, on the one hand reduced the 'natural being' 

of 'real, corporeal man' into a phenomenon of his essential 

self-consciousneSSi and, on the other hand, alienated man's 

essential powers (freedom, reason) to an un-real mystical 

subject, Absolute Spirit. In an extension of this critique 

to Hegel's concept of history, Marx argues that Hegel had 

transposed the objective process of man's self-development, 

the dialectic of history, into a thought-process, the dialectic 

of the Idea. In so arguing Marx moves beyond the horizons of 

Feuerbach's thought, and for the first time, escapes its 

schema of an active (theoretical) head/passive (practical) 

heart. This critical relation to Feuerbach, however, is at 

this point (and throughout the Paris Manuscripts) unconscious, 

or, at the very least, unformulated. It is nevertheless, al

ready implicit in the second part of the following statement: 

24EPM (Struik), p.181. 



Whenever real, corporeal man .•• establishes his real, object
ive powers as alien objects by his externalisation, it is 
not the act of positing (ie., reason) which is the subject of 
this process; it is the subjectivity of objective essential 
powers, whose action, therefore, must also be ... objective ... 
the activity of a,n objective, natural being. 25 

Within Feuerbach's schema, the 'subjectivity' or 

'action' of man's essential powers' is not objective (ie., 

productive of an externally existing world) but is restricted 

to, or considered only in relation to the sphere of conscious

ness. Man's 'practical' relation to the objectivity of the 

natural world is 'passive' rather than 'active', which is to 

say, as Marx will later put it: 

t he chief defect of all materialism up to now (including 
Feuerbach's) is, that the object, reality ... is understood 
only in the form of the Objekt or sense-perception, but 
not as ..• praxis, not subjectively ••. 26 

In opposition to this materialist stance, Idealism 

in general and Hegel in particular has developed (albeit 

abstractly) the 'active' or 'subjective' side of man's praxis. 

Hegel transfigures and mystifies the real process of this 

history, but he had grasped its dialectic ('a dynamic relation

ship moving to its resolution'), the abstract logic of its 

development. The medium of this historic dialectic of man's 

self-development, transfigurerl by Hegel into a thought-process, 

is the productive process of labour: the intermediary of man's 

active and passive relations to the real world, the condition 

of unity between subjectivity and objectivity, freedom and 

necessity, thought and being. 

In this concept of productive activity or labour (whose 

reference-point is man as a natural, objective species-being) 

Marx recasts the problematic of Feuerbach's oblique relation 

to both Kant and Hegel. On the one hand, Feuerbach accepts 

25 Ibid., pp.180-81
26-

Cf. note 23. Marx's parenthesis. 
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Hegel's idealist principle that it is not man's practical' 

reason but his 'theoretical' reason which manifests his 

'species-life' (free, conscious and universal activity). On 

the other hand, Feuerbach opposes Hegel and approaches Kant in 

a thesis which accords a primacy to man's practical reason: 

'the passage from the ideal to the real has a place only in 
27

practical philosophy' . A point of distinction: whereas Kant 

conceives this praxis as self-determined and free, and Feuer

bach conceives it on the contrary as determined by external 

necessity, Marx conceives it as the reciprocal condition of 

both freedom and necessity. This is to say (with reference 

to the dialectic of Hegel's historicism) labour is defined 

as man's self-production, not only in the sense that his labour

product is the objectification of the worker (and therefore the 

result of transformative process in which nature is adapted 

to a realized subjective end) , but also in the opposite 

sense that in the labour-process man adapst himself to nature. 

Labour is man's self-production both in the sense of creativ

ity' and of 'adaptation'. On the one hand, man's relation to 

objectivity manifests his relationship to other men, and there

fore to his own species or to himself, implies -- since man 

is a being that has his nature 'outside himself' -- that in 

order to relate to himself he must relate to a 'being' that 

is 'other' than human, ie., nature. The circularity and in

terdependence of these relationships between man and nature, 

and between man and man, is the point of reference for Marx's 

concept of 'alienate labour', as witness: 

271 Preliminary Theses' ;_.!.B.,p.161. 
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Man is a species-being... because in praxis and in theory 
he adopts the species as his object .•. because he treats 
himself as a universal and therefore free being.•. The uni
versality of man appears in praxis precisely in the univer
sality which makes all nature his organic body -- both inas
much as nature is (1) his direct means of life, and (2) the 
material, the object, and the instrument of his life-activity... 
In estranging from man (1) nature, and (2) himself, his own 
active function, his life-activity, alienated labour estranges 
the species from man •... In creating an objective world (gegen
standliche Welt) by his practical activity, in his labour 
upon inorganic nature, man proves himself a conscious species
being ...• This production in his activie species-life. Through 
and because of his production, nature appears as his labour 
and his reality ... An immediate consequence of the fact that 
man is alienated from the product of labour ... is the alien
ation of man from man ... (in that) man's relation to himself 
only becomes for him objective (geg€nstandlich) and actual 
(wirklich) through his relation to the other man. 28 

According to Lucio Colletti (who arrives at this point 

of our argument by a different road) we have here Marx's 	first 

formulation of the concept 'social relations of production', 

and hence, Historical Materialism in nuce~ 9 Since this con

cept of productive activity within the labour-process is 	un

questionably at the heart both of Marx's scientific conception 

of history, Historical Materialism, and of his mature analysis 

of Capital, it is difficult to quarrel with Colletti's argu

ment, which is furthermore strongly supported by Auguste 	Cornu 
30in particular, and by Istvan Meszaros among many others. 

Nevertheless, it seems to us that it is precisely at this point 

that these interpretations, despite their seriousness, fall 

short. And they do so by failing to analyse an ambiguity 

underlying both Marx's concept of productive praxis, labour, 

and social praxis, revolution, the necessity of which arises 

28EPM (Struik), pp.112-16. 
29cf. Colletti, Marxism and Hegel, pp.227-28. 
30cf. Cornu, op. 'tc1 ., 1vo . 3 , h tcap er t wo, esp. p. 566 ; 

Cf. Meszaros, Marx's Theory of Alienation (London: Merlin Press, 
1972). According to Meszaros, Marx's concept of 'the social 
relations of productiod is precisely his concept of alienation •. 
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on the one hand from the objective development and internal 

contradictions of the capitalist system of private property, 

and, on the other hand, from a contradiction between the 

historical reality of this system and the 'true' essence of 

Man. 

To anticipate our analysis of these two problems we 

note first of all that within Marx's double presentation, the 

necessity of man's revolutionary praxis is not wholly internal 

to the concrete, objective conditions of the capitalist system, 

ie., it does not emerge entirely from an opposition between 

classes, from a real process under 'empirically verifiable' 

conditions. Rather it emerges from a conflict between this 

reality and the human essence, the concept of truth, and as 

such, the basis of a theory of alienation which enables Marx 

to criticise Political Economy, the phenomenology of bourgeois 

society, but prevents him from developing a scientific con

ception of capitalism. Marx's critique of Political Economy 

and bourgeois society is based on the way Marx imagines the 

'true' manner of being human,namely, creating oneself, ass

erting oneself as human beings, acting upon nature so as 

to reproduce it in a human way -- to recognize oneself in it. 

By living in accordance with this essence, Man inaugurates a 

This judgement, constructs the concept of 'alienation' as the 
'basic idea' of Marx's 'system', ie., both of his materialist 
conception of history and of his analysis of capital (lac.cit. 
pp 94-95). According to Cornu, the basis of Marx's conception 
of Historical Materialism, again found in the Economic and 
Philosophic Manuscripts, emerges in a displacement within 
Marx's thought which brings into the foreground the concept 
of 'praxis' at the expense of the former concept of 
'alienation' whose theoretical function it usurps. Cornu's 
argument is more solidly grounded than M~sz~ros' but again 
the relationship between the concepts 'alien ation'r 'praxis', 
'social relations of production', with respect to the formation 
of Marx's conception of Historical Materialism, is in our opinion, 
inadeqauately formulated or theorized. On this, below, Chapter 
nine.. 
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truly 'human' society, the 'true resurrection of nature -

the naturalism of man and the humanism of nature both brought 
31to fulfullment' . 

This ideal image of a human essence functions as a 

normative model that provides Philosophy with a norm both 

for citicising bourgeois society and, contrariwise, to de

duce the necessity of the communist revolution, and of the 

content of the rational society of the future. Although 

Marx's thought within the 1844 Manuscripts shifts between an 

anth ropological and a historical concept of human nature, 

its point of reference in either case is a concept of Man de

fined as an 'essential being', and as such, as an essence to 

its phenomena. The ambiguity of Marx's thought, based on an 

epistemology of a human essence is plainly reflected in a 

concept of historical necessity which falsifies real human 

activity, ie., contradicts the necessity of Man's essence. 

To resolve the ambiguity of this 'necessity' Marx 

has to move beyond both Hegel and Feuerbach; to retreat from 

Philosophy -- back to 'real history'; to abandon, in effect, 

the problematic of a 'human essence' within which Marx's 

thought is still displaced. In our interpretation, Marx 

resolves this ambiguity in a later text, The German Ideology, 

a position that brings us into a supportive relation to the 

thesis formulated by Louis Althusser, and thus, into a 

critical relation to the humanist and historicist interpre

tations of Marx's later thought. 

In order to settle this problem of interpretation, 

the symptomatic point of our study (which we will thus bring 

to a close) , we confront finally the problem of - establishing 

within the formation of Marx's thought the relationship between 

the 1844 Manuscripts and The German Ideology; to determine the 

theoretical conditions of what Althusser has called an 'epist

emological break'. And thus it is that we turn to the writings 

31EPM (Struik), p.137 
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in which we find the pre-conditions for such a 'break', 

the key to the problem in question: (1) 'Critical Notes 

on "The King of Prussia and Social Reform"' (1844); (2) 

The Holy Family (1844); (3) the Theses on Feuerbach' (1845}. 



CHAPTER EIGHT 


THE FORMATION OF A PHILOSOPHY 

OF PRAXIS: A CRITICAL TRANSITION 


Both in his Jahrbllcher writings (1843-44) and the 

Communist Manifesto (1848) Marx refers his theoretical 

conclusions to 'actual relations springing from an ex

isting class struggle, for a historical movement going 
on under our very eyes•. 1 The political conjuncture of 

this 'historical movement', first synthesized in the 

Jahrbncher, combined three important elements: (1) the 

successful revolutions of the French bourgeoisie in 1789 
and 1830; (2) the abortive bourgeois revolution (viz. the 
press censorship and academic dismissals in 1842-43) and 

the radicalisation of democratic intellectuals in Germany; 
(3) the decisive appearance of the working-class movement. 

It was this historical conjuncture of an abortive bourgeois 
revolution and an exploited, combative proletariat that 

provided the crucial experience which pushed Marx's thought 
beyond the framework of a Left-Hegelian philosophy of praxis 
out on the road to a new scientific theory of society, and, 
together with Engels, to forge a theoretical weapon against 
the bourgeoisie. 

The first turning-point in Marx's theoretical syn
thesis of this historic conjuncture follows upon the general 
disillusionment and failure of a group of young radical 

German intellectuals to teach Germany reason and freedom, 

1
( Cf. Birth of the Communist Manifesto, ed. D. J. 

Struik New York: International Publishers, 1971) p. 104. 
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with the consequent emigration to Paris where the direct 

experience of a working-class movement and its theorists 

broke through the ideology in which Marx, together with the 
other German exiles, had been living his relation to the 
world. The reality of the class struggle which had haunted 

Marx's thought as of his journalistic experience, and which 
in early 1844 erupted into his philosophic consciousness, 

was nevertheless still perceived through the ideological 

schema of Feuerbach's humanism. Within the problematic of 

this humanism the proletariat is invoked as the 'material 

basis' of the German Revolution, and as such, the solution 

to the ideological problem of Feuerbach's 'new philosophy': 

the ~assive element' or 'heart' of an alliance with Phil
osophy -- the 'active element' or 'head'. 

Marx's decisive experience with the working-class 

movement, and contact with its theorists, French socialists 
and communists, determined his adoption of a new political 

position based upon the class-interests of the proletariat, 

and of a new conception of history and communism to represent 

this position in theory. Both his conception of history 
( positive humanism) and of the revolutionary praxis that 

leads to it (communism), however, are beset by the ambiguity 
of an unresolved relation. On the one hand, Marx's conception 
of Positive Humanism, based on an explicit critique of Hegel 
and an implicit critique of Feuerbach, shifts between an 
anthropological and a historical conceptof human nature. 

On the other hand, Marx's conception of communism fails to 
resolve the problematical relation between Philosophy and 

the World. The ideological schema of Feuerbach's theoretical 

humanism (active head/passive heart) has governed Marx's con
cept of this relation all the way from his doctoral disserta

tion in 1841 to his 1844 discovery of the proletariat as the 
revolutionary class of German society. 
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In two sets of polemics, one against Arnold Ruge, 

his erstwhile companion in theory and politics, and another 

against 'Bruno Bauer and Co.', the erstwhile 'Freien', Marx 

breaks with the ideology of this schema and formulates a new 

concept of revolutionary praxis which, in our opinion, allows 

Marx to 'settle accounts' with his 'philosophic conscience' 

and formulate the conditions of a new problematic, the science 

of history. Although neither Marx himself nor his many in
terpreters have acknowledged or recognised the existence of 

this break, it is forced upon us as an inescapable conclusion 

to our readking of Marx's theoretic synthesis of a specific 
historic event, the weavers' revolt in Silesia, in which 

Marx discovers the action of a working-class movement obeying 

its own laws, ignoring both philosophy and philosophers, the 

beginnings of an independent working class in Germany. 2 

Critical Notes on "The King of Prussia and Social Reform" 

To appreciate the significance of the uprising by 

the weavers in Silesia one needs to relate Marx's 'critical 
notes' (August 1844), an article written by Ruge for the 

Vorwarts, to Marx's argument in the Jahrbllcher in which Marx 

had, on the one hand, identified the proletariat as the only 
revolutionary class in Germany, and on the other hand, 

2
While Marx was at work on the Economic & Philosophic

Manuscripts, Arnold Ruge wrote an article for the Paris 
VorwMrts on the recent Silesian weavers' revolt under the 
misleading signature of 'a Prussian', which gave the impres
sion that Marx was its author. Marx and Ruge had already 
quar:e~ed over the finances of the Jahrbllcher, and Ruge's 
hostility was aggravated by Marx's attachment to socialism 
as reflected in his discussions with Proudhon and his 
friendship with Heine. To clear up the misunderstanding 
about t~e authors~i~ of Ruge's article and to critique Ruge's
standpoint of political democracy based on a misconceived 
relation between social reform and political action Marx 
wrote some 'Critical Notes' on it for the VorwMrts.' Our 
reference: WYMPS, pp. JJ8-58. 
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established the superiority of the social revolution over 

the political revolution. In the first place, the uprising 

confirmed for Marx the thesis proclaimed some months back 

in the Introduction: the proletariat is the only revolu
tionary class in Germany. It is this confirmation that 

explains Marx's enthusiastic reception of the weavers' re

volt, and his interpretation of its significance: 
~ .. I 

First of all, let us recall the Weavers' Song 
4 
by Heine_, 

those bold watchwords of the struggle, in which hearth, 
factory, and district are not mentioned at all; rather 
the proletariat immediately screams out its opposition 
to the society of private property in a forceful, sharp, 
ruthless, and powerful way. The Silesian uprising be
gins precisely where the French and English labour re
volts end, with the consciousness of the nature of the 
proletariat. The action itself bears this superior cha
racter. • •• While all other movements were directed 
first of all against the visible enemy, the industrial 
lord, this movement is at the same time directed against 
the invisible enemy, the banker. Finally, not a single 
English labour revolt has been conducted with equal 
courage, deliberation, and persistence.J 

Apart from the question of the accuracy of Marx's 
4assessment, the essential point of Marx's interpretation 

3WYMPS, p. 352. 

4
 some commentators (Nikolaivski-Maenchen and Mehring 

among others) agree with Ruge's negative assessment of the 
significance of the Silesian Weavers' uprising. According 
to Boris Nicolaevsky and 0. Maenchen-Helfen, in Karl Marx, 
Man and Fighter (London: Allen Lane, 1936) p. 68, Marx 
overestimated the desperate rebellion of the weavers in that 
they were not members of the proletariat properly speaking, 
nor did they act against the industrial lords and bankers; 
they were rather, miserable artisans who destroyed machines 
as had occured in England half a century ago. We will not 
go into the accuracy of this judgement, nor of the adequacy 
of Marx's assessment. A study by Lowy (op.cit., pp. 128-Jl), 
however, suggests that Marx's assessment was substantially 
well-grounded and correct as against Ruge. This commenta
tor, Lowy, is as far as this writer can tell, the only one 
who has thus far recognised the theoretical significance
of the essay under discussion. 
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of the weavers' uprising is its confirmation of his earlier 

thesis, with one unannounced but critical difference: Marx 

abandons Feuerbach's schema of an active thought/passive 

proletariat. In the first place, Marx compares the revolu

tionary courage of the proletariat to the passivity of the 

liberal bourgeoisie, a comparison suggested by the 'feeble 

reaction of the German bourgeoisie to socialism' on the one 

hand, and the 'universal disposition of the German proletari

at for socialism' on the other.5 The theme is the same as 

that in the Jahrbllcher essays (to which Marx makes explicit 

reference) but the category 'passive' is now absolutely 

reserved for the bourgeoisie. In answer to Ruge's conten

tion that the weavers' uprising did not inspire the least 

terror in either the King or the authorities, Marx poses 
the question: 

In a country [where not~ a single soldier (is~ required 
to crush the aspirations of the entire liberal bourgeoisie 
for freedom of its press and a constitution; in a country 
where passive obedience is the order of the day; in such 
a country would not the compulsory use of armed force 

6against weak weavers be an event and a fearful event? 

The weavers' uprising moreover demonstrates that 

the 'submission and impotence =of the bourgeoisie~ are 

enhanced by a strained and difficult relation to the pro
letariat'.? This conclusion coincides with that of the 

'Introduction', but again with a critical difference in 
respect to the role of theory: 

~s the impotence of the German bourgeoisie is the political 
~mpotence of Germany, the disposition of the German proletar
iat -- even apart from German theory -- is the social dis

5WYMPS, p. 353. 

6
Ibid., p. 339. 

7
Ibid., p. 340. In this respect, see Marx's incipi

ent theoryoT permanent re 1 t• ' · 84 44 
duction, discussed above inv3h~p~~~ si~.the 1 3- Intro
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8position of Germany. 

According to Ruge, the uprising failed because the 

social problem, the question of labour's misery, was not 

illuminated or penetrated by the 'omnipresent political 
soul', a strictly Hegelian conception shared by Marx in 
his Rheinische Zeitung period but long since rejected. 

Contrary to Ruge, Marx explains the comparable failure of 

the first ourbreak of the French proletariat on the basis 
of this very 'political soul', a 'political understanding' 

which -- with respect to the workers of Lyons -- 'clouded 

the roots of their social misery, distorted their insight 

into their actual aims, and deceived their social instinct~.9 
Thus does Marx, who here anticipates his theory of ideology, 

introduce another theme of his JahrbUcher essays: the su

periority of the social revolution over the political revolu

tion. Indeed, with reference to his historical studies, 

Marx argues the impossibility of a 'political' solution to 

the 'social' problem. While for Ruge, the uprising was but 
a local ('partial') event produced by the 'disastrous isola

tion of men from the community' Marx returns to the central 

theme of 'On the Jewish Question' -- the human, universal 
character of the social revolution as opposed to the partial, 

limited character of the political revolution to affirm: 

However partial the industrial revolt may be, it conceals 
within itself a universal soul; no matter how universal a 
political revolt may be, it conceals a narrow-minded spirit.10 

For Ruge, 'a social revolution without a political soul ... 

. 9Ibid., p. 355: The French labour movement may be 
said to have started with the revolt of Lyon silk weavers 
the canuts, in 1831 and 1834. ' 

lOibid., p. 356. 

http:spirit.10
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is impossible', to which Marx responds: 

It is paraphrasitic or senseless to speak of a social 
revolution with a political soul, it is sensible to talk 
about a political revolution with a social soul. Revolu
tion in general -- the overthrow of the existing ruling 
power and the dissolution of the old conditions -- is a 
political act. Without revolution, however, socialism 
cannot come about. It requires this political act so 
far as it needs overthrow and dissolution. But where 
its organising activity begins, where its own aim and 
spirit emerge, there socialism throws the political 
hull away.1r 

Although Marx here operates within the framework of 
premises expounded in the Jahrbllcher, it is nevertheless 

possible to identify the conditions of a new, although quite 

unannounced, theoretical position: the discovery that the 
'unusual disposition of the German proletariat for socialism' 

is manifest in its praxis 'even apart from German theory'. 

In the 1843-44 Introduction Marx conceived of the proletariat 

as a 'passive element', the 'material basis' of philosophy -
the 'active element' of thought. The corollary: 'once the 

lightning of thought has deeply struck this unsophisticated 
soil of the people, the Germans will emancipate themselves 

12to become men 1 
• In this emancipation, philosophy provides 

the 'active' element of thought, ie., theoretic understand
ing, while the proletariat provides its 'material basis'. 
By August 1844, in his 'Critical Notes' on Ruge's article, 
this is no longer the case. On the contrary, says Marx: 

It must be granted that the German proletariat is the 
theorist of the European proletariat. . .. It must be 
admitted that Germany, though incapable of political 
revolution, has a classical summons to social revolution . 
. . . Only in socialism can a philosophic people find its 
adequat~ praxis, thus ?nly in t~e proletariat can it find 
the active element of its emancipation.13 

11Ib1"d,, p. 357. 

pp. 263-64, Emphasis added. 

p. 353. Emphasis added, 

http:emancipation.13
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Marx here introduces three new points of interpreta

tion in relation to the earlier Introduction: 

(1) the 'people' and 'philosophy', earlier repre

sented as separate terms, of which the second 'grips' the 
first, are now united in the expression 'philosophical 

people'; 

(2) socialism is no longer presented as pure theory, 

as an idea 'born in the brain of the philosopher', but as a 

praxis, a historic movement born of the social instinct, soul 

or active disposition of the proletariat conscious of itself 

as such; 

(J) the proletariat, earlier conceived as the pas

sive element of revolution, is converted into its active 

element. 

These three points constitute the first steps towards 

a theory of proletarian self-emancipation which, anticipated 
by the concept of revolutionary praxis formulated in the 
Theses on Feuerbach (1845), is conditioned by a break with 

the schema through which Marx has thought the relation be

tween philosophy and the world, theory and practice. Within 
the structure of this schema and its Left-Hegelian philosophy 
of praxis, the formation of Marx's thought (from the 

Rheinische Zeitung to the Jahrbncher) has taken the form of 
a search by philosophy/critical theory for a 'body', the 
'practical' condition for its self-realisation. Having 
f_ound this practical condition or material basis in the 

proletariat, Marx discovers (within the limits of Feuer
bach's schema) that the proletariat's social instinct, its 

disposition for socialism, is determined by a 'passive' re

lation to the world; ie., its action is determined by ex

ternal necessity, which is to say, it is governed by the 

material circumstances of its life. Marx's experience of 

the Parisian working class, and his perception of the Silesi
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an weavers' uprising, led Marx to another discovery (beyond 

the limits of Feuerbach's schema), namely that the workers' 

movement has in itself ('apart from German theory') a 
'theoretical and conscious character', which is to say, it 

becomes conscious of itself as the proletariat, and its 
actions bear the 'superior character' of this class-conscious

ness: 'The Silesian uprising begins precisely where the 
French and English labour revolts end, with the consciousness 

of the nature of the proletariat. The action itself bears 
this sup~rior character•.14 

Marx thus abandons the ideological schema of an 

active head/passive heart. In doing so, however, he does 
not move beyond the horizon of Feuerbach's theoretical hu

manism, nor escape its very problematic, as the conclusion 

of Marx's article makes clear enough. The theoretical and 
practical necessity for revolution (the necessity of which 

the proletariat becomes conscious as a condition for its 

action) is still commissioned by the problematic of Feuer

bach' s humanism: the separation of man from his social 
essence, of workers from their essential activity. Thus does 
Marx argue: 

The community from which the worker is isolated is a com
munity of a very different order and extent than the 
political community. This community, from which his own 
labour separates him, is life itself, physical and 
spiritual life, human morality, human activity, human 
enjoyment, human e~istence. Human existence is the real 
community of man.I) ~~ 

From the standpoint of this 'human existence' Marx 
criticises Ruge and recapitulates the thesis of his Jahr

bucher writings, one that brings his thought into relation 

with French socialism, and to be precise, Hess' interpretation 

14
Ibid., p. 352. Emphasis added. 

l5Ib"d 56----L_., p. J . 

http:character�.14
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of Feuerbach -- 'true' socialism: 

A social revolution involves the standpoint of the whole 
because it is a protest of man against de-humanised life 
even if it occurs in only one factory district, because 
it proceeds from the standpoint of the single actual 
individual, because the community against whose separa
tion from himself the individuat6reacts is the true com
munity of man, human existence. 

It is clear from Marx's conclusion that, despite 

the advance upon Feuerbach (retreat from ideology to reality) 

Marx's concept of social revolution is still subject to an 
underlying ambiguity. On the one hand, with reference to 

Feuerbach's humanism, the socio-historical mission of the 

proletariat is commissioned by a contradiction between its 

life-situation and its 'true' human essence. On the other 
hand, with reference to Hegel's historicism, it is commis
sioned by a historic dialectic of opposing forces. Within 

this ambiguity, the dialectical antagonism between the capi
talist and the proletariat, capital and labour, is reflected 
in the self-alienation of Man the resolution of which is a 

function both of the objective development of private prop

erty, and of the proletariat's struggle for a human world. 

The Holy Family: 17 A New Concept of Revolutionary Praxis 

As indicated by Marx himself in the prologue, the 

16Ibid., pp. 356-57. 
17After ten days of conversation in Paris early in 

September 1844, Marx and Engels recognised the fundamental 
agreement of their views, and began to collaborate on a 
critique of speculative idealism to be published in Feb
rua:y 1845. In the foreword, Marx and Engels openly stated 
their debt to Feuerbach, and defined their position as 
'real-humanism', which pits 'real individual man' against 
'disguised theology' (britical criticism'). All but sixteen 
pages were written by Marx. Our reference: Karl Marx and 
Fred~rick Engels, The Holy Family, trans. R. Dixon (Moscow: 
Foreign Languages Publi~hing House, 1956); and WYMPS, pp.
62-98. The former hereinafter l:l!'.· 
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central argument of the Holy Family is the critique of specu
lative philosophy in which he resumes the analysis in the 

Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts. We can regard this 
critique of speculative philosophy as the true leitmotif 
of Marx's Early Works. Apart from the 1844 Manuscripts, 

where he gives it its most general formulation, it is the 
crux of the central argument both in the 1843 Critique of 

H~gel's Philosophy of Right and in the Holy Family. As 

such, it is the basis of a critique of ideology whose prob
lematic underlies both the philosophic conception of history 
criticised both in the Holy Family and the German Ideology, 
and of the method of Political Economy criticised in the 
Poverty of Philosophy (1847). 18 The basis of this critique 
is that speculative philosophy, whose highest expression is 
Hegel's Phenomenology of Mind, reduces reality into the 
phenomena of an Idea, and history into a dialectic of con
cepts .19 

18The obvious relation between Marx's critique of 
speculative idealism and his theory of ideology formulated 
in The German Ideology will be treated below, Chapter Nine. 

19we have, of course, traced conditions of this 
critique through the last three chapters as they originate 
with Feuerbach, and we deal with it below. The following 
statement in the Holy Family expresses in its most general 
form the conclusion that Marx derives from this critique: 
'The Phenomenology of Mind is therefore quite logical when 
in the end it replaces human reality by "Absolute Knowledge" 
.•• no more disturbed by any objective world. Hegel makes 
man the man of self-consciousness instead of making the self-
consciousness the self-consciousness of man, of real man, man 
living in a real objective world and determined by that world. 
He stands the world on its head and can therefore dissolve 
in.the head all the limitations which naturally remain in 
existence ... for real man•.... The whole PM is intended 
to prove that self-consciousness is the only reality and 
all reality (HF, p. 254). We have here the key to Marx's 
'~x!rac!ion' of the 'rational kernel' of the dialectic mys
tified in Hegel, as formulated in the Afterword to the second 
edition of Capital, Vol. 1. More on this below, Chapter Nine. 
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After illustrating the central mechanism of the 

speculative menthod20 the way it formulates its concepts 
Marx initiates a general critique of the 'critical criticism' 
of Bruno Bauer and co. as the ultimate and degenerate form 
of speculative idealism: the reduction of Hegel's Absolute 
Spirit, which, as the totality of the subject-object rela
tion, develops itself in dialectical unity with the world, 
into a universal self-consciousness, a critical spirit which 

develops not in unity with the world, but in opposition to 

it. The object of Marx's critique is the leitmotif of 
Critical-Criticism's conception of history: the incessant 

opposition between 'spirit' and 'mass'. The origins of 
this conception go back to the failure of the liberal press, 
an event which was interpreted by the Hegelian Left as the 

failure of 'German reality' (the 'Mass') to measure up to 

'German thought' ('spirit'). In respect to this event, 


three positions formed: 


(1) that of 'Bruno Bauer and co.', the erstwhile 

Freien 	of Berlin, for whom the 'masses' constitute the 

'enemy' of 'critical spirit'; 

(2) that of Ruge, for whom 'the education of the 

masses is the realisation of theory', and for whom it is 
necessary to activate the masses through theory a thesis 
reformulated by Marx in the 'Introduction'; 

(J) that of Marx as of 1845, based upon the dialec
tical reciprocity of socialist theory and the revolutionary 
praxis of the proletariat. 

20cf. 'The Mystery of Speculative Construction' 
(WYMPS, pp. J69-74). Marx here analyses the way in which 
speculative idealism derives its concepts through a movement 
from the abstract to the real which appears to leave thought 
wit~out ever abandon~ng it .. We have referred to the specu
l~tive method at various points, but here Marx illustrates it 
with reference to the concept of 'fruit' and he does so with
sarcastic humour. 	 ' 
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In opposition to Marx's later position, the first 

two positions share a common thesis: the spirit is the 
'active' element, which for Bauer operates above and outside 

the masses, and for Ruge and Marx until February 1844 -
has to 'grip' the masses so as to 'activate' its material 
praxis. Thus it is that in his Holy Family Marx directs 

his criticism not only against the thesis of Bauer's 'crit
ical criticism', but against the very premise of a philoso

phy of (theoretical) praxis, which he himself shared early in 

the year. 

According to Bauer, 'up to the present all great 

actions of history [by the critical spirit~ failed at the 

outset • • • because they aroused the interest and enthusiasm 
of the Mass•. 21 Marx shows, in the first place, that this 
ideology is but the 'critically caricatured fulfillment of 
Hegel's view of history'; that it 'presupposes an abstract 

or Absolute Spirit which develops in such a way that mankind 
is only a Mass, a conscious or unconscious vehicle for 

22Spirit 1 This conception, Marx adds, is but the 'specu• 

lative expression of the Christian-German dogma of the 

antithesis between Spirit and matter, God and world'. 23 

Having thus struck the 'mystery' of Bauer's theory, 
Marx turns his criticism against its logical expression, the 
schema which was his own as recent as February: 

On the one side stands "the Mass", as the passive, spirit
less, unhistorical, material element of history. On the 
other, stands the Spirit, the Criticism, Herr Bruno and Co 
as ~he ~tive. element from which emerges all historical · ' 
action. 

21Ibid., p. 377. 
22Ibid., p. 382. 
23Ibid. 

24Ibid., p. 383. 
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The schema of this opposition is also expressed in another 

form: 'a few chosen, as active spirit, stand opposed to the 
2

rest of mankind as the spiritless "Mass 11 
, as Matter•. .5 The 

ideological structure of this schema is shared not only by 
Young Hegelians like Bauer, but also by 'French doctinari

an~ (Guizot, Royer-Collard) who proclaim the 'sovereignty of 

reason' in opposition to the 'sovereignty of the people', a 

formula which leads Marx to the conclusion: 

If the activity of actual mankind is only the activity of 
a Mass of human individuals, then abstract universality, 
reason, spirit, must ~gve an abstract expression exhausted 
in a few individuals. 

These observations clearly demonstrate that Marx's 

critique of Bauer entails an implicit critique of the very 

structure and schema of those political ideologies that 

oppose an enlightened minority to the ignorant masses. This 

point allows us to measure the distance not only between 
Marx's present and earlier thought, but also between Marx's 

thought and that of the various Jacobin-Babouvist tendencies 

of the time. 

On the basis of this break with the ideological 


structure of a Left-Hegelian philosophy of praxis, Marx 

goes to the opposite extreme to find the 'logical basis' of 

communism in the French Materiaiis.m of the eighteenth 


century: 


No great acumen is required to see the necessar~ connection 
of materialism with communism and socialism from the doc
trines.of materialism concerning the original goodness and 
equal intellectual endowment of man, the omnipotence of 
e~perience, habit and education, the influence of external 
circumstances on man, the extreme importance of industry • . . 
etc.27 

_.,2.5Ibid Po 382 I 

26Ibid. 
27Ib"d_L., p. 394. 
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The logical connection: 

If man is formed by circumstances, then his circumstances 
must be made human. If man is by nature social, then he 
develops his true nature only in society and the power 
of his ~at~r~ must be measured not by the.power of the

8single individual but by the power of society.2 

To think through this connection between materialism 

and communism, 29 Marx outlines a historical schema in which 

Condillac (for whom 'the entire development of man .•. de

pends upon education and environment'); Helvetius (who 

grasped the application of materialism to social life, and 

recognised the 'omnipotence of education'); and in general 

all French materialists who take as their point of departure 

Locke's sensualism, lead directly into the communism of 

Fourier, Owen, Cabet, and above all, 'the more scientific 

French communists -- Dezamy, Gay, etc.' who developed the 

'doctrine of materialism as a doctrine of real humanism, the 
logical basis of communism~.30 

What Marx's exposition makes clear is that the the

oretic point of departure, the historic connection, the logi
cal basis of communism, is found in the materialist theorem: 

'If man is formed by circumstances, then his circumstances 

must be made human'. This theorem represents for Marx the 

convergence of 'humanism' and 'materialism', which leads 

28Ibid., pp. 394-95. 

2
9cf. Marx's note: 'The connection of French mater

ialism with Descartes and Locke and the antithesis between 
the philosophy of the eighteenthcenturyand the metaphysics 
of the seventeenth are set forth in detail in most of the 
re?e~t Fren?h.h~stories of philosophy. Here as against 
Critical Criticism, we only have to repeat what is already 
known. But the connection of the materialism of the 
eighteenth century with English and French communism of the 
nineteenth still needs a detailed pr~sentation' (ibid., 
p. 396). 

~·' p. . 
30Ibi"d 395 The key idea -- if man is formed by 

http:communism~.30
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Marx not only to adhere to French and English socialism and 

communism, but to consider himself once more -- and for the 

last time -- as a Feuerbachian: 

French and English socialism and communism represented this 
convergence of humanism and materialism in the practical 
sphere, just as Feuerbach represented it in the theoretical. 

We seem to have here the condition of an apparent 
paradox: both Marx's German idealism of Febrauary 1844, and 
his French materialism towards the end of 1844, are thought 

with reference to Feuerbach. As our interpretation makes 

clear, however, Feuerbach's theoretical humanism authorises 

both lines of interpretation, and, in fact, both Marx's pre

sentation of humanism as the 'unifying truth' of idealism and 

materialism, and Marx's analysis of the logical connection 

between French materialism-sensualism and communism can be 

circumstances, then his circumstances must be made human -
is not newa it is found in eighteenth century materialism, 
which explains not only Marx's defence of French materialism 
against attacks from Bauer and co., but also his thesis that 
one of two tendencies in French materialism -- the one de
riving from Locke rather than Descartes -- 'flows directly 
into socialism and communism'. The interesting point about 
Marx's presentation of communism vis-~-vis eighteenth cen
tury materialism is that he brings into a common focus both 
utopian and 'more scientific' forms of communism. 

31cf. a letter from Marx to Feuerbach in August 1844, 
in which Marx recognises Feuerbach as having established 
the 'philosophic basis' of socialism and communism, with 
reference to: ~The unity of man with man •.• the concept 
of a human species drawn from the heaven of abstraction to 
the r~al ea:th (which can onl~ be) the concept of society' 
(published in Probleme des Friedens und des Sozialismus 
Berlin, 1958, fasc. 2, p. 9L translated in Cornu, op.cit., 
p. 607, n. 182, and McLellan, Marx and the Young Hegelians 
p. 107). , 
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traced back to Feuerbach himself •32 The problematic of 

Feuerbach's humanism is defined by Feuerbach's encounter with 

the opposed solutions of Kant and Hegel to the problem of 

securing a relation of unity between spirit and matter, 
thought and being, freedom and necessity. In Feuerbach's 

revision of Hegel's dialectic of Reason -- which restores 
an original identity in knowledge of the Absolute -- he 

reverts to the basic condition of Kant's solution: man, 

simultaneously a phenomenal being and a noumenal being, both 

free and subject to necessity, the substrate of thought and 

being. The condition of this solution is translated by 

Feuerbach into a theory of 'head' and 'heart' of a new philo
sophy, whose point of reference is a concept of Man; whose 

idealist metaphysic (humanism) unites the 'active' principle 

of idealism and the 'passive' principle of materialism~ and 

whose form is an alliance of a German 'head' (metaphysics) 
and a French 'heart' (sensualism and materialism).JJ 

In relation to this humanism, Marx's conception of 

communism still remains trapped by the idealist metaphysic 

32cf. Feuerbach, 'Theses': 'The essential tools 
.•• of philosophy are: the head, which is the source of 
activity, freedom, metaphysical infinity, and idealism; and 
the heart, which is the source of suffering, finiteness, 
needs and sensualism .•• theoretically expressed: thought 
and sense-perception. . • • The true philosopher must be of 
Franco-German parentage ('the ponderousness of German meta
physics with the ... sanguine principle of French sensu
alism and materialism') •.•• Only where there is movement 
••• and sensuousness is there also spirit , • , the esprit 
of~ Leibniz, his.sanguine materialistic-idealistic princi
ple \trans. Hanf1, pp. 164-65), Feuerbach derives one 
matertalist tendency from Desc~rtes and Leibniz, but the 
'matter' in question is only regarded as_ an object of reason 
and not of the sense (cf. 'Principles .•• '; Hanfi, 
pp. 185-98). FeuerbaQh himself bases his humanism on the 
materialist.principle established by sense-perception, from 
the sensualist tendency within materialism, which Marx cor
rectly derived from Locke. 

33cf, Feuerbach, 'Theses': FB, pp. 164-65 

http:materialism).JJ
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of its opposed principles. Although from the very beginning 
Marx, like Feuerbach, attempts to synthesize the 'truths' of 
idealism and materialism he sides with the idealist principle 

of the German 'head' in the Jahrbtlcher writings, whereas in 
he Holy Family he sides with the materialist principle of 

the French 'heart'. In the Introduction Marx translated the 
idealist metaphysic of Feuerbach's humanism into a unity 
established by an alliance of Philosophy, the theoretical af
firmation of Man, and the proletariat, the practical ne~ation 
of Man, and as such, the material basis of philosophy.3 In 
the Holy Family, Marx retains the metaphysic of Feuerbach's 
concept of Man, but rejects the antithesis of theory and 
practice on which it is based: the proletariat is both the 
practical negation and the theoretical affirmation of Man, 

and as such, the identical subject-object of history; a class 
whose historic action is 'prescribed irrevocably' in 'its 
own situation in life' (the total loss of man) and by 'a 
compelling need (the practical expression of necessity) to 

revolt against it -- a 'historic task' of which it 'has won 
a theoretical awareness'.35 

We have here the basis of a new concept of revolu
tionary praxis -- proletarian self-emancipation -- the 
structure of which Marx formulates in his 'Critical Comment 
No. 2 on Proudhon'. The point of reference for this new 
concept, the condition of its structure, is the materialist 
theorem: if man is formed by his circumstances, then his 
circumstances must be made human. The relation between 
this theorem and the concept of praxis is conditioned, as 

34cf. above, Chapter Six, pp. 268-77. The basis of 
Marx's formulation of the relation between philosophy and 
the proletariat is a principle established by Feuerbach: 
'The heart makes revolutions, the head reforms; the head 
brings things into existence, the heart sets them in 
motion' ('Theses'; in FB, p. 165). 

35WYMPS, p. 368. Marx's parenthesis. 

http:awareness'.35
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we have seen, on the one hand by Marx's experience of the 
working-class movement (with particular reference to the 

Weavers' revolt), and on the other hand, by an ethical 

discourse on alienated labour within a scientific analysis 
of the capitalist system of private property in the Paris 
Manuscripts of 1844. The first condition, based on an analy

sis of the working-class movement, is that the revolutionary 

praxis of the proletariat has both a 'passive' side (its 

action is prescribed in its own situation in life, ie., com
pelled by the external necessity of its material circumstances) 

and an 'active' side (its action has a 'theoretical and con

scious character'). The second condition, based on an analy
sis of the objective development or 'real movement' of pri
vate property, is that under capitalist conditions of pro

duction (division of labour, exchange) the historic process 

of man's self-development takes the form of alienation. The 

framework for these two conditions, within which the concept 

of revolutionary praxis is structured, is constituted by two 
philosophic problematics based on an epistemology of the 
human essence, historicism and humanism. Within the am
biguity of this relation Marx combines the conditions of 

both a scientific discourse on the objective laws of capi
talist development, and an ethical discourse on alienation. 
The object of this double-discourse is the formation of the 

capitalist system of private property based on the antithesis 
of labour and capital, whose antagonistic supports, the 
'propertied class and the class of the proletariat' represent 
the same 'human self-alienation'.36 

Within the framework of Hegel's dialectic applied 

to real history, to the formation of the capitalist system, 

the proletariat and the propertied class are antithetical, 

and thus, reciprocal conditions of a whole ('the world of 

http:self-alienation'.36
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private property'), and as such, respectively constitute the 

negative and positive supports of the same contradiction: 

Private property as private property, as wealth, is co~
pelled to maintain i~s own existence.and at t~e same ti~e 
that of its antithesis, the proletariat. It is the posi
tive side of the contradiction•..• The proletariat as 
proletariat, on the other hand, is compelled to abolish 
itself and at the same time its conditional antithesis, 
private property, which makes it the proletariat. It 
is the negative side of the contradiction•.• , Within 
this antithesis the property owner is . ~ , the conserva
tive party, and the proletarian is the destructive party. 
From the former arises action to maintain the antithesis, 
from the latter, action to destroy it.37 

The concept of this antithesis, the structure of 

its dialectic grasped as the condition of an objective 
development, the formation of the capitalist system, ac

quires a human as well as a historical meaning, as Marx 
elaborates: 

The propertied class and the class of the proletariat repre
sent the same human self-alienation. But the former feels 
comfortable and confirmed in this self-alienation, knowing 
that this alienation is its own power and possessing within 
it the semblance of a human existence. The latter feels 
ruined (negated) in this alienation and sees in it its im
potence and the actuality of an inhuman existence. __ The 
proletariat, to use Hegel's words, is abased and indignant 
at its abasement -- a feeling to which it is necessarily 
driven by the contradiction between its human nature and 
its situation in life, a situation that is openly, de
cisively, and comprehensively the negation of that nature,38 

In the specific form through which Marx integrates 
the condition of a scientific analysis (private property as 
a system of relations governed by objective laws under 

specified conditions) and of an ethical discourse (private 

property as the basi~ of an inhuman existence) the-alienation 

of the human essence involves both a rational-process and an 
irrational condition. We touch here the key to Marx's con

37Ibid. 

JSibid. 
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cept of revolutionary praxis. The conjuncture of this pro

cess (its rationality or historic necessity determined by 

the problematic of Hegel's dialectic) and this condition 

(its irrationality determined by the ethical problematic 
of Feuerbach's humanism) prescribes irrevocably the 'his

toric task' of the proletariat whose theoretic awareness 

of itself as the proletariat drives it to revolutionary 

action -- to the re-appropriation of the human essence: 

Because the abstraction of all humanity .•. is prac
tically complete in the fully developed proletariat, be
cause its conditions of life bring all the conditions 
of present society into a most inhuman focus, because 
man is lost in the proletariat, but at the same time 
has won a theoretic awareness of that loss and is 
driven to revolt against this inhumanity by urgent 
.•• an absolutely compelling need (the practical ex
pression of necessity) therefore the proletariat can and 
must emancipate itself .J9 

In this concept of proletarian self-emancipation, 
Marx returns to the Feuerbachian problematic of his Jahr
b~cher writings within which he develops the central theme 

of his Vorw~rts article: the 'social instinct' of the 

proletariat, whose 'unusual disposition for socialism' and 

historic action is prescribed both by its objective life

situation, and by its theoretical self-conscientization, 
its 'spiritual capacity' -- a feature that attests to the 
'human nobility' of its movement, and the 'superior charac
ter' of its action. We have here the two necessary condi
tions of Marx's concept of revolutionary praxis. On the 
one hand, the proletariat as proletariat is created by the 

economic movement of private property, whose objective de

velopment 'is brought about by the very nature of things•, 40 

39Ibid., p. J68. A brief glance back to the 1843-44 
'Introduction' (WYMPS, p. 263) makes it absolutely clear that 
Marx's conception of the proletariat is still thought within 
a 'theory based on the essence of man'. The construction is
parallel word for word. 

40
Ibid. , p. J67. 
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In this connection, the praxis of the proletariat is com

pelled by practical necessity, ie., by its material circum

stances: 

It is not a question of what this or that proletarian or 
even the whole proletariat momentarily imagines to be the 
aim. It is a question of what the proletariat is and what 
it consequently is historically compelled to do. Its aim 
and historical action is prescribed, irrevocably and ob
viously, in its own situation in life as well as in the 
entire organisation of contemporary civil society.~1 

On the other hand, this necessary relation between the 

proletariat's life-situation and its revolutionary praxis 

is mediated, as it were, by its theoretical consciousness 
of this necessity. This is to say, while the action of the 

proletariat determines the 'practical' solution to the inner 

contradiction of the capitalist system (it overthrows not 

the Idea of private property, but the system itself, and 

the conditions which support it) this action must be 'con
scious', guided by a theoretical awareness. 

Within the framework of these two conditions, one 
objective, the other subjective, the economic movement of 

private property 'is driven towards its own dissolution, 

but only through a development which does not depend on it, 
of which it is unconscious, which takes place against its 
will, and which is brought about by the very nature of 

42
things•. The product of this objective development: 'the 
proletariat as proletariat', whose concept is derived through 
a formula which combines Hegel and feuerbach: 'that spiri

tual and physical misery conscious of its misery, that de

humanisation conscious of its dehumanisation, and thus tran
scending itself. 4J 

41 Ibid., p. J68. 
42Ibid. , p. J67. 
4Jibid-· 
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The advance of this concept of revolutionary praxis 

upon Marx's earlier concept formulated in the Jahrb«cher 

is that the theory of socialism, the theoretical conscious
ness of the necessity of revolution, is no longer supplied 
by Philosophy, ie., from outside the working-class move
ment, but is produced within the movement itself. It is 
indeed, the product of the English and French proletariat, 
which, Marx observes, 'is already conscious of its historic 
task and is continually working to develop that conscious
ness into complete clarity•. 44 This clarificatory role in 
which the people's consciousness is reformed through an ob
jective understanding of their situation, and an inter
pretation of their struggle, was hitherto restricted to 
Philosophy, which, in its theoretic function constituted 
the 'active' element of the social revolution. In the 
Holy Family this is no longer the case. No longer does 
Marx define the role of intellectuals vis-a-vis the working
class movement as the 'active' element in relation to the 
'passive' element. No longer does Marx think of this re

lation as a unity of opposed terms, an alliance of Philoso
phy as 'thinking mankind' and the proletariat as 'suffering 
mankind'. The proletariat unites within itself both condi
tions: it is both 'suffering' and 'thinking' mankind; it 
is both passive and active. The revolutionary praxis of 
the proletariat has to be understood both passively, in 
relation to the circumstances of its life-situation, and 
actively, in relation to the practical necessity of changing 
these circumstances and its theoretical awareness of this 
necessity. The proletariat is a class whose revolutionary 
praxis is informed and guided by its conscientization of 
its historic mission. 

44Ibid., p. 368. 

http:clarity�.44
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We have here in this concept of revolutionary praxis, 

of proletarian self-emancipation, the basis of a new concep

tion of politics, which raises the question of the role of 

Philosophy, of intellectual critics such as Marx himself, 

vis-a-vis the proletariat. At this point Marx does not 
address this question, but on the basis of earlier and later 

statements we can nevertheless detect the presence of its 

unformulated concept. As far back as September 1843, in 

the Jahrbllcher exchange of letters with Ruge, Marx's project 

for the philosophic critic was to 'merely show the world why 

it actually struggles' the awareness of which, Marx points 
out, 'is something the world must acquire even if it does 
not want to•. 45 The object of this project, the 'task of 

united forces': 'self-understanding of the age concerning 

its struggles and wishes•. 46 Marx formulates two conditions 
for this project: first, the critic has to '[take] sides 

in politics, hence, with actual struggles, and [identify' 
with them 1 

; 
47 second, the critic has to 'develop true 

actuality (reason) out of forms inherent in existing actuali
48ty as its ought-to-be and goal 1 • The role of the intel

lectual, in short, is to enlighten the proletariat by explai
ning to it the reason of its struggle, the necessity of 
which they are unconscious, but which Marx derives from a 
philosophic doctrine of 'real-humanism': 'that man is the 

highest being for man, hence • • . the categorical impera
tive to overthrow all conditions in which man is a de-human
ised, degraded, enslaved ••• being•. 49 To clarify this 

reason or historic necessity of the proletariat's struggle, 

45Ibid., p. 214. 


46±bid. 


47Ibid., p. 214. 

48Ibid., p. 213. 

49Ibid., pp. 257~58. 
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and to bring its 'dream ~of freedom to consciousness, and 

thus into actuality', the Jghrbllcher, the organ of philo
sophic criticism, adopts as its slogan: 'Reform of con

sciousness • • • through analysis of the mystical conscious

ness that is unclear about itself'.50 

On the basis of his direct experience and reflection 

on the working-class movement, Marx levels a polemic first 

against Ruge, and then against Bauer and his associates, in 

which this theoretic function of a philosophic critic -
'reform of •.• mystical consciousness' -- remains the same, 

but is invested with a different status (supportive, rather 

than active) and a different role (to contribute towards, 

rather than actively determine the proletariat's self

conscious praxis). Thus, says Marx: 

The only task of a thoughtful and truth-loving mind in 
regard to the first outbreak of the Silesian labour re
volt was not to play the role of schoolmaster to the 
event but rather to study its peculiar character for 
which some scientific insight and love of humanity is 
necessary.51 

From the dual standpoint of this 'scientific in

sight' and this ~ove of humanity, whose centres of reference 

are Hegel and Feuerbach, the role of the philosophic critic 
vis-a-vis the socio-practico activity of the proletariat is 
to critique (de-mystify) the ideology of the proletariat's 
'political understanding' which threatens to 'cloud the 
roots of their social misery, distort their insight into 

50ibid., p. 214. This immediate relation between 
consciousness and actuality, a reflection of Marx's idealist 
heritage, is authorised by a statement both in the exchange 
of letters with Ruge ('the world has long dreamed of some
thing of which it has_only to become conscious in order to 
possess it in actuality') and in the Holy Family a year 
later ('the proletariat •.• that dehumanisation conscious 
of its dehumanisation and thus transcending itself'). 

51 Ibid., pp. 353-54. 
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2their actual aims, , .. and deceive their social instinct'..5

We detect here the basis of an as-yet unformulated theory of 
ideology, two conditions of which bear comparison to the 
earlier reference in the Jahrbncher to an 'analysis of 
mystical consciousness unclear about itself', On the one 
hand, the political ideology which determines this 'mystical' 
consciousness is defined by the problematic of an abstract
speculative humanism, of a humanism (that of Ruge) that re
flects on 'the disastrous isolation of men from the ••• 
political community, the state'.53 The inadequacy of this 

humanism (which Marx shared with Ruge in his Rheinische 
Zeitung period) is that is has as its object an abstract and 

unreal object -- an illusory community, the state -- instead 
of a concrete and real object, the 'true' community of man, 
human existence: 

But the community from which the worker is isolated is a 
community of a very different order , , . than the poli
tical community. This community, from which his own la
bour separates him, is life itself, physical and spiri
tual life, human morality, human activity t •• human

4existence •.• the real community of man.~ 

Marx's thought here intersects both with his 1843 
Critig~..§. and his 1844 Manuscripts, but it does so with one 
point of difference -- a highly significant difference, A 
revolution with a 'political soul' (based on the standpoint 
of the 'state, an abstract whole') consists in a 'tendency 
of politically uninfluential classes to end their isolation 
from the state and from power'; and in effect, argues Marx 
with reference to the French Revolution, 'organises . • • a 
ruling group in society at the expense of society',55 This 

52Ib"d_L,, p. 355. 

53Ibid__ ., 

54Ibid., 

p. 

p. 

358. 

356. 
55rbid_., p. 357. 
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is the reality -- the struggle by classes for political 
power -- disguised by the ideology of a 'political revolu
tion' based on the 'narrow political standpoint' of an ab

stract whole, the state.56 It is possible to trace the for
mation of this concept of the state and of its ideological 

function all the way back to Marx's articles on the Freedom 

of the Press for the Rheinische Zeitung in 1842 and his 

Critique of Hegel's Philosophy of Right in 184J, There is 
a difference, however. In 1842 Marx observed that the 

'narrow spirit' of the particular classes infected the state, 

which was thereupon corrupted from its true function as de

fined by its concept. In his 184J Critique Marx subjected 
the resulting ir-rationality of the state to a philosophic 

(Feuerbachian) critique to produce a concept of the state 

as the alienated form or illusory representation of mankind, 

of his social essence. In his Vorw~rts article Marx has not 
yet escaped the condition of this concept (alienation of the 

human essence) but, on the basis of his reading in French 
history, he moves towards a new concept of the state as an 

instrument of class domination, whose point of reference is 

not a concept of Man, but rather, that of a class struggle. 

In The Holy Family Marx returns to this theme of 
political ideology (of the ideology underlying the theory 
of a political revolution) in a critique of Bauer's concep
tion of the French Revolution, without as yet producing its 

56
Ibid. This ideology of a 'narrow political stand

point' defines the relationship established by Ruge between 
social reform and political action: 'even radical and revo
lutionary politicians seek the cause of the evil not in the 
nature of the sta~e but in a specific form of it which they 
want to replace with another form' (Ibid., p. J48). The 
state, however, 'cannot transcend tDe contradiction without 
transcending itself, as it is based on this contradiction' 
(Ibid.). The same applies to philosophy, communism, or the 
proletariat: to realise itself, it must transcend itself, 
Thu? it is that philosophy realises-abolishes itself in com
munism,. a 'self-tr~nscending movement', the product of the 
revolutionary praxis of the proletariat. 

http:state.56
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concept. Ruge had attributed the failure of the Silesian 
Weavers' revolt to the 'separation of their thought from 
social principles', which is to say, the 'mass' in ques
tion did not govern its 'practical' interest by, or was 
isolated from, the political 'idea' of the state, the 
'organising idea' of philosophy. For Bauer, the opposite 

was the case. The 'failure' of the French Revolution is 
attributed not to the separation of the 'Mass' from the 

political idea of the state, but on the contrary, to its 
aroused 'interest and enthusiasm' for this very idea. The 

'failure' of the historic event in question is not secured 
by the unphilosophical character of the Mass's interest, by 
its separation from the philosophic Idea, but by Mass sup
port for this idea which burdens it with the unphilosophical 
'matter' of crude reality.57 

Although Marx does not produce the concept suggested 

by a comparison of his criticism of Ruge's interpretation 
of the Silesian Weavers' revolt and Bauer's interpretation 
of the French Revolution, both Ruge and Bauer can be seen 
to share the same ideology: to mystify the effective rela

tion between the political Idea, the state, and the real 
'interest' to which it relates, namely that of a particular 
class, the bourgeoisie. The political idea, the state, 
does not -- Marx comments -- express the 'life-principle' 
of the proletariat; it does not correspond to the 'real 
condition of [its~ emancipation•.58 Far from it: it serves 
rather to 'mystify' its consciousness -- to 'cloud the roots 
of their social misery, distort their insight into their 
actual aims, ... and deceive their social instinct'. 

This concept of a political ideology suggests a 

supportive role for the intellectual vis-a-vis the socio

practico activity of the proletariat, although Marx does not 

5 7Ibid., pp. 375-80, esp. pp. 377-78. 
58Ibid., p. 378. 

http:emancipation�.58
http:reality.57
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address himself to this question. The critic, armed with 
'some scientific insight and love of humanity', does not 

'play the role of schoolmaster to the event ,the Silesian 
Weavers' revolt~ but rather ... stud~ies~ its peculiar 
character'. To play the 'schoolmaster' refers to a role 

long assumed by the Young Hegelians: to teach Germans 

reason; to submit the world to philosophic criticism; to 

measure social reality against the idea of philosophy, the 

concept of the state. In breaking with the philosophic 
standpoint of this idea, the concept of the state, Marx 

turns on his own past as well as on those like Ruge and 

Bauer, fated to preach it to the bitter end. In turning 

to the conditions of an 'actual struggle' Marx no longer 

approaches 'suffering mankind' by holding up to its social 

praxis a mirror in which its political reason is reflected. 
He approaches the socio-practico activity of the proletariat 

'to study its peculiar character', to seek the reason of its 

struggle. The reason or historic necessity of this struggle 

is not transparent, however, nor is its consciousness spon
taneous: it is beset by an ideology that tends to mystify 

the real conditions both of the proletariat's life-situation 
and of its emancipation; that serves to 'deceive their social 
instinct' by 'cloud[ing! the roots of their social misery 
[and_: distort[ ing] their insight into their actual aims'. 
This is clearly where the politically committed intellectual, 
the theoretical communist, comes in: to de-mystify the il
lusory conditions of the proletariat's struggle, and explain 
to the proletariat the real conditions of its struggle.59 

59 we touch upon a problem here that is central to 
Marxism but that we cannot treat at this point (the text of
fers no solution): the relation between the wo~king-class 
movement and socialist intellectuals. The crux of this prob
lem has to do with the concept of 'class-consciousness' -
of different level~ of the proletariat's class-consciousness 
-- a problem of which Marx is conscious as witness the dis

http:struggle.59
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This must not be misunderstood. On the one hand, it 

is no longer philosophy that works 'to develop that con
sciousness into complete clarity' but the proletariat it

self, which, because of what it is (the loss of man) be
comes conscious of its dehumanisation, and thus of its 

60. . . . t . t th hhistoric mission -- o re-appropria e e uman essence. 
On the other hand, although the philosophic critic (now the 

theoretical communist) has the same function as attributed 
to him earlier -- 'to show the world why it actually strug

gles' -- it is divested of its 'active' status previously 

assigned to it by the Left-Hegelian philosophy of praxis; 
ie., it does not actively determine the historic praxis of 
the proletariat. Although Marx does not address the ques

tion, his conception of a proletariat increasingly conscious 
of its historic mission forces the conclusion that the 
socio-practico activity of the proletariat is essentially 
self-determined, and that the theoretical understanding 

tinction he makes between class-consciousness in the psycho
logical sense and in the sense of a rational, imputed class
consciousness compelled by its situation in life: 'It is 
not a question of what this or that proletariat momentarily 
imagines to be the aim. It is a question of what the pro
letariat is and what it conseguently is historically com
pelled to do' (WYMPS, p. J68). This is the distinction on 
which Lukacs (History and Class-Consciousness) bases his 
concept of an imputed or rational consciousness, and, in 
fact, his chapter on Class-Consciousness is inspired by 
these observations by Marx. We will not discuss our fun
damental disagreement with Lukacs' concept of class-con
sciousness, except to point_ out that the text of the Holy 
Family on which Lukacs bases his discussion easily supports 
Lukacs concept, put that it is a text in which Marx has not 
yet resolved the fundamental ambiguity of his thought based 
on the unresolved relation between an ethical discourse on 
the alienated human essence, and a scientific discourse on 
the formation of the capitalist system. More on this below. 

60
Ibid., p. J6?1 'The proletariat as proletariat, 

that spiritu~l a~d physical misery conscious of its misery, 
that dehu~ani~ation conscious of its dehumanisation and thus
transcending itself~. 
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afforded by the critic is at best supportive, a contribution 
towards its self-understanding. It has to be said, never
theless, that this conclusion to which Marx's text leads us 
begs rather than resolves several key questions, notably the 
question of class-consciousness: does the proletariat's 
life-situation within the capitalist system of private prop
erty lead it to a conscious awareness of the objective con
ditions and economic laws that support and govern that sys
tem, as well as of its own de-humanisation? Formulated dif
ferently: does the proletariat by itself come to a scienti
fic understanding of its life-situation? Is its theoretic 
awareness of the necessity for its revolutionary praxis 
governed by a knowledge of an ir-rational condition (aliena
tion), or of a rational process (capital formation)? What 
are the conditions of this theoretic awareness, and of its 
relation to political praxis? 

These unsettled questions lead us to another short 
but illuminating text, eleven Theses of Feuerbach (1845), 
where the problem is posed and where Marx establishes the 
basis of a solution on the condition of a fundamental critique 
of Feuerbach. 

The Theses on Feuerbach: 61 At a Crossroad 

Marx's initial discovery of the proletariat at the 
beginning of 1844 took place within the ideological schema 

of Feuerbach's humanism, but, with particular reference to 
the Silesian Weavers' revolt, Marx's increasing contacts 

61After moving to Brussels, Marx jotted down around 
March 1845, a series of Theses for later elaboration. They 
were found by Engels in an old note-book of Marx's, forty 
years after they were written (Cf. Engels' Preface to 
Feuerbach and the End of Classical German Philosophy). They 
were not in a finished form, and Engels published a more 
polished version. We refer to the original Theses first 
published in 19)2 in the Marx-En~els Gesamtausgabe 1.5 as 
translated by Easton and Guddat, WYMPS, pp. 400-02. 
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the working-class movement broke through the ideology that 
had governed Marx's perception of its movement. With this 
intrusion of reality upon Marx's philosophical conscious
ness, Marx concludes that it is the proletariat, not 
philosophy, which is the 'active' element of the social 
revolution, of universal, human emancipation; and formulates 
a concept of a self-conscious, historically necessary, 
revolutionary praxis of the proletariat which, in emanci
pating itself from its conditions of life, emancipates 
men in general. The condition of this concept forced Marx's 
thought beyond the schema of Feuerbach's philosophy which 
recognises but two categories: the spiritual, theoretical 
activity of the 'head'; and the passive, crude praxis of 
the Jewish (egoist) 'heart'. As a result, Marx discovers 
in the revolutionary praxis the prototype of a human activity 
which is both theoretical and practical, neither purely 
'active' nor purely 'passive' but 'objective', 'practical
critical'1 

Feuerbach wants sensuous objects different from thought
obj ects, but he does not comprehend human activity itself 
as objective. Hence in the Essence of Christianity he 
regards only the theoretical attitude as the truly human 
attitude, while praxis is understood only in its dirtily
Jewish form of appearance. Consequently, he does not com
prehend the significance of "revolutionary", of "practical
critical" activity. (Thesis one) 

This revolutionary praxis has for Marx both the 
general significance of material productive activity (labour) 
in which man transforms the material circumstances of his 
life (his relation to nature), and more directly, a socio
political significance: the overthrow of a system of 
social relations through the action of the working class. 
Marx himself employs the expression 'revolutionare Praxis', 
the origin of which is 'political', but Engels, to make the 
double-sense of labour and revolution explicity, replaces it 
with the expression 'umw~lzende (transformative) Praxis'. 
This praxis is 'objective' (gegenstM,ndlich) because contrary 
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to the suggestion of Feuerbach's position it objectifies 

human subjectivity in the real world; it is 'revolutionary' 
because it transforms both nature and society; and it is 
'practical-critical' in three senses: as criticism directed 

by critical theory (socialism); as criticism directed to
wards praxis; and as praxis that acts against the existing 
state of affairs. 

In this concept of revolutionary praxis, Marx does 
not only break with the schema of Feuerbach's philosophy. 
He also breaks with the schema of French Materialism, whose 
thesis of the 'omnipotence of education' suggests that the 
action of men is 'passive' -- formed by external circum
stances: 

The materialistic doctrine concerning the change of cir
cumstances and education forgets that circumstances are 
changed by man and that the educator must himself be 
educated. Hence, this doctrine must divide society into 
two parts -- one of which towers above •••• The coinci
dence of the change of circumstances and of human activity, 
or self-change I Selbstveranderung J can be comprehended and 
rationally understood only as revolutionary praxis (Thesis 
11 ) • 

This critical relation to both Feuerbach and French 
Materialism in general suggests the following observations. 
First. In the concept of revolutionary praxis, which simul
taneously transforms the object (material circumstances) and 
the subject (man himself) of action, Marx 'transcends' as it 

were the antithesis of eighteenth century materialism (change 
of circumstances) and Left-Hegelianism (reform of conscious
ness). Second. It likewise enables Marx to escape the di
lemma of communism in the 1840's, divided between a 'Babou
vist-materialist' tendency that assigns to an elite of wise 
and virtuous citizens the task of changing from above the 
circumstances of the proletariat's life, and a 'utopian' 

pacifist' tendency that proposes to change, through the power 
of persuasion, not the circumstances, but rather man himself. 
Third. The concept of revolutionary praxis -- 'the coinci
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dence of the change of circumstances and of . . . self
change' -- is the theoretical basis of a theory of proletari

an self-emancipation formulated in The German Ideology on 
the basis of a scientific conception of history, but found 
in the third Thesis on Feuerbach in statu nascendi, within 
the framework of a philosophy of praxis. The relationship 

that we here adduce between a philosophy of praxis and a 

scientific theory of history raises a very significant, 

though quite unsettled, point of interpretation, which al
lows us to pose the problem of Marx's 'break' with philosophy 

(Feuerbach, Hegel), the condition of a new theoretical posi

tion based on a scientific approach to the study of history 
and politics.62 

According to Engels, the Theses constitute the 'first 

document in which is deposited the brilliant germ of the new 

world outlook', and in this sense, together with The German 
Ideology, it can be regarded as the first 'Marxist' text, 

the text in which Marx announces a break with his 'philo
sophic conscience' -- the problematic of which has been the 
object of our study. In another sense, however, the Theses 

can be regarded as the last text of this philosophic past, 
the final attempt to solve a problem defined by the same 
philosophic problematic -- that of the human essence. The 
problem: to find the 'unifying truth' of idealism and ma

terialism, thought and being, freedom and necessity. Within 
the problematic which governs the way this problem is posed, 

ie., within the type-structure of a subject-object relation, 
the question is: does man determine the circumstances of 

his life, or is he determined by them? Is man essentially 

free, and thus an active subject of his own history, or is 
he subject to external necessity, and thus, the passive 

62 
our point of reference: Louis Althusser's various 

ess~vs,~ollected in For Marx, especially 'Marxism and Hu
~an1sm {p~. 21?-?48); and in Reading Capital -- 'Marxism 
is not a H1stor1c1sm' (pp. 119-44). 

http:politics.62
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support or object, of this process? 

Marx confronts this problem at the very beginning, 

in the first Thesis on Feuerbach, and he does so in the 

form in which the problem was posed by Kant and Hegel -

as a problem of knowledge: 

The chief defect of all materialism (including Feuerbach's) 
is that the object [Gegenstand], actuality, sensuou~ness 
is conceived only in the form of the object LObje k~ or 
sense-perception [Anschauung J, but not as sensuous human 
activity, praxis, not subjectively. Hence in opposition 
to materialism the active side was developed by idealism 
-- but only abstractly since idealism naturally does not 
know actual, sensuous activity as such.bJ 

Marx here returns to the original Kantian problema
tic: to establish a relation of knowledge between objects 

(Gegenstand, Objekt) of two distinct processes, and to 

reconcile two opposed conceptions of knowledge: idealism, 

knowledge of a self-posited world, the objectified essence 
of the subject; materialism, knowledge of a pre-given world, 
the passive reflection (sense-perception) of an objectivity 

that exists in itself, and not for the subject. Within the 
problematic of these opposed conceptions, Marx's simultane
ous critique of traditional materialism and of speculative 

idealism is made with reference to the form in which they 

grasp the object -- defined by Marx through the distinction 
of Gegenstand and Objekt taken by Feuerbach from Kant. Ac
cording to materialism, the Objekt is an object-in-itself, 

external to man and his activity; it is opposed to the sub
ject as a pre-given, as 'an appearance', or to be exact, as 

a 'phenomenology', and as such not a product of human acti

vity. The corresponding relation of knowledge: the passive 
contemplation (sense-perception) of a pre-given, sensuous 

object. Knowledge is the result of the object's action on 

6Jcf M ' •t• . F .. arx s cri icism of euerbach in The German 
+deolog¥: 'Feuerbach's ''conception' of the sensuous world 
is confined to mere perception (Anschauung) of it th 
one hand, and to mere sensation (Empfindung) on th~nothe ' 
(WYMPS, p. 416). Cf. note 64 on the significance of er 
this point. 
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the senses, or, as Kant puts it: 	 'the object alone must 
64make the representation possible 1 

• The object, as Marx 

puts it, is grasped 'objectively': not as a product of 

'human activity, praxis, not subjectively'. The theory 
which Marx attributes to traditional materialism -- and 

criticises -- is the theory of knowledge that develops the 

'passive' side of the subject-object relation: receptivity 

. . f . ld 65
and passive contemplation o a pre-given sensuous wor . 

In contradistinction to this conception of knowledge, 

idealism has developed -- albeit abstractly -- the 'active 

side: the object of knowledge is not pre-given, but is 

constituted by the subject, a product of its subjective 

activity. In this conception, inaugurated by Kant and 
transposed into a metaphysic by Hegel, the subject does not 

merely passively grasp a pre-given object, but actually 

forms it as the product of his activity. Marx recognises 

the merit of idealism in grasping the active role of the 
subject in the subject-object relation, but criticises its 
limitation (cf. Kant) or reduction (cf. Hegel) of this 

activity to an abstract process of thought. To be sure, 
Marx's critique of Kant is indirect (via Feuerbach) and un

spoken, his critique of idealism explicitly directed against 
its Hegelian, speculative form (in the 1843 Critigue, the 

64critigue of Pure Reason, p. 125. Cf. our dis
cussion of Kant's solution to the problem of knowledge in 
Chapter Two. 

65cf. further Thesis V: 'Feuerbach, not satisfied 
with abstract thinking, wants perception (Anschauung), but 
h~ does not comprehend se~s~ousness (Sinnlichkeit) as prac
~ical, human-sensuous activity'. To_grasp Marx's point it 
is necessary to mind the double-meaning that the word 
'Sinnlichkeit' had for Feuerbach and Marx. On the one hand 
it refers to the 'sensiole world', the primacy of matter; o~ 
t~e.other hand, i~ re~e~s to a faculty of knowledge, sensi
bility, or sense-intuition, which is to say, the relation 
(passive) between the senses and a pre-given world see 
Al~husserr translator's note to Feuerbach's Manife~t~s 
philosophig,ues (Paris: PTJF, 1960) , 	p. 6 .• 
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1844 Manuscripts, The Holy Family, German Ideology, and 

Poverty of Philosophy). The critique against Kant, which 

can be extended to Feuerbach, is nevertheless implicit in 

Marx's position: whereas Hegel absorbed the practical into 

the theoretical, both Kant and Feuerbach separated them. 
Feuerbach restricted the dialectic of the subject-object 
relation, the production of objects, praxis, to the sphere 

of consciousness; and conceived the relation of man to the 
world as passive, determined by the circumstances of his 
life. 66 Kant similarly limited the dialectic of the subject

object relation to the sphere of consciousness, as a condi
tion of knowledge: the synthetic unity of a subjective 
activity, a theoretical practice or reason, whose conditions 
are abstractly isolated from the 'practical' question of 

man's relation to the real world. Hegel took Kant's condi
tion of knowledge, the synthetic unity of subjective activi

ty, as a condition of the real, as the essence of its phen

omena. In doing so, he converted Kant's logic of subjectivi

ty, based on the synthetic unity of thought, into a meta
physic: the production of the real world, real objects, is 

the 'phenomenology' of an inner essence, the subjectivity 

of a theoretical reason. The practical reason or real pro 
cess of labour is eo ipso the phenomenal condition of an 
essential thought-process, the dialectic of the Idea. 

In his simultaneous critique of materialism and 
idealism Marx suggests a conception of the objective world 
as a product of subjective activity, but not understood 
abstractly, as a product of thought, but as a product of 

'practical, human sensuous activity'. While on the one 
hand, Feuerbach restricted the subject's 'active' relation 

66A different form of the very same criticism is 
given in The German Ideology: 'Insofar as Feuerbach is 
a materialist, there is no history in him, and insofar 
as he considers history, he is not a materialist' (WYMPS, 
p. 419). 
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to the object to a relation of knowledge, and as such, of 

thought; and, on the other hand, Hegel applied the subject
object relation to social life, to history, but transformed 
it into a thought-process, Marx sees it as both a relation 

of the real, constituted by an objective process of 'human 

praxis', and a relation of knowledge constituted by the 

'comprehension of this praxis' (Thesis VIII). As a relation 

of the real, the subject-object relation is represented by 

the revolutionary praxis of the proletariat, the identical 
subject-object of history, or, which is the same thing, the 

reason of the historic dialectic ('the coincidence of the 

change of circumstances and of •.• self-change'). Idealism 

formulates two inadequate conceptions of this 'reason'. On 

the one hand, Hegel absorbs the real relation or historic 

dialectic of this praxis into a movement of thought, a re

lation of knowledge -- the Absoluted Idea. From the specu
lative standpoint of this Idea shared by Critical Criticism, 
the 'reason' of history is theoretical, a mode of interpreta

tion, rather than practical, a mode of change (Thesis XI). 
On the other hand, idealism (with possible reference to Kant 
and Feuerbach, despite the latter's protestations of materi

alism) separates the question of theory from that of praxis, 

and by isolating thinking from practice converts the question 
of 'objective truth' (knowledge) into a 'purely scholastic 
question', ie., into an Idea to which the real object must 
correspond as a phenomenon to its essence (Thesis II).67 

6
7The implication: the question of 'objective truth' 

is e~senti~lly a 'practical' .question, a question proved in 
prax:s, whic~ suggests ~n epistemology of 'praxis', the the
oretical basis of a 'philosophy of praxis'. And this is the 
basis of interpretations of Marx as diverse as Gramsci, Lenin 
and Mao. 

We cannot discuss at this point the 'problems' in
volved in sue~ ~n epis~em~log~ of praxis, except to point out 
that the co~dition of obJective truth', praxis, is not to be 
understood in the pragmatist sense, but that it suggests, 



386 

Against the ideology of both conceptions -- of the 

isolation of theory from praxis, or the obsorption of the 

latter into the former -- Marx insists that the revolution

ary praxis of the proletariat, the embodiment of the historic 
reason, is 'practical-critical', ie., both practical and 

theoretical. Neither theory, oriented towards praxis, nor 
praxis, euided by theory, speaks for itself; both have to 
be grasped in their necessary relation: the 'secular basis' 

of the religious world 'must be understood in its contra
diction and revolutionised in praxis' (Thesis IV). In the 
conjunction of this thesis with its two corollaries, Thesis 
II (praxis as the criterion of truth) and Thesis III (praxis 

as the coincidence of the change of circumstances and of 
man himself), Marx concludes: 'All social life is essential

ly practical. All mysteries which lead theory to mysticism 
find their rational solution in human praxis and the compre
hension of this praxis (Thesis VIII). 

In the conjunction of these three Theses we have 

what has generally been interpreted as the theoretical basis 
of a new philosophy, one that inserts 'praxis' into relation 

of knowledge between the objects of two different yet related 

processes -- the subjective process of thought and the ob
jective process of history; and, in which the relation be
tween thought and being, subjectivity and objectivity, man 
and nature, is mediated by the practical reason of human ac
tivity rather than the theoretical (speculative) reason of a 

Critical or Absolute Spirit. We seem to have, in short, the 
basis of a new world outlook, a 'philosophy of praxis', whose 

theoretical principles are nevertheless derived from the 

traditional philosophic problematic of a subject-object 
relation, and that constitutes therein the 'unifying truth' 

nevertheless, an empiricist conception of knowledge which, 
properly speaking, cannot be attributed to Marx , , . 
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of idealism and materialism. 

Casting a long look over our exposition on the 

formation of Marx's thought, we also seem to have come 
full circle: the Theses on Feuerbach returns us to the 

original problem of Marx's doctoral dissertation -- to 
realise the demands of reason, of philosophy become prac

tical -- and crowns it with its ultimate solution, the 
final triumph or last refuge of philosophic speculation 

which installs itself in the concept of praxis. But then 
again; Have we? 

With reference to the new world outlook supported 

by this philosophy of praxis, the ninth and tenth Theses 

on Feuerbach speak of and contrast two forms of materialism, 
the 'old' materialism, whose standpoint ('the view of 

separate individuals and civil society') is based on a mode 
of interpretation that, like speculative idealism, functions 

as an ideological support of the status quo, of bourgeois 

society; and a 'new' materialism, whose standpoint ('human 

society or socialised humanity') points towards the revol

utionary transformation of this society -- both of man him
self and of his life circumstances. This formulation of 
two world-outlooks, one supportive of the status quo (mere 
interpretation) and the other destructive of it (its prac

tical transformation), raises a serious problem of inter
pretation. On the one hand, Marx's 'new' materialism seems 
to be quite consistent with the 'real-humanism' of the 

1844 Manuscripts and The Holy Family. 68 The theoretical 

68To recognise the consistency between the 1844 MSS 
and the 1845 Theses on Feuerbach suggests a similar con
ceptual content and theoretical function of the concepts 
'alienation' and 'praxis'. On this basis, it has been pos
sible to argue the thesis of a continuity between the 1843 
Critique or the 1844 Manuscripts and works of Marx's maturity 
like Capital. We refer, of course, to the majority of cur
rent interpreters which relate to either the humanist or a 
historicist tradition. An interesting side-show within the 
debate and the structuralist interrogation of these inter
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basis of this 'real-humanism' is a concept of Man, the point 

reference of ideal image for 'civil society', in which 'ego

ism and self-interest' form the basis of social relations 

('exchange and division of labour'), and in which man is de

humanised -- alienated from his social essence, the real 

community, 'true' human society. On the other hand, to 
think of the Theses as consistent with the Paris Manuscripts 
raises the question of an unresolved ambiguity which under
lies the latter's concept of revolutionary praxis (the prac

tical re-appropriation of the human essence) and of the pro
letariat (the missionary of this essence). 

Marx's concept of the necessity of social revolution 

is as ambiguous as the concept of praxis. It is indeed this 
very ambiguity: to conceal two meanings behind a single 

word. On the one hand, the necessity of the social revolu

tion arises from the very development of private property, 

appearing as a concrete, historical necessity., On the other 

hand, however, it arises from the contradiction between this 

historical reality and the 'true essence' of Man, which pro

pretations occurs between J. T. Desanti ('Histoire et v~rit~, 
in Revue Internationale de Philoso hie, 1958, no. 45-46) and 
M. Godelier Rationalitv and Irrationality in Economics, esp. 
pp. 117-19). Desanti takes the 1844 MSS and the Theses to
gether as showing the abolition of Marx's speculative philo
sophical consciousness. In Godelier's view, supported by 
Althusser, it was not in the MSS that this abolition was ac
complished but in the Theses and The German Ideology (Gode
lier, p. 118 n. 18). Godelier's position, however, is am
biguous and unsatisfactory. On the one hand, he establishes 
the conditions of a break between the 1844 MSS and the Theses, 
contrary to Desanti who argues their common conception, but, 
on the other hand, he admits that 'Desanti's theoretical in
terpretation of this abolition seems to be the same as mine' 
(lee.cit.). Nevertheless, we will argue that to a point both 
Desanti and Godelier are correct: Marx does not abolish his 
speculative consciousness in the MSS, but these MSS and 
'real-humanism' are seemingly consistent with points made in 
the Theses. The necessary conclusion: the Theses do not com
pletely abolish Marx's speculative consciousness. More on 
this below, but suffice it to say that we construe the Theses 
as the critical text that looks both to Marx's theoretical 
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vides the basis for another contradiction, the first men

tioned necessity, internal to private property. This 

second necessity, or, more precisely, the second aspect of 

the same necessity is abstract, even speculative -- based 

on an ideal image which serves as a norm for criticising 

bourgeois society and contrariwise, to deduce both the 
necessity of revolution and of the content of the rational 
society of the future, of socialism. Within this double

presentation, the necessity of the social revolution, the 
praxis of the proletariat, is not wholly internal to the 

historically determined conditions and concrete reality of 

the capitalist system of private property. This is to say, 

it does not emerge entirely from a real process under the 
historical conditions of a class struggle which are, as 

Marx puts it in The German Ideology, subject to 'empirical 
observation'. Rather, it emerges from a conflict between 

a historical reality and the true essence of Man -- the 
concept of truth, and as such, the basis of a theory of 

alienation which enables Marx to criticise the ideology 
of bourgeois society ('the view of ••• civil society'), 
but prevents him, we submit, from developing a scientific 

conception of capitalism. 

The way out of this problem, posed by Marx himself 
in the sixth Thesis on Feuerbach, is made possible by the 

very concept which has eoverned Marx's thought for the 

past two years: the concept of 'real-humanism' which, with 
reference to Feuerbach, defines itself in opposition to an 
old humanism that is unreal, idealist, abstract, speculative 
and so on. 69 Through Feuerbach's critique of abstract thought 

past and his future. They are, in short, a riddle, hurried 
notes without a clear position. 

69cf. above pp. 1Q3-200. 
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or speculative philosophy, a critique that appeals to the 

concrete-materialist against the abstract-speculative, 

'real-humanism' presents itself as a humanism that has as 
its object not an unreal, abstract object, but a real ob

ject. The word 'real', as Althusser points out, plays a 

dual role: 'it shows up idealism and abstraction in old 

humanism (negative function of the concept of reality); and 
at the same time it designates the external reality ••• in 
which the new humanism will find its content (positive func
tion of the concept of reality)'.70 What, we may ask, is 

this real object, this 'reality', in reference? Is it the 
reality of humanism, that which corresponds adequately to 

an abstract essence, the concept of Man? Or, is it the 

actuality of social relations, society, which in no wise 

corresponds to this concept? The sixth thesis on Feuerbach 
suggests both Marx's consciousness of this problem, and the 

basis of an answer: 

Reuerbach resolves the religious essence into the human 
essence. But the essence of man is no abstraction inhering 
in each individual. In its actuality it is the ensemble 
of social relationships. 
Feuerbach, who does not go into the criticism of this actual 
essence, is hence compelled (1) to abstract from the histori
cal process and to • • • presuppose an abstract -- isolated 
human individual; (2) to view the essence of man merely as 
"species", as the inner, dumb generality which unites the 
many individuals naturally. 

Louis Althusser, we believe, has well-recognised 

and rightly emphasised the theoretical implications of this 
thesis and its two complementary postulates: 'It means that 

to find the reality alluded to by seeking abstract man no 
longer but real man instead, it is necessary to turn to so

ciety, and to undertake an analysis of the ensemble of 
social relations~.7 1 

70For Marx, p. 242. 

71Ibid., p. 243. Further, for analysis of the con
dition of an 'epistemological break' in ibid., pp. 227ff, 
esp. p. 228. 

http:relations~.71
http:reality)'.70
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Marx arrives here at a crossroad between as it were, 

the heaven of abstraction and the real earth, that consti

tues at the same time the theoretic crisis of 'real-humanism'; 

the rejection of its concept of reference -- 'Man'. The 
meaning of this displacement of a concept emerges in a text 
to follow, The German Ideology, wherein Marx together with 

Engels works through its theoretical implications , but we 
can already anticipate that to come with reference to the 
well-known eleventh Thesis on Feuerbach: 'The philosophers 

have only interpreted the world in various ways; the point 
is, to change it!. 

The sixth Thesis throws some light on the deceptive 

transparancy of this thesis, and it does so by raising a 

question that takes us to the heart of the problem: does 

the eleventh thesis announce a new philosophy, one which 
is no longer an interpretation, but rather the transformation 

of the world, a philosophy of praxis? Or, something,quite 

different: a break with 'philosophy' -- a return to the 
study of reality itself without presuppositions, which clears 

the .sround not for a new philosophy, but for a new science, 
the science of history?72 Reformulated: is Marxism es

sentially a 'philosophy of praxis' or a science of history? 
Or again: is it both? If so, what are the theoretical 

conditions of this relationship between a philosophy of 
praxis and a science of history? 

To pose the problem raised by this question takes 

us into The German Ideology, the work in which Marx 'settled' 

his 'philosophic conscience' and broke with his past, with 
the problematic of his Early Works. 

72cf. the question as posed by Althusser in Lenin 
and Philosophy (1971), pp. 40ff. 



CHAPI'ER NINE 

MARX'S EPISTEMOLOGICAL BREAK: 

FROM PHILOSOPHY TO SCIENCE 

In order to assess the theoretical significance 
of The German Ideology we need to retrace several steps 
in our interpretation of Marx's earlier thought. Our 

centre of reference for this reconstruction is the 
Economical & Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844 wherein 

Marx formulates a philosophic critique of the capitalist 

system as a society in which man lives his true essence 
(labour) in its alienation. 

Marx's critique at the level of 1844 turns on the 

humanist-historicist conception of the human essence (free 
labour, species-life), the ultimate point of reference for 

an alienated existence. In this conception Marx defines 
'Man' with reference to both the 'practical' character 

(objective condition) of his activity, and the 'social' 
character of his nature. The principle through which Marx 
thinks these two conditions is that the objective world, the 
objective being of man, is at the same time the existence 

of man for other men. Within the philosophic problematic of 
this principle 'Man' is the subject of a practical reason, of 

a historic dialectic formed by the self-alienation and the 

re-appropriation of the human essence; and communism, con

ceived as the self-mediated result (and thus the 'trutti) of 
the historic dialectic, secures the positive resolution of 

the contradiction between man's true essence and his historic 

existence. As such, communism brings about the end of his
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tory, the realisation of its necessity which is commissioned, 
on the one hand, by the natural process of Hegel's dialec

tic ('a dynamic relationship moving to its resolution') and, 

on the other hand, by the ir-rational condition of Feuer
bach's humanism ( a need for a fully human society). In 

either case, history is the history of the human essence, 
first of its alienation, then of its re-appropriation. With 

this inclusion of history in the human essence, history moves 
irresistably towards a pre-ordained end, the identity of 
man's existence and his essence. 

The ultimate point of reference for what is clearly 

a philosophical conception of history is an identity of op

posites, a metaphysic satisfied by the concept of 'Man'. Up 

to the Economic & Philosophical Manuscripts Marx had thought 

this concept through the principle of a revolutionary alliance 
between the proletariat, the practical negation of the human 
essence, and philosophy, its theoretical affirmation. The 

principle of this revolutionary alliance was in turn governed 

by the ideological schema of an active 'head' and a passive 
'heart'. In 1844 Marx broke away from this schema and its 

underlying ideology, an occurence of which Marx himself 

makes no mention but that is of the utmost theoretical sig
nificance. Indeed, we submit that this unannounced break 
marks the basis of Marx's theoretical revolution, the first 

and decisive step towards a new world-view, towards a the
oretical perspective based on a scientific conception of 
history. The precondition for this development -- for the 
break which precipitates it: the emergence and formation 

of a working-class movement which ir-rupts into Marx's philo
sophic consciousness through an encounter with Political 

Economy and the experience of the weavers' revolt in Silesia. 

In the first case, Marx discovers in the category of 'labour' 
a process of productive praxis in which man actively trans

forms the material circumstances that form him, and that, 

therefore, constitutes the medium of man's self-development 
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the embodiment of a historic rationality. Its theoretical 
implication: the productive, material praxis of the working

class has not only a passive side (determined by circumstan

ces) but also an active side (self-determining); it unites 

within itself the reciprocal conditions of a historic dia

lectic (subject, object) and constitutes the principle of 
its 'unifying truth' (real-humanism). In the second case, 

Marx discovers in a specific historic event a different 
dimension of the same truth: the social revolution, in 

which the proletariat constitutes not only the passive 
element but also the active element, is compelled by the 
material circumstances of the proletariat's life, and medi

ated (self-determined) through its theoretical awareness of 
its historic mission. As a result of this two-fold dis

covery, Marx formulates a new concept of revolutionary prax
is, whose sense encompasses the transformation both of man's 

relation to nature (labour) and of his relation to other 

men (revolution). This concept takes us from The Holy Family 

right up to the Theses on Feuerbach, and, at the same time, 

towards the brink of a momentous theoretical event: the 
formation of Historical Materialism, the scientific basis 

of a new revolutionary politics. The Theses, to be sure, 
constitute to some degree a riddle, the basis of a paradox. 
On the one hand, Thesis VI suggests the principle of an 
'epistemological break' in which Marx resolves the ambigu
ity of his concept of revolutionary praxis by rejecting the 
philosophic problematic of a human essence within which its 
historic necessity has been thought; on the other hand, the 

Theses as a whole (I-IV) tends to suggest and points not 
towards a world to be opened up, the science of history, but 

to the world of Marx's theoretical past, a philosophy of 
praxis. 

This ambiguity raises a critical problem of inter

pretaion. First of all, it is clear that Marx's new concept 
of revolutionary praxis is conditioned by a break with the 
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ideological schema of a Left-Hegelian philosophy of praxis 

(critical theory) which, by the way of Feuerbach's humanism 

had governed hithertofore his conception of the relation 

theory-practice. The rejection of this schema, however, 
raises the question: does Marx abandon the philosophic 

problematic of theoretical humanism -- of a theory unified 
by the concept of Man, which is to say, based on the epis
temology of a human essence? 

Let us take a closer look at this question. The 
unifying concept, 'Man', has two conditions: an active force 

or idealist principle; a passive force of materialist prin
ciple. In 1842, at the level of the Rheinische Zeitung, the 

conditions of this concept were satisfied by the unity of 

philosophy and the people in the medium of the free press. 

In 1843, at the level of the Jahrbtlcher, these conditions 

of unity were satisfied by an alliance of philosophy and the 
proletariat in the medium of a more practical form of poli
tical struggle. By August 1844, at the level of The Holy 

Family, the proletariat unites within itself both conditions. 

The proletariat, accordingly, is not only the practical 

negation of Man, but also his theoretical affirmation, and 
as such, the identical subject-object of history, the 'rea

son' of its dialectic. We need hardly mention that we have 
here the theoretical basis of Marx's concept of revolution
ary praxis formulated in the Third Thesis on Feuerbach, 

which leads us to conclude that, despite its variation, 

Marx's thought from 1843 to 1845 is unified by the same con
cept: the human essence lived in its alienation. 

This conclusion is not as transparant as it may 

seem, however. It is, in fact, the basis of an ambiguity, 
and of a problem which Marx resolves in the Sixth Thesis on 

Feuerbach: 'But the essence of man is no abstraction in

hering in each single individual. In its actuality it is 

the ensemble of social relationships'. This twofold con
ception of the human essence -- as an abstraction, and as 
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an ensemble of social relationships -- has a significance 

which takes us into The German Ideology. Hitherto, the 
'essence of man' has always been lived in its alienation 

in the appearance of an alien, non-human essence: the his

torical reality of the capitalist system. The basis of this 

conception was a philosophic critique of Political Economy, 
which (a) established the 'true essence of man' as the basis 
of what is rational; (b) showed that the contradiction of 

society arose from the contradiction between man's essence 
and the historic conditions of his existence -- the capitalist 
system of private property based on the alienation of human 

labour, and so upon the de-humanisation of man; (c) demon

strated the practical necessity of the communist revolution 
which will abolish private property and reconcile man with 

his true essence by realising what is rational (human) and 
rationalising (humanising) the real. Within this critique 

the concept of 'Man' functions as the ultimate point of 
reference for a philosophical conception of history as the 

development of the human essence, first of its negation and 
then of its realisation. Here is the problem. This con

ception of history raises a question to which Marx speaks 
in the Sixth Thesis on Feuerbach: whence the concept of 

this human essence? Since man has always lived this essence, 
the species, in its negation, it could not have emerged from 

the real relations of man's practical activity, the ensemble 
of his social relationships. It necessarily emerges from a 
'higher perception' or 'ideal compensation', the speculative 
abstraction from an existing reality -- the alien, non-human 
essence of the capitalist system. The implication of Marx's 

position, and the direction of the Sixth Thesis, is clear: 

to grasp the rationality of historic development, the neces
sity of revolutionary praxis, one must not abstract from the 

historic conditions of man's existence (the ensemble of his 

social relationships) by reference to a concept of Man. 
Rather, one must study the actual process of these very con
ditions. It is this directive, we submit, that leads Marx 
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and Engels to 'settle accounts' with their 'erstwhile philo

sophic consciousness' -- with 'German Ideology•. 1 

From Ideology to Science: A New Conception of History 

By his 'erstwhile philosophic consciousness' Marx 

refers to the speculative idealism of 'German Ideology' which 

Feuerbach had already driven from the study of nature, but 

which Marx now pursues into its last refuge: the Hegelian 
philosophy of history. The basis of this philosophy is the 

idealist conception of history as a process that works un

consciously but of necessity towards a pre-ordained end, the 
realisation of an inner rationality which anticipates the 
material process of its external formation. The theoretical 

concentrate of this historic process of development is the 

idealist dialectic which traces out the inner logic of this 
process, and grasps the principle of its 'truth': the essence 

of its phenomena -- the Idea. 2 

1cf. Marx, A Contribution to the Critique of Political 
Economy (1859), Preface, p. 22; The German Ideology, Part One, 
in WYMPS, pp. 404-408. Our discussion centres on the first 
and foundational part of The German Ideology, which despite 
the fact that it is unfinished, and, as Engels noted later, 
reveals the incompleteness of Marx and Engels' knowledge of 
economic history details not only a fundamental critique of 
Feuerbach viz. his dependence of Hegel, but also the basic 
premises of Historical Materialism which are outlined in the 
1859 Preface, and which form the guiding principles of all 
of Marx's later studies, both economic and historical. In 
the second and third sections of The German Ideology one can 
find what Franz Mehring has called 'oases in the desett', but, 
particularly in the second section on Max Stirner, these 
'oases' are quite rare, and literally swamped by 450 manu
script sheets of super-polemics. We have occasion, however, 
to refer to several points of discussion in the Third Section 
on 'True Socialism', for which we refer to the version edited 
by R. Pascal (New York: International Publishers, 1969). 

2The m~aning of this assertion has been sufficiently 
established through our discussion over the last three chap
t~rs, but for another point of reference see Engels, Anti
Duhring (esp. pp. JJ-35) and Feuerbach and the End of Clas
sical German Philosophy. As we have suggested, however, and 
as will become clear below, Engels' formulation of the rela
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This theme is by now quite familiar to us. We have 

here the speculative idealism which was submitted to a 

transformative critique first by Feuerbach, and then by 

Marx -- in the 1843 Critique, the 1844 Manuscripts, and 

the Holy Family. The basis of this transformative critique 
is that the idealist dialectic inverts the relation of truth 

(phenomena to essence) between the real and the ideal, be

tween material life and spiritual life, between civil so
ciety and the state. As Marx will put it later, with Hegel 
the dialectic stands on its head, and it must be put right 

side up again. To do so is to place the study of history on 
its 'real basis'; to re-establish the true relation of ideal 

to real, which is to invert the dialectic, and approach it 

from the standpoint of materialism: 'It is not the conscious

ness of men that determines their existence, but their social 
existence that determines their consciousness'.3 

The materialist premise of this dialectic, the guiding 

principle of Marx's later studies, can be traced back to 

Marx's Feuerbachian critique of Hegel's Philosophy of Right 

(1843), which led Marx to conclude that it is not the state 

which conditions and regulates bourgeois society, but bour
geois society which conditions and regulates the state, and 
consequently, that political and intellectual life is to be 
explained from the development of economic conditions, the 

4contradiction of material life, and not vice versa. As Marx 

tion between Hegel's philosophy of history and the dialectic 
is unfortunate in several respects, and indeed is trapped by 
the very problematic from which it seeks escape. More on 
this below. 

3Marx, 1859 Preface, p. 21. 

4
 rn Marx's own reconstruction: 'My inquiry (in the 

Jahrbtlcher) led me to the conclusion that neither legal re
lations nor political forms could be comprehended ••. on 
the basis of a so-called general development of the human 
mind, but that on the contrary they originate in the material 
conditions of life, the totality of which Hegel •.. embraces 

http:versa.As
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puts it: 'civil society is the true focus and scene of all 
'
. ~history .~ 

It is possible to think of the materialist dialectic 

suggested by this conclusion with reference to a strict in

version of the Hegelian dialectic: civil society is the 

essence of the state, and thus its principle of explanation 

the condition of its 'truth'. To do so, however, raises the 
question: what is the basis of this essence, its point of 

reference? Is it the 'true essence' that men live in its 
negation -- the species -- and conceive of in abstraction 
from the historical conditions of their social existence? or 

is it the non-human, alien essence of these very conditions? 

Thesis VI already gives us the basis of an answer: 'the 

essence of man is no abstraction • • • in its actuality it is 

the ensemble of social relationships'. To gauge the signi

ficance of this thesis, and at the same time to grasp the 
basic argument of The German Ideology, we can compare two 

passages, one from the excerpt-notes of 1844, the other 

from The German Ideology. In the excerpt-notes, written 

some time in the early Summer of 1844, Marx states: 

As human nature is the true social essence [Gemeinwesen~ of 
man, man through the activation of their nature create and 
produce • • . a social essence which . . • is the essence or 
nature of every single individual, his own activity, his 
own life, his own spirit .••. LThis'] true social essence 
arises not thFough reflection; rather it comes about .•. 
immediately through self-produced activity of their exis
tence. It does not depend on man whether or not the social 
essence exists, but so long as man does not recognise himself 

within the term 'civil society'; that the anatomy of this 
civil society .•• has to be sought in political economy 
••• [the study of Jthe economic structure of society, the 
real foundation, on which arises a legal and political su
perstructure and to which correspond definite forms of so
cial consciousness. The mode of production of material life 
conditions the general ~recess of social, political and in
tellectual life•.. ' (1859 Preface, pp. 20-21). 

5Marx, The German Ideology, in WYMPS, p. 428. 
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as man and does not organise the world humanly, this social 
essence appears in the form of alienation, because its sub
ject, man, is a being alienated from itself. Men as actual, 
living, particular individuals ••• cons~itute this social 
essence. It is, therefore, what men are. 

'What men are' is here defined through an ideal 
negation of man's historic existence, which is to abstract 

from the real conditions of man's life. Although Marx, 
like Feuerbach, had long ago adopted the principle of materi

alism with respect to man's relation to nature, like Feuer
bach he here relapses into idealism with respect to man's re

lation to social life, to history. In The German Ideology 
this is no longer the case: 

As individuals express their life, so they are. What they 
are, therefore, coincides with their production. • •. The 
nature of individuals thus de~ends on the material conditions 
determining their production.I 

To support this new materialist conception of history, 

Marx criticises Feuerbach for 'remain~ing~ in the realm of 
theory and • • • not view ~ing°\ men in their given social 

connections, not under their existing conditions of life 

which have made them what they are•. 8 As a consequence, 

Marx adds: 

LFeuerbach.J never arrives at the really existing active man 
but stops at the abstraction 'Man' ••.• When he sees, for 
example, a crowd of scrofulous, overworked and consumptive 
wretches instead of healthy men, he is compelled to take 
refuge in the 'higher perception' L'the true essence of 
things' J and 'ideal compensation in the species•.9 

6Excerpt-notes, in WYMPS, pp. 271-72. Gemeinwesen 
translatable as 'social being', 'social essence', 'communi
ty', ~ommon life', etc. For consistency, we revise the 
received translation to read 'social essence'. 

?The German Ideology, in WYMPS, p. 409. 
8Ibid., p. 418. 

9Ibid., pp.418-19. 
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Because Feuerbach refers the social relationships of 

men not to their material conditions of production, but to 
'the concept of man, man as conceived, the essence of man, 
Man' he 

relapses into idealism at the very pointl in his conception 
of history J where the communistic materialist sees the neces
sity and at the same time the condition of transforming in
dustry as well as the social structure,10 

The study of history Marx makes clear has to be put 
on a new basis: 

The sum of productive forces, capital funds and social forms 
of interaction which every individual and every generation 
finds existing is the real ~ of what the philosophers 
have conceived as •.. lthe~ "essence of man",1 

On this new basis, history has to be studied without specu

lative presuppositions: 

Where speculation ends, namely in real life, there real, 
positive science begins as the representation of the 
practical activity and practical process of the develop
ment of men.12 

This new 'scientific' conception of history is based 
on the logic of actual experience (real life) rather than on 

the illusion of an immanent truth (speculation), which is to 
say, it proceeds not from the concept of 'Man' but from 'real 
premises': 

individuals ••• as they really are, ie., as they work, 
produce materially and act under definite material limi
tations, presuppositions, and, conditions independent of 
their will • • . men, not in any fantastic isolation and 
fixation, but in their real, empirically percI~tible pro
cess of development under certain conditions. J 

lOibid. 


11Ibid., p. 432. 


12Ibid., p. 415. 


13Ibid., p. 414-15. Further: 'The premises from 

which we start are not arbitrary, they are no dogmas but 
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To explain historical development Marx no longer 

refers to a concept of 'Man', the 'essence of man' which is 

alienated under the historical conditions of man's material 

and social existence (division of labour and exchange), but 
he refers to 'real premises' based on these very same con

ditions, premises of 'human existence', and hence, of history: 

(1) men must be able to live in order to be able 
'to make history' •..• The first historical act is thus 
the production of the means to satisfy these needs, the 
production of material life itself~ 

(2) once a need is satisfied, which requires the 
action of satisfying and the acquisition of the instrument 
for this purpose, new needs arise. The production of new 
needs is the first historical act; 

(3) men who daily remake their own lives begin to 
make other men, begin to propagate: the relation between 
husband and wife, parents and children, the family .•• 
initially the only social relationship; 

(4) The production of life, of one's own life in 
labour and of another in procreation • • • appears as a 
double relationship: on the one hand as a natural rela
tionship, on the other as a social one •••• Consequently, 
a certain mode of production or industrial stage is always 
combined with a certain mode of co-operation or social stage 
(which) is itself a 'productive force'; 

(5) Having considered ••• four aspects of the 
primary historical relationships, we now find that man also 
possesses 'consciousness' [which, like language, its prac
tical form jonly arises from the needs and necessity of re
lationships with other men ••.• Conscioupness is .•• 
from the very beginning a social product.14 

rather real premises from which abstraction can be made only 
in imagination. They are the real individuals, their actions, 
and their material conditions of life .••. These premises 
can be substantiated in a purely empirical way' (ibid., pp. 
408-09). Immediately prior to this, but later crossed out 
by Marx from the MSS Marx specifies: 'We know only one 
science, the science of history' (;bid., p. 408). 

14Ibid., pp. 419-22. Marx is absolutely clear about 
his point that the 'primary historical relationships' em
braced by these premises 'must be treated and developed in 
accordance with the existing empirical data and not according 

http:product.14
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Deriving his principle of historical explanation 

from these conditions and not from the concept of Man, Marx 
no longer poses the question of an alienated human essence; 

rather, he poses the question of 'real individuals' who con

tract their material and social conditions of life as mem

bers of a 'class', supports of a structure of social rela

tionships. Indeed, if one no longer reduces a structure of 
social relationships to its conceptual substratum, the con
cept of Man, and one no longer 'take[sJ refuge in the higher 

perception and ideal compensation in the species', then it 

is no longer possible to conceive of a human essence alien
ated in existence. One has to abandon the very problematic 

of a philosophy of history based on the speculative illusion 

of an immanent truth -- of history as the development of the 

human essence, first of its alienation, then of its re-appro
priation. The real possibility and necessity of historic 

development emerges within the framework of material pro

duction, with the need for men to produce and reproduce the 

conditions of their material and social existence. To explain 

the necessity of this historic development, Marx no longer 

speaks in terms of a simple contradiction between the true 
essence and the existence of men, but in terms of a contra
diction between two complex structures: 

In our view all collisions in history have their origin in 
the contradiction between the £§oductive forces and the form 
of interaction :verkehrsform~. 

to the =corresponding1 "concept • . . " as is customary in 
Germany' (£bid., p. 4~0). This is, of course, the precise 
point of distinction between a 'pfuilosophical' and a 'sci
entific' approach to the study of history, and it has to be 
re-emphasised because many of Marx's expositors with a philo
sophical bent persistently underplay Marx's emphasis on em
pirical validation and observation, and attempt to re-read 
back into Marx' the principles of a philosophical conception 
of history despite the obvious attempt of Marx to abandon 
the terrain of philosophy. 

15Ibid., p. 454. Verkehrsform (form of ..• ), 
Verkehrsweise (mode of .•. ), and VerkehrsverhMltnisse 
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'Alienation' ('to use', as Marx puts it, 'a term which will 

be comprehensible to the philosophers') is no longer the 
principle with which Marx explains the formation of private 

property and other economic categories. No longer is it 

the 'cause' of private property, of the private appropriation 

of the means of production (division of labour takes on this 

function). To the degree that one can still use a term whose 
theoretical function is overthrown, and whose point of refe~ 

rence is abandoned, 'alienation' is the expression of a his
toric situation in which men have lost conscious control over 
the conditions of their existence: 

The social power, ie., the multiplied force from the co
operation of different individuals determined by the division 
of labour, appears to these individuals not as their own uni
ted power but as a force alien and outside them because their 
co-operation is not voluntary but has come about naturally. 
They do not know the origin and the goal of this alien force, 
and they cannot control it. On the contrary, it passes 
through a peculiar series of phases and stages independenf6 
of the will and action of men, even directing their will. 

(relations of, conditions of .•• ) can be translated as 
either a mode of form of interaction, co-operation or inter
course. These various terms were used to express the con
cept of 'relations of production' taking shape in Marx's mind. 

16This passage requires three observations: first, 
the basis of this historic situation is no longer the alien
ation of man from his essence, but the division of labour: 
'the division of labour offers us the first example for the 
fact that man's own act becomes an alien power opposed to 
him and enslaving him instead of being controlled by him' 
(ibid., p. 424); second, the 'empirical fact that separate 
individuals with the broadening of their activity into world
historical activity have become more and more enslaved to a 
power alien to them' has been conceived by 'the philosophers' 
as chicanery on the part of the so-called World Spirit, etc.', 
but in simple fact turns out to be nothing more than the 
'world market' (ibid., p. 429); third, the dialectic of this 
historic development entails a process without a subject, 
which is to say, it cannot be referred to a conscious inten
tionality. More on these observations below. 
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The Materialist Dialectic 

In placing the study of history on a new basis -

on an empirical premise rather than a philosophical princi

ple -- Marx necessarily breaks with the epistemology of a 
'human essence', which is to say, with an analytic method 

that takes the concept of 'man' as its ultimate point of 
reference, its principle of explanation. 17 In doing so he 
abandons the problematic which governs Hege's philosophy of 

history and Feuerbach's theoretical humanism, which raises 
the question of the method by which both Hegel and Feuerbach 

secure a relation of knowledge between their point of depar
ture, a philosophical principle (Idea of God, concept of Man), 

and their point of arrival, a philosophy of history or a 
philosophy of man. The method is the time-honoured, much 

abused, and generally mis-understood dialectic, a method 

that constructs an internal solution the relation of an 

immanent truth -- to what appears to it as a contradiction. 
In this method, the contradiction appears as the outer mani

festation of phenomena of an inner unity, an essence which 

emerges as the condition of its truth, its principle of 
explanation. 

This theoretical relation of an essence to its 
phenomena, the dialectic of reason, establishes a relation 

of truth between the real and the ideal, between material 

17we refer here to what Louis Althusser has termed 
Marx's 'epistemol~gical break' (cf. For Marx, pp. J2ff). Cf. 
Marx, in one of his latest works: 'My analytical method 
does not start from man but from the economically given 
social period' (Marginal Notes on A. Wagner's Lehrbuch ••• 
trans. in Theoretical Practice 5, Spring 1972). Here, in 
1879-80 Marx defines the method of a scientific discourse, 
on the condition of an epistemological break effected in 
1845, at the level of The German Ideology. We cannot dis
cuss the various requirements of Marx's scientific method, 
the materialist dialectic, but we will analyse below its 
necessary pre-conditions as established by Marx in The German 
Ideology, which, it will be appreciated, is by no means a 
treatise on method. 
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life and spiritual life, social existence and consciousness, 
civil society and the state. The invariant type-structure 
of this relation allows two opposed but inversely-related 

concepts of 'truth' produced through inverse applications 

of the dialectic -- from the standpoints of idealism and 

materialism. These two principles, idealism and materialism, 
are supported by the inversely-related problematics of 

Hegel's philosophy of history and Feuerbach's philosophy of 
man. In the case of Hegel, in the application of the dialec
tic from the standpoint of idealism, the ideal is the essence 

of the real, and consequently, the state, spiritual life, is 
the principle of explanation for civil society, material life. 

In Feuerbach's transformative critique of Hegel's 'system', 

Feuerbach inverts {and thus maintains) the terms and the

oretical schemata of Hegel's dialectic, with the consequence 
that the relation of truth betweenthe real and the ideal 

is reversed: material life, civil society, is the principle 

of explanation for spiritual life, the state. 

This discussion on Hegel's method, the dialectic, 

and its revision by Feuerbach, raises the question of where 

Marx comes in. Does Marx adopt the dialectic as revised 
by Feuerbach, but as applied by Hegel? If so, how does a 
philosophical method become a tool for scientific analysis? 
Let us look closer at this question. First of all, with 

reference to both Hegel's philosophy of history and Feuer
bach's philosophy of man, the dialectic as a method is 

characterised by a general operation -- a phenomenological 
reduction: to resolve a factual condition into its uni

versal form, the conceptual substratum of observable social 
relationships, the essence of their phenomena. The point 

of reference for this 'essence' can change. For Hegel it is 
the Idea (of God); for Feuerbach, it is the Concept (of 

Man). In either case, however, it provides the principle 

of explanation for the phenomena of civil society. To ap

proach the question of Marx's suggested relation to both 
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Hegel and Feuerbach's version of the dialectic, we note, 

first of all, that (a) Feuerbach's concept of Man is the 

conceptual image of a truly socialist society, and as such, 

the unifying concept of a humanist philosophy,-its principle 

of explanation; (b) Hegel's Idea, the Absolute, is the con

ceptual image of the historic process, and as such, the uni
fying concept of a philosophy of history, its principle of 

explanation (the dialectic of the Idea). Secondly, we note 

that while Hegel applies the dialectic to history from an 
idealist standpoint, Feuerbach inverts this same dialectic 
to establish the principle of materialism, but in so doing 

restricts its application to the sphere of consciousness 

('As far as Feuerbach is a materialist he does not deal with 
history, and as far as he deals with history he is not a 

materialist'). 18 In this application, the point of reference 
for the dialectic, its 'real basis', is no longer a process, 

history. Rather, it is 'Man', whose concept is produced by 

an abstract isolation of individuals from the historic con-

d . . f . . t 19it1ons o their ex1s ence. 

In the light of our earlier discussion, what can we 

conclude from these two observations? Two things. First. 

Marx clearly accepts the materialist principle derived from 
Feuerbach's inversion of the Hegelian dialectic: the real 
is the basis of the ideal, which is to say, social existence 

determines consciousness, not vice versa. It is Marx's ac
ceptance of this principle as the epistemological basis of a 
new method which is emphasised by theorists such as Della 
Volpe and Colletti, which leads them to locate the fundamen

tal break between Marx and Hegel in 1843, but, at the same 

18Marx, The German Ideology, in WYMPS, p. 419. 

19Marx's criticism of Feuerbach's 'Man' as an ab
straction from the historical development of industry and 
society is a central leitmotif of the first and foundational 
part of The German Ideology. 
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time, to confuse Marx with Feuerbach. Second, Marx breaks 

with the humanist problematic of Feuerbach's materialism, 

which is to say, he rejects its unifying concept, the 

point of reference for its principle of explanation -- the 
human essence. Insofar as this concept is applied to the 

principle of materialism, Feuerbach abstracts from and ul

timately excludes history; and insofar as it is applied to 
history, Feuerbach relapses into idealism. 

This conclusion allows us to settle a fundamental 

point of interpretation: Marx finally settles with the 

philosophic problematic of Feuerbach's humanism in 1845; 
in the eleven Theses where he announces the necessity for 

such a break, and in The German Ideology wherein he attempts 

to work through its theoretical implications. To seek the 

conditions of Marx's epistemological break with 'philosophy' 
(Hegel, Feuerbach) one must not turn to the 1843 Critique -

to a Feuerbachian revision of Hegel's dialectics -- nor to 

the 1844 Manuscripts -- to a Hegelian revision of Feuer

bach' s dialectics. 

Nevertheless, this directive does not settle for 
us the question of Marx's dialectics vis-a-vis Hegel and 

Feuerbach. Our reading so far suggests that Marx adopts 
Feuerbach's materialist inversion of the Hegelian dialectic, 

but in its application goes back to Hegel, to the dialectic 
as a theory of historical development. This suggestion is 

supported by a point of interpretation established by Marx's 
closest intellectual collaborator, Frederick Engels. We 
refer to Engels' widely accepted interpretation of the fol
lowing passage in which Marx himself reflects on this very 

problem: 

In principle (der Grundlage nach) my dialectical method is 
not only distinct from Hegel's but its direct opposite. For 
Hegel, the process of thought, which he goes so far as to 
turn into an autonomous subject under the name of the Idea, 
is the demiurge of the real, which only represents (bildet) 
its external phenomenon. For me, on the contrary, the ideal 
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is nothing but the material transposed and translated in 
man's head. The mystificatory (mystifizierende) side of 
the Hegelian dialectic I criticised about thirty years 
ago ••.• The mystification the dialectic suffered at 
Hegel's hands does not remove him from his place as the 
first to expose (darstellen) consciously and in depth its 
general forms of movement. With him it is standing on its 
head. It must be turned right side up again if you would 
discover the rational kernel within the mystical shell.20 

Engels interprets Marx's relation to Hegel with 
reference to a distinction between Hegel's method and his 

system, which implies that the 'rational kernel' is the 
dialectic itself, while the 'mystical shell' is speculative 

philosophy, or its 'world outlook', its 'system', an element 
external to its method. 21 The shell, the mystical wrapping 

(speculative philosophy) is tossed aside and the precious 

kernel, the dialectic, is retained. As soon as the dialectic 

is removed from its idealist shell, it is ~inverted', be

coming the 'direct opposite' of the Hegelian dialectic. What 

does this mean, however? That the same method is applied not 

to Hegel's sublimated, inverted world, but applied to the 
real world? This is the sense in which Marx's relation to 

Hegel has been generally understood, and to be sure it is 

clearly supported by Engels' interpretation. Or, does it 

mean that it is the method itself, the dialectic, which is 
rejected? This is the sense in which Marx's relation to 

20Marx, Afterword to the second German edition of 
Capital (Jan. 24, 1873). The wording 6f this famous after
word is more metaphorical than conceptual, and has led to 
various problems of interpretation. It is interesting to 
note that in the French edition of Capital translated by 
Roy, the entire metaphor of a kernel and its shell has been 
spirited away. Since Marx inspected this translation in 
proof it is possible that Marx perhaps accepted here a less 
'difficult', or even less ambiguous, text than his own (cf. 
Althusser's comments, For Marx, p. 89 n. 2). 

21cf. Althusser's discussion, For Marx, pp. 89-94; 
also, our discussion in Chapter Three, where the origins of 
Engels' distinction between a revolutionary method and a 
conservative system is clearly brought into focus, ie., with 
respect to its pedigree in Left-Hegelianism. 

http:shell.20
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Hegel has been interpreted by Louis Althusser: Marx opposes 

the 'mystified form' of the dialectic with its 'rational 

form'. The 'mystical shell', in this interpretation, is 

nothing but the 'mystified form' of the dialectic itself. 

Let us assume for the sake of argument the first 
interpretation which has the dialectics of Marx and Hegel 
identical at the level of principle, differing only in 

their bases (materialist, idealist), which affects their 
application but not their essential structure. 

As a method, the dialectic secures an internal 
solution to the contradictions of the real world, and it 

does so by establishing a relation of truth between the 
real and the ideal: e-ither the real is the 'essence' of 

the ideal, and thus its principle of explanation, or vice 
versa. From the speculative-idealist standpoint the ideal 

is the essence of the real, and thus its truth, its principle 

of explanation: spiritual life, the state, explains materi
al life, civil society. But revising this dialectic from 

the materialist standpoint of humanism, this relation of 
an immanent truth (essence-phenomenon) is inverted (and 

thus maintained): the real is the essence of the ideal; 

material life, civil society, explains spiritual life, the 
state, What is the consequence of such an inversion of 
Hegel pure and simple? To begin with, to invert Hegel's 

dialectic (transform an essence into phenomenon, and pheno
menon into an essence) is to maintain the principle of its 
internal solution: the tacit identity of the economic and 

the political -- the expressive relation of an immanent 
truth. In the mirror-image of an inverted dialectic Marx 

can be taken to substitute for the simple principle of an 
original essence, the Idea, another simple principle, the 

Economy. While Hegel explains material life, the concrete 

history of man, by the dialectic of consciousness (people's 
consciousness of itself: its ideolG,gy), Marx explains spiri
tual life (political-ideological), and its history, by the 
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dialectic of material life. No longer is it a question of 

deriving the successive moments of the historic dialectic 

from the Idea, but from the Economy, by virtue of the same 

internal contradiction. In either case, however, history 
unfolds as a process that works unconsciously but of an in

ner necessity towards a pre-ordained goal. From the inverse 
standpoints of idealism and materialism the reason of this 
historic dialectic is either embodied in the spiritual life 

of the state which prefigures the material process of its 

external formationJ or, it is embodied in this material 
process which, in turn, prefigures its shadow-reflection 
in spiritual life. 

Consistent with this latter interpretation, based 

on Marx's supposed inverse application of Hegel's dialectic, 

we have the historicist reading of Marx's thought which, in 

the form introduced by Georg Luk~cs, has held such sway with
in theoretical Marxism in the twentieth century, and that 
even now, despite and effective challenge launched from two 

angles, threatens to compromise Marxism with its Hegelian 

legacy. 22 At the centre of this historicist interpretation 

22we speak, of course, mainly of the philosophical 
interpretation of Marx's thought formulated with considerable 
variation within the tradition of 'Critical Theory'. Besides 
the intellectually popular, theoretically tendentious, and 
politically dangerous readings of Marx's thought by the 
theorists of the so-called Frankfurt School, there are no 
end of attempts to construct a 'critical sociology' based 
on a Hegelianised reading of Marx. We need but refer to 
the group intellectuals writing for Telos, or mention a 
recent work such as Norman Birnbaum's Toward a- Critical 
Sociology (1971) which attacks Marxist philosophy from a 
'critical' or 'neo-Marxist' standpoint. The best point of 
reference both for the theoretical and political stakes in
volved, and for an effective challenge to the historicist 
ideology from the angle of a structuralist reading of Marx's 
thought, is Althusser's For Marx. Another critique of the 
Critical Theory variant of historicism, and of Hegelian 
Marxism in general, is provided within the tradition in
augurated by Della Volpe in Italy-1 of which Colletti is 
the most brilliant expositor. 
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of Marx's thought is the conception of the proletariat as 

the identical subject-object of history, or to put it dif

ferently, as the 'reason' of the historic dialectic, the 

embodiment of its immanent truth. In this conception the 
proletariat is a class-in-itself, in which its essence is 
tacit but unmanifest, but potentially a class-for-itself, 
in which it becomes conscious of its own truth, and acts, 

of necessity, to realise it. As the bearer of this truth, 
the identity of essence and existence, the proletariat pro
vides in its praxis the internal solution to the problem 

posed by History. In this solution, the relation between 
civil society and the state, the real and the ideal, is 

guaranteed in advance, as is the end of history. 

What conclusion can we draw from this conception 

of the historic dialectic, and of the proletariat, its 

subject -- a conception that interprets Marx's relation to 

Hegel with reference to an inverse application of the same 
method? First and foremost (and inescapably), it sees in 

Marx a philosophy of history, a theory based on the specu
lative presupposition of an immanent truth, rather than a 

science of history, a theory based on the laws of an ob
jective development. The conclusion is unavoidable. The 
dialectic, as a philosophical method applied to history -
historicism -- secures an expressive relation between the 
real (economics) and the ideal (politics-ideology) which 
is ultimately reducible to the postulate of an identity of 
opposites, and thus, to a metaphysic which secures in ad

vance (in the concept of a 'dialectic') an internal solu
tion to the problem of history. Thus despite Marx's avowal 

to the contrary, the study of history is ultimately based 
not on an empirical premise, but on a philosophical princi

ple, a metaphysic, which on the one hand establishes a tacit 
identity between the economic and the political, and, on 
the other hand (as its corollary) pre-determines the goal 

of the historic dialectic (which is, of course, derived not 
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from the Idea but from the Economy, but in any case, by 

virtue of the same internal contradiction). 

This historicist interpretation of Marx's thought 

revives the spectre of idealism, and brings back a problem 

previously settled with respect to humanism. On the one 
hand, Marx purports to place the study of history on a 
new, ie., scientific, basis, which is to say, not on a 

philosophical principle, but on a real premise, On the 
other hand, the historicist interpretation reads into Marx 
a philosophy of history on the strength of a method which is 

given a materialist basis (an inverse application) but is 

still bound by the metaphysic of its first principle -- the 
identity of opposites. The problem can be posed in the 
form of a question: is Marx made to contradict himself, ie., 

forced into a philosophy of history by the retention (in

verse application of a philosophic method, the dialectic? 
or, does the historicist interpretation read into Marx what 
is not there? 

On the basis of what we have thus far assumed 

that Marx's materialist-inversion/rational-extraction of 
Hegel's method affects its application, but not its method 

the implacable logic of the historicist interpretation is 
inescapable: Marx's study of history, the conception of its 
necessity, is governed by the philosophy of a dialectic, the 

theoretic concentrate of a teleological conception of his
tory. The only way to escape this conclusion is to reject 
the assumption on which it is based: to recognise in Marx 

the establishment of a new method -- the dialectic not in 
its 'mystical form' (as a philosophic method) but in its 

'rational form' (as a scientific method), This brings us 
back to our point of departure. To settle this problem of 

interpretation let us confront the historicist assumption 

with the text in which Marx himself speaks to this problem. 

The essence of Hegel's philosophic dialectic, irrespective 

of its point of reference (man, history), or its base of 
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application (idealist, materialist), is the expressive re

lation of an immanent truth which it establishes between the 
economy on the one hand, and the state on the other. From 

the philosophic standpoint of this 'truth' either the state 

is the 'essence' of civil society, or vice versa. In either 

case, the nature of the relation does not come into question. 
It is, indeed, already pre-determined as a concept reflected 
in the very structure of the dialectic. The question arises: 

what does Marx himself say about this relation -- of the con
nection between the economic and the political? Upon a his
torical analysis of the various social formations ( tribal, 

ancient communal, feudal) determined by stages of development 

in the division of labour, Marx concludes-: 

The fact is, then, that definite individuals who are pro
ductively active in a specific way enter into these defi
nite social and political relations. In each particular 
instance, empirical observation must show empirically with
out any mystification or speculation, the connection of the 
social and political structure with production.23 

Marx's meaning is clear enough. On the one hand, the 

connection between the economic and the political is thought 

with reference to the principle of materialism: the history 

of real individuals (ie., of 'definite social and political 

relations') has as its basis, and thus its general principle 
of explanation, in economic production. Th1is much we have 
already established, and clearly so. On the other hand, the 
connection between the economic and the political is not one 
of an 'essence' to its 'phenomena', which is to say, the 
political does not stand in an immediately expressive relation 

to the economy as its immanent truth. On the contrary, the 
'dialectic' between the economy and the state (politics

ideology) is a real relation of a complex process which can
not be invested with a speculative meaning (ie., pre-deter~ 

23Marx, The German Ideology; in WYMPS, p. 413. Cf. 
Marx's insistence that the basic premises of Historical Ma
terialism 'be substantiated in a purely empirical way' (ibid., 
p. 409) • 

http:production.23
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mined in the illusion of an immanent truth) but has to be 

grasped empirically under the conditions of a 'real, positive 

science'. To put it bluntly, as Marx does: 'One has to 

"leave philosophy aside" • • . one has to leap out of it 

and devote oneself ••• to the study of reality•. 24 What 
Marx in fact does is establish the epistemological basis for 

a new method: from the expressive relation of a philosophic 
dialectic based on the speculative presupposition of an im

manent truth (the identity of opposites) Marx turns to the 
'description of reality' without recourse to philosophic 

speculation. Marx is quite clear about this: 

With the description of reality, independent philosophy loses 
its medium of existence•••• When we conceive things as they 
really are and happened, any profound philoso~hic problem is 
resolved quite simply into an empirical fact. 5 

The historical method (philosophic dialectic) of a 
philosophy with which Marx here clearly breaks, and subjects 

to a systematic critique, is characterised by the following 

set of procedures: first, an 'empirical fact' (a state of 

social, political and intellectual relationships that cor
respond to a given economy of material production) is trans
posed into a concept, an Idea; second, this concept of Idea, 

abstracted from the historic development of industry and 
society, is construed as the 'essence' of observed 'pheno
mena', a.~d as such, taken as their principle of explanation, 

the teleological origin of truth, the reason (self-determined 
necessity) of the historic process; third, a bearer is found 
to realise this concept, a force which is conceived (within 
the framework of a Hegelian dialectic) to be the 'subject' of 

history, the embodiment of its rationality (either as the 
representative of the Idea, or as the missionary of the human 

24Marx, The German Ideology (Part II), (ed.) C. J. 
Arthur (New York: International Publishers, 1973), p. 103. 

25Ibid. (Part I), in WYMPS, pp. 415-17. 
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essence). 26 

These three sets of procedures, which clearly es

tablish the methodological framework of historicism, define 

a method by which philosophy transposes an 'empirical fact' 
into a 'philsophic problem'. At the heart of this transposi

26Cf. Marx's ~reak' which 'philosophy' (ie., a de
pendence on Hegel): 'German criticism never left the realm 
of philosophy. Far from examining its general philosophic 
premises, all of its inquiries were based on one philosophic
al system, that of Hegel. There was m stification not onl 
in the answers but even in the questions themselves' ibid., 
p. 406). Cf. the method of this philosophy with which Marx 
of necessity also breaks and from which we have generalised 
the above set of procedures: 'When ruling ideas are sepa
rated from the ruling individuals and above all from rela
tionships resulting from a given level of production ••• 
it is easy to abstract from these various ideas "the ideas", 
the Idea, etc., as the dominant force in history, and thus 
understanding all these separate ideas and concepts as "self
determinations" of the Concept developing in history. It 
follows, of course, that all the relationships of men can be 
derived from the concept of man, man as conceived, the es
sence of man, Man. This has been done in speculative philo
sophy••.• The whole trick of proving the hegemony , •• 
of Spirit in history is confined to the following three ef
forts: No. 1: One must separate the ideas of those ruling 
for empirical reasons, under empirical conditions, and as 
material individuals, from the actual rulers; one must recog
nise the rule of ideas or illusions in history. No. 2: One 
must put order into this rule of ideas, prove a mystical con
nection among (them], which is managed by seeing them as 
"self-determinations of the Concept". No, J: To remove the 
mystical appearance of this 11 self-determining Concept" one 
changes it into a person -- .. self-consciousness" -- or , • , 
into a series of persons who represent "the Concept" in 
history, into "the thinkers", "philosophers", "ideologists" 
••. libid., pp. 440-41). This critique of the speculative 
method, in which Marx re-focuses the leitmotif of his Early
Works (the 184J Critique, the Manuscripts of 1844, The Holy 
Family), forms the basis of a theory of ideology to which 
we refer below, but the systematic analysis of which falls 
beyond the scope of our present study. For a preliminary in
vestigation of Marx's theory of ideology see Althusser, Lenin 
and Philosophy (1971), pp. 121ff., or the same summarised by 
this writer in 'Towards an assessment of the structuralist 
interrogation of Marx' (Science & Society, vol. J8, No. 4, 
Winter 1974-75). 
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tion we have a philosophic concept of a 'dialectic' (of an 

essence to its phenomena) which, when applied to the real 

relation between the state of society and the economy of 

material production, invests it with a speculative meaning 
(derives it from the concept of man, the human essence, or 

conversely, converts it into the Idea); and, when applied 
to history, pre-determines its process of development. 27 
The empirical fact: 

In history up to the present ••• separate individuals 
with the broadening of their activity into world-histori
cal activity have become more and more enslaved to a 
power alien to them • . • a power which has become in
creasin~Sy great and finally turns out to be the world 
market. 

Its speculative transposition: the contradiction of the 

subject and object, or which is the same thing, the aliena
tion of man from his essence. Within the framework of this 

transposition, the historic development of society begins 

with the self-alienation of Spirit (self-consciousness) in 
a material form alien to its true nature, proceeds through 
a struggle between Spirit (the Subject of history, essence) 

and its alienated form (the object of history, phenomena), 

and ends with the reconciliation of the subject and the ob
ject in Absolute Knowledge (true socialism), the manifest 

form (mediated result) of an original identity. The 'dia

lectic' and idealist metaphysic of this historic process is 
transformed by the Young Hegelians (German Ideology) into the 
idea of the loss of man in modern society, the alienation of 
man from his true nature, his deprivation of a full life, 

27This speculative meaning is based on the reduction 
by philosophers of 'relationships' into 'ideas': 'Relation
ship for the philosophers = idea. They know only the rela
tionship "of Man" to himself, and thus all actual relation
ships become ideas ••• ' (ibid., p. 471; crossed out later 
by Marx from MSS). 

28Ibid., p. 429. 
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true justice, freedom, etc. Hegel's Absolute Spirit becomes 

the human essence, which is first of all alienated (the be

ginning of history) and then re-appropriated (the end of 

history). 

It is clear enough that until 1845 Marx himself was 

by no means immune from this 'German ideology', and this 
despite the prior adoption of a materialist outlook. By. 
the time of The German Ideology, however, Marx finally manages 

to extricate himself from this ideology of 'German Criticism' 

which others (the 'true socialists') are fated to preach to 
the bitter end. 29 To escape from the philosophic problematic 

of this ideology, and settle accounts with his 'philosophic 

consciousness', Man has to (and does) reject speculative 

philosophy in its method of historical analysis (the dialec
tic) as it is this very method which secures the idealist 

metaphysic of a philosophy on which the Young Hegelians one 
and all have remained dependent.JO To drive (as he will) 

idealism from its last refuge, Marx has to adopt an entirely 
new method for the study of history, a method no longer based 

on a speculative principle (point of reference: the ideal 
of Man) but on an empirical premise (point of reference: the 

existing productive forces).31 

To place the study of history and politics on a 

29cf. Marx, The German Ideology (Part III), ed. Roy 
Pascal, (New York: International Publishers, 1969), p. 81. 

JOcf. Marx's prefatory and introductory discussion 
in The German Ideology; cf. WYMPS, pp. 404-08. 

31cf. Marx, The German Ideolo~ (Part II), ed., C. 
J. Arthur, pp. 115-116: 'He (Stirner imagines that people 
up to now have always formed a concept of man, and then won 
freedom for themselves to the extent that was necessary to 
realise this concept •••• In reality, of course, what 
happened was that people won freedom for themselves each 
time to the extent that was dictated and permitted not by 
their ideal of man, but by the existing productive forces!. 

http:forces).31
http:dependent.JO
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scientific rather than a philosophic basis, Marx adopts the 

reverse of the speculative procedure: '(to conceive things 

as they really are and happened', which is to resolve 'any 

profound philosophical problem (eg. alienation) .•. quite 
simply into an empirical fact'.3 2 The philosophical stand

point of this 'empirical fact' is produced by the dialectic 

of reason (the expressive relation of an immanent truth) 

which speculation sets up between the state of society on 
the one hand, and the economy of material production on the 

other. The idealist metaphysic of this speculative method 

is compressed into its epistemology of a human essence, which 
Marx resolves into its 'real basis': 

a material result at each historical stage, a sum of pro
ductive forces ••. capital funds, and conditions which 
on the one hand is modified by the new generation but on 
the other hand also prescribes its conditions of life ••• 
is the real basis of what the philosophers have conceived 
as .•• "essen3~ of Man', what they have apotheosised and 
attacked • . • 

Rejecting the 'essence of man' as his theoretical 
basis (and thus breaking with all analytical methods that 

start from 'Man' as their point of reference) Marx establishes 
the epistemological basis for a new method, a new systematic 

way of asking questions of the world, a method which (a) 'does 
not look for a category (the bearer for an immanent truth) in 

every historical period (but) remains constantly on the real 
ground of history'; and (b) 'does not explain practice from 
the idea but explains the formation of ideas from material 
practice•.34 

32Marx, The German Ideology, in WYMPS, p. 417. 

33Ibid., p. 432. In this 'real basis' Marx recapitu
lates the materialist theorem which he had formulated in the 
Third Theses on Feuerbach: 'It shows, therefore, that cir
cumstances make man just as much as men make circumstances' 
( ibid. ) • 

34Ibid., p. 431. 
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Placing the study of history on its 'real basis' 

(viz. its materialist conception) Marx resolves the central 

problem of the Hegelian philosophy of history -- alienation 
into an 'empirical fact', and thus a scientific problem: 

The division of labour offers us the first example for the 
fact that man's own act becomes an alien power opposed to 
him and enslaving him instead of being controlled by him. 
[As] long as man remains in • • . society [.whose labour 
is naturally divided~, as long as a split exists between 
the particular and the common interest, and as long as 
the activity is not voluntary •.• ~thej fixation of 
social activity, this consolidation of our own products 
into an objective power above us, growing out of our 
control • • • is one of the chief factors in historical 
development so far • • . 35 

With reference to an extended historical analysis 

on the basis of the above-mentioned 'empirical premises', 

the concept of 'division of labour' clearly takes on the 

theoretical function previously assigned to the concept of 

'alienation': as the 'basis' of historic development, the 

source of its conflicts. However, with reference no longer 

to the concept of 'Man' but to the necessary and actual 
conditions of historical existence we no longer have as the 
basis for all historic conflicts a contradiction between a 
human (ideal) essence and an inhuman (real) existence. We 

have, rather, a contradiction between 'productive forces and 
the forms of interaction•.36 The difference is absolutely 

critical: in the one case, the contradiction in question 

opposes a historic condition given in reality with a sp~cu

lative ideal not given in (contradicted by) reality. As a 
consequence, both the contradiction and the dialectic of its 
necessary development are internal not to history but to 
philosophy. In the other case, however, one 'remains con

stantly on the real ground of history': both aspects of the 

35Ibid., p. 425. 

36Ibid., p. 454, 
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contradiction (productive forces, and the state of society), 

and thus the dialectic of its development (the unity of a 
process grasped in its very contradiction) are given in 

reality under a historic condition (division of labour) 
which is subject to empirical observation, and thus scien

tific analysis. 

The basic premise of this analysis: the material 

production of life as a natural and a social relationship 
('a certain mode of production or industrial stage is al

ways combined with a certain mode of interaction or social 

stage'). 

Observations and generalisations: 

(a) with a division of labour between intellectual 

and material activity 'social relationships assume an in
dependent existence'; and 'individuals find their conditions 

of life predestined, have their position in life and their 
personal development assigned . • • and determined by very 
definite class relationships';37 

37Ibid., pp. 456-57. This observation is generalised 
from a specific historic analysis: 'Out of the many local 
corporations of burghers there gradually but veryslowlyarose 
the burgher class. The conditions of life of the individual 
burghers became conditions which were common to them all and 
independent of each individual because of their contradiction 
to the existing relationships and because of the mode of la
bour determined by these. The burghers had created these 
conditions insofar as they had freed themselves from feudal 
ties and had been created by them insofar as they were deter
mined by their opposition to the existing feudal system. 
When the individual towns began to enter into associations, 
these common conditions developed into class conditions' 
(jbid., p. 456). There is no·need to stress the theoretical 
significance of this passage with respect to the formation 
of Marx's concept of 'social class' in direct relation to 
production, nor of this concept as a tool of analysis. The 
characteristic structure of Marx's method of analysis has 
much more to do with this concept than the philosophical 
clap-trap about a 'dialectic' conceived in the mirror-image 
of Hegel's method, the concept of which has yet to be driven 
from Marxist theory. 
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(b) with the subsumption of individuals under a 

division of labour individual relationships are transformed 
into material powers, into conditions beyond the control of 
associated individuals who are then formed into (subsumed 

by the conditions of) various social classes, as determined 
by their position in (relation to) production;JS 

(c) the division of labour functions on the one 

hand as a productive force, and on the other, as the basis 
for a class-division of social relations based on the for
mation of private property (the appropriation by one class 

of the means of production), and thus, the basis of a his

toric conflict between the class that appropriates these 

productive forces and the mass of society divested of the 

same; 39 

(d) 'out of this very contradiction between the 

interest of the individual and that of the community the 
latter takes an independent form as the state separated 

from the real interests of individual and community ••. 

but always based on • • • real bonds • • • such as flesh 

and blood, language, division of labour ••. and particu

larly based • • • on the classes already determined by the 
division of labour, classes which form in any such mass of 

38Ibid., pp. 457-60. Cf. 'Personal, versus General, 
~nterests', German Ideology (Part II), ed., C. J. Arthur, 
pp. 104. 

39Ibid., pp. 425-27: 'The only result we obtain 
• is that these three moments -- the force of production, 

the state of society, and consciousness -- can and must come 
into conflict with one another because the division of labour 
implies the possibility, indeed the necessity, that intel
lectual and material activity .•• are given to different 
individuals, and the only possibility of their not coming 
into conflict lies in again transcending the division of 
labour ••. in which all these conflicts are implicit •.. '. 
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people and of which one dominates all the others•. 40 

On the basis of these observations, which form the 

basis for a theory of ideology, and thus, of the state, Marx 

draws two immediate conclusions ('it follows from this that'): 

(a) 'all struggles within the state •.• are nothing 

but the illusory forms in which the real struggle of dif
ferent are carried out'; 41 

(b) 'every class striving to gain control •.• must 

first win political power in order to represent its interests 
in turn as the common interest•. 42 

These conclusions are of the utmost significance in 

that they establish a new point of reference for the relation 

of the state to production, and thus the basis for a dialec~ 

tic different from Hegel's both at the level of principle and 

at the level of structure. Beneath the description and sub

limation of the attributes of the state, Marx finds a new 

concept, foreshadowed in the eighteenth c~ntury (Rousseau) 

40Ibid., p. 425. It is of some interest to note 
that this passage was placed alongside the passage on ~ix
ation of social activity ••• ' (see note 37), a passage 
in which Marx defines what is usually taken to be the cen
tral image of 'alienation' in The German Ideology, but that, 
as we have seen, turns out to represent the fact that men 
have lost control over the conditions of their own lives, 
the ultimate form of which, as Marx points out, turns out 
to be the 'world market'. 

41 Ibid., p. 425. In parenthesis, Marx adds: 'The 
German theoreticians do not have the faintest inkling of 
this fact, although, they have had sufficient information in 
the Deutsche-Franzosische Jahrb~cher and the Holy Family'. 
This observation points to the fact that Marx first finds 
the concept of class hidden within Hegel's philosophy of 
the state .•• see note 45. 

42Ibid. These two conclusions become the basis for 
the two fundamental propositions of Marx and Engels stated 
in the Communist Manifesto, namely that (a) 'every class 
struggle is a political struggle', and (b) 'the class strug
gle is the driving force of history'. 
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and taken up even by Hegel (making it into a phenomenon of 

the Ruse of Reason), and used abundantly by the historians 

of the 1830's: the concept of social class in direct re

lation with and in terms of relations of production. 43 This 

new concept of 'social class' provides Marx with a new centre 
of reference for the state, which is no longer the' 'reality 

of the Idea', nor its inverse, the illusory representation 

of the alienated human essence, but is rather the 'practico
idealistic expression' of class rule. 44 With reference to 

the 'practical' condition of this class rule, the modern 

state is nothing more than the 'form of organisation which 
the bourgeoisie by necessity adopts ..• as a mutual guar

antee of their property and interests . • • the form in 

which the individuals of a ruling class assert their common 

43cf. the relation between the state and social class 
in Rousseau and Hegel, this writer has completed an extended 
study: 'The Problem of Bourgeois Civil Society: Hegel's 
Solution to the Problem of Freedom' (McMaster University, 
unpublished, 1973). See in particular, Hegel, Philosophy 
of Right, pp. 201ff, Also, Marx's discussion of the tran
scendence of private property and labour (as a 'power over 
individuals'), and the associated concept of 'community' 
(in WYMPS, pp. 457-61) reveals the persistent influence of 
Rousseau that we have observed as of his 1842 writings. It 
is clear, in fact, that Marx's vision of a class-less society 
(which, of course, does not function theoretically as a prin
ciple of explanation for Marx anymore) strongly suggests 
his reading of Rousseau, although Marx specifies in a direct 
reference that the combination of individuals into relations 
of division and unity is 'by no means an arbitrary one as 
expounded in the Contrat Social but a necessary one • • • ' 
(ibid., p. 461). In this respect, Marx accepts Hegel's 
critique of Rousseau viz. the 'necessity' of men's 'conditions 
of existence'. 

44Ibid., p. 430• 'The conditions under which definite 
productive forces can be applied are the conditions of the 
rule of a definite class of society whose social power, de
riving from its property, has its practical-idealistic ex
pression in the form of the state • • . therefore every 
revolutionary struggle is directed against a class in power', 
Here Marx formulates one of four general conclusions drawn 
from his Materialist conception of history (ibid., pp. 430-31). 

http:production.43
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interests•. 45 Differently put, the state gives 'political 

form' to the dominant material relationships, to the control 

of a dominant class over the means of material production. 
Representing 'the combination of one class against another' 

the political-legal apparatus of the state is an instrument 
of coercion in the service of the ruling class. With refer

ence to the 'idealistic' condition of class rule 

the class that is the ruling material power of society is 
at the same time its ruling intellectual power. The class 
having the means of material production has also control 
over the means of intellectual production, so that it also 
controls, generally speaking, the ideag of those who lack 
the means of intellectual production. 

This control enables the ruling class to 'represent its in

terests as the common interest', and, in effect, to give 

the conditions of its rule an 'intellectual form', an 'ideal 
expression' : 

The ruling ideas are nothing more than the ideal expression 
of the dominant material relationships grasped as ideas, 
hence of the relationships which make the one class tae 
ruling one and therefore the class of its domination. 7 

What can we conclude from this theory of ideology? 
Above all that there is no question of a Hegelian dialectic 
here. The relation between the economic and the political 
is not secured in advance by the very concept of a dialectic; 
it is secured under the conditions of class-rule which do 
not reflect the metaphysic of an inner truth, but express 
the fact that a definite class has control over the means 
of intellectual production. With reference no longer to 
the concept of 'Man' but to a new concept of social class, 
Marx does not simply 'invert' Hegel's dialectic (preserving 

45Ibid., p. 470. 
46Ibid., p. 438. 
4 7Ibid. 
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thus its basic structure); he entirely overthrows it: the 

state and the economy are end-links of a complex relation
ship which, Marx notes, 'cannot be reduced to an idea', which 

is to say, to the speculative illusion of an immanent truth, 

the 'essence of man•. 48 The state expresses neither the 

'reality' of this truth, nor its inverse, its illusory repre
sentation. Rather, the state constitutes the conditions of 

48 Ibid., p. 471. Cf. the Hegelian dialectic as the 
theoretic (epistemological, methodological) basis of a specu
lative conception of history see ibid., p. 428: 'History is 
nothing but the succession of separate generations, each of 
which exploits the materials, capital and productive forces 
handed down to it by all preceding generations••.• This 
can be speculatively distorted, so that later history is made 
the goal of earlier history..•. History then obtains its 
own aims • • • while what is designated with the words '"des
tiny", "goal", "germ", or "idea" of earlier history is nothing 
more than an abstraction formed from later history••• '; 
p. 4JO: '(The view that the natural form of the world
historical co-operation of individuals will be transformed 
by the communist revolution into the control and conscious 
governance of these powers) can be expressed again specu
latively and idealistically ••• as "self-generation of 
the species" ("society as the subject"); p. 440 (see note 28); 
p. 457: 'If one considers this evolution of individuals 
philosophically (Marx's emphasis) in the common conditions 
of existence of estates and classes following one another 
and in the accompanying general conceptions forced on these 
individuals, it is certainly very easy to imagine that in 
these individuals the s~ecies of Man has evolved, or that 
they have evolved Man. In this way one can give history some 
very hard blows on the head. One can conceive these various 
estates and classes as specific terms of a general expression, 
as subordinate varieties of the species, as evolutionary 
phases of Man'; p. 468: 'Individuals who are no longer sub
jected to the division of labour have been conceived by the 
philosophers as an ideal under the name of "Man". They have 
grasped the whole process as the evolutionary process of 
"Man", so that at every historical stage "Man'' was substi
tuted for individuals and presented as the motive force of 
history. The whole process was seen as a process of the 
self-alienation of "Man'', essentially because the average 
individual of the later stage was always foisted on the ear
lier stage and the consciousness of a later period on the in
dividuals of an earlier ((self-alienation)) ••• '. These 
long quotes should persuade the most inveterate 'philosopher' 
(viz. the Left-Hegelians of the twentieth century: the ex
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the rule of a definite class which derives its social power 

from its property, ie., its relation to production. The con

ditions of this class rule (econdomic, and politico-ideologi

cal) can in no wise be thought of in terms of a Hegelian 

dialectic, whether upside down (idealist) or right side up 

(materialist). To think the 'relation of state and law 
to property' in terms of an inverted Hegelian dialectic is 

to grasp this relation as the expressive 'totality' of an 

immanent (self-mediating) truth, and as such, the phenomenal 
manifestation (contradictory appearance) of an inner univer

sal, an original essence. The 'totality' of this relation 
has both a spatial and a temporal dimension, which is to say, 
it manifests itself both in a form of society and in its 
process of historical development. The essence can be grasped 

both in its outer manifestation and in its mediated result. 
To apply a Hegelian dialectic to the 'social totality' is to 

grasp the principle of its inner unity, a simple essence of 

which observable social relationships (of state and law to 

property) are but outward appearances. To apply a Hegelian 
dialectic to the 'history' in which the 'development' of this 

social totality is thought, is to grasp the unity of a pro

cess in its very contradiction -- an original essence in a 
process of self-realisation. As the teleological origin, 
and thus the immanent end. of this process of 'self-develop
ment' this 'essence' is the 'truth' of history, the synthetic 

unity (subject) of its dialectic (from essence to existence), 
the basis of its inherent rationality. 

To simply invert Hegel's conception of the dialectic 

-- to give the 'essence' a 'real basis' (in material produc

tion) -- does not escape its historicist problematic of an 

ponents of 'Critical Theory') of the gist of our argument. 
Marx's remarks against 'philosophy' are not isolated remarks 
that can be ignored or, eluded or down-played. They consti
tute the central leitmotif of Marx's argument. 
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immanent truth (whose ultimate point of reference is either 

the Idea, or conversely, the concept of 'Man'). In the 

first place, and above all, to invert the Hegelian dialectic 

forces one to seek for the historic process a 'subject', the 

bearer of its truth (the self-development of Man). In 
Hegel's philosophy it is the state which emerges as the 

truth of civil society, the essence (inner~unity) of its 
phenomena (class-division). What would result from a strict 

inversion of this dialectic? Civil society is the truth of 

the state, and in consequence, the historic dialectic (of 

an immanent truth) has its basis not in the state, but in 
the social relations of production, which is to say, in the 

class-division of society. As the real basis of the historic 
dialectic (and on the speculative presupposition of an im

manent truth) these social relations of production are viewed 

philosophically as the manifest form of an expressive totali

ty, an inner 'essence' whose point of reference, the concept 

of Man, is produced by resolving a structure of social re

lations into its universal form -- a universal class. 49 On 
the basis of this concept of 'Man', the ultimate point of 

reference for a philosophical conception of historic develop

ment, there arises but one essential problem: to discover 
or identify the social force (universal class) that embodies 
the 'essence' of the social formation (the self-development 

of Man), and that accordingly can be assigned the task of its 
historic realisation. We need hardly point out that in this 
historicist interpretation of Marx's thought the social force 

in question turns out to be the proletariat (although as the 
case of Marcuse has shown, this need not be so -- under 

49Hegel, of course, viewed the bureaucracy of the 
Prussian state as the 'universal class' -- with reference 
to the Idea (of State). With reference to the Concept of 
Man, the function in question is assigned to the proletariat, 
which is in the process idealised as the truth of history. 
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changed conditions it can turn out to be the lumpenproletari
at, the peasantry, or even the students of our intellectual 
havens, the temples of reason). With an inversion of the 
Hegelian dialectic (and on the theoretical basis of the 
concept of Man) the proletariat is conceived within the 
problematic of a Hegelian philosophy of history based on 
the speculative presupposition of an immanent truth, the 
idealist metaphysic of an original identity. Within this 
problematic of an inverted Hegel: (a) the relation of state 
and law to property under the conditions of class rule 
(based on the division of labour, and thus, on the contra
diction of economic interests) is resolved into a process 
of self-realisation, the philosophic dialectic of an im
manent truth -- of an essence to its phenomena; (b) the 

contradiction of material life -- betweenforces and rela
tions of production -- based on division of labour is re

solved into the contradiction between a human essence and 
an inhuman existence based on alienation. The conditions 
of class rule (private appropriation by one class of the 

means of production) is resolved into an inhuman condition 
the alienation of man from his essence. The dialectic of a 
class struggle, a practical movement in history, is resolved 
into the dialectic of an immanent truth, a movement in 
thought projected onto history; (c) in the dialectic of 
this truth -- the self-mediated unity (Aufhebung) of a 
self-conscious revolutionary praxis -- the proletariat 
emerges as the subject of history, the bearer of its in
herent rationality -- of an essence manifest in the pro
cess of its self-realisation. As the basis of an original 
essence, an identity lived in its alienation, the proletari

at is driven to overcome its self-alienation -- to re
appropriate its essence in the reconciliation (self-mediated 
unity) of the subject and object. 

This threefold condition of an inverted Hegelian 
dialectic leads us to an inescapable conclusion, one faced 
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by Marx at the very outset of The German Ideology: it is 

necessarily governed by the problematic of a philosophic 

principle, the identity of opposites, which establishes 

the epistemological and methodological basis of a philo
sophy of history. To invert the Hegelian dialectic does 

not escape the problematic of this principle, and, as our 

study makes clear, neither the Economic & Philosophical 
Manuscripts of 1844 nor The Holy Family manages to escape 

from an ultimate dependence on Hegel. It is just as clear, 
however, that Marx's critique of 'German Ideology' is based 

on precisely the need to abandon the 'realm of philosophy' 
(dependence on Hegel), and to approach the study of history 

and politics from an entirely new angle, on the basis of a 
new method.50 

In turning from 'philosophy' (alienation) to 'reality' 

(division of labour) -- the first condition of a science -

Marx rejects not only Hegel's idea of historic development, 
but of necessity the method by which 'philosophy' is in

stalled into the study of history (ie., in which a teleo

logical conception of history is reflected): the dialectic 

of reason (of negativity, of an immanent truth, of an essence 
to its phenomena). As a form of thought, the Hegelian di
alectic is not a method of analysis, but quite the contrary, 
is a method of synthesis: the speculative extension of 
thought beyond sense-experience towards the 'totality' of 
the essential unity of its contradiction-in-appearance.51 

50Again, although our exposition makes this point 
clear beyond dispute, one need only refer to Marx's own ex
plicit prefatory and introductory remarks in this respect. 

51cf. our introductory study on Kant and Hegel's 
respective solutions to the problem of knowledge viz. the 
concept of 'dialectic'. The basic structure of the Hegelian 
dialectic is expounded by Kant. Hegel takes up Kant's dia
lectic with the following difference: for Kant, the dialectic 
is a speculative method for extending thought beyond sense
experience towards the 'totality' of conditions (subject, 

http:contradiction-in-appearance.51
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This unity-within-contradiction (reason in reality) is 

grasped in the self-mediated truth of its unifying concept 
(the idea of historic development, the concept of man) which 

is ultimately based on the metaphysic of an identity of op

posites (reality is thought).52 In the metaphysic of this 
principle, logic (the way thought appropriates reality) is 

identified with history (the way reality itself develops), 

which is to say, the philosophic dialectic is a method of 

reasoning internal to its object (history). As the inner 
reflection of a process of historic development, the dialec

tic grasps history as an absolute subject that alienates 

itself and becomes its own phenomena in order to realise 

itself, or by substitution, it grasps the proletariat as 
the subject of a revolutionary praxis, and as such, the 

'truth' of history. The Hegelian dialectic, in short, is 

the theoretic concentrate of a 'philosophy of history', and 

thus it is that in order to drive'philosophy' from the study 

of history, to abandon the realm of philosophy, Marx cannot 

merely invert the Hegelian dialectic. He necessarily rejects 
it as such, in a thorough-going mutation both of its under
lying problematic of a human essence and its invariant type-

object). As such, the dialectic establishes a focus imagina
rius beyond experience -- the Idea. This Idea, however, is 
but an ideal without existence, and the dialectic as a method 
of thought is but a 'logic of illusion'. For Hegel, on the 
other hand, what is for Kant a condition of thought (the syn
thetic unity of reason) becomes a condition of the real, <;.and 
as a consequence, the Idea is real, in fact, the reality, and 
the dialectic is a 'logic of truth', the methodological basis 
of a metaphysic. 

52we have here the basis for humanism (cf. the syn
thetic unity of the concept of 'Man'), of historicism (cf. 
the synthetic unity of the concept of 'history'), and most 
importantly, of a historicised humanism, which combines 
Hegel's idea of historic development and Feuerbach's concept 
of Man. These three forms of ideology encompass the various 
theoretic traditions which at present dominate the traditional 
forms of interpretation of Marx's thought. 
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structure of a subject-object relation. 

First of all, by rejecting on the one hand, the 

speculative presupposition of an immanent truth (point of 
reference: the concept of Man), and asserting on the other 

hand, the empirical premises of historical explanation 

(point of reference: the ensemble of social relations), 
Marx places the study of history on a 'materialist' basis. 
In so doing, he resolves a philosophic problem (alienation) 

into an empirical fact (division of labour), and thus a 
scientific problem. As a result, Marx no longer finds the 
origin of history in alienation (of man from his essence), 

nor does he conceive of its development in terms of the 
simple dialectic of an iiriJTianent truth based on simple con

tradiction between essence and existence. Historic develop

ment is conceived, rather, in terms of a complex contra

diction between two structures, forces and relations of pro
duction, which forms the economic basis not of a struggle 
between a subject and object (under the condition of aliena

tion), but of a class struggle (under the condition of 

labour division). 

Within this new framework of reference, that of a 

scientific conception of history, the relation of the econo
mic to the political is no longer conceived of in terms of 
a Hegelian dialectic, the expressive relation and historic 
realisation of an immanent truth. Marx abandons the Hegeli

an relation of an essence to its phenomena in favour of a 
new conception of society and history based on the real con
ditions of class rule. In doing so, IVIarx necessarily trans
forms the structures of the Hegelian dialectic (negation of 

negation, identity of opposites, supersession, etc.) and 
necessarily breaks with its principle of explanation ('the 

truth of •.. '). Within his new framework of reference, 

that of a class struggle, the problem of historical develop
ment can no longer be reduced to the question of deter
mining the 'subject' of its process, the basis of its 
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dialectic of negativity, its principle of truth. No longer 

is the 'motor' of historic development, its driving force, 

conceived to be a self-identical 'subject' driven towards 

self-realisation, towards the re-appropriation of his true 
essence. The driving force of historic development is, on 

the contrary, something quite different: the class struggle, 

'a revolutionary struggle .•. directed against a class in 

power', a struggle based on the contradiction of material 
life.53 

It is possible, of course, to transpose the historic 

conditions of this class struggle into the structure of a 
Hegelian dialectic, and thereby into an object of philosophic 

synthesis rather than scientific analysis. This is, in fact, 
precisely what happens with the historicist tendency to push 

Marx back into Hegel -- or, which is the same thing, into his 
earlier works (via the thesis of 'continuity').54 This ten

dency, of course, has serious theoretical and political im~' 
plications, since it authorises in theory the various poli

53cf. Marx, German Ideology, in WYMPS, pp. 430-32: 
'[The materialist conception of history] arrives at the con
clusion that all forms of and production of consiousness can
not be dissolved by •.. criticism, by revolution into "self
consciousness" • . • but only by the practical overthrow of 
the actual social relationships•.•• Not criticism but 
revolution is the driving force of history and also of reli
gion, philosophy, and all other types of theory'; also, ibid., 
PP• 4JO, 435-37. 

This thesis that the driving force of history is not 
a subject, but the revolutionary nrocess of class struggle, 
is expressed in the structuralist thesis: history is a pro
cess without a subject (cf, Althusser, 'Reply to John Lewis 
(Self-Criticism)'. Marxism Today, October 1972). 

45 'Historicist' explanation can take divergent forms: 
in a strict inversion of the Hegelian dialectic, the objective 
conditions of the Economy are invested with an immanent ra
tionality (economic determinism). Within the framework of 
the Hegelian dialectic, a 'subject' is found as the basis of 
historic rationality (historicist humanism). 
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tical deviations which beset Marxist political practice. 

In order to defend Marxism from the theoretical and politi

cal positions that threaten to compromise it we need to 

clearly distinguish Marx from Hegel, to establish the speci
ficity of Marx's 'dialectics' -- of his materialist concept

ion of history -- as applied to the communist theory of so
cial revolution. 

The Hegelian Dialectic and Marx's Theory of Revolution 

The dialectics of Hegel and Marx are not, we submit, 

identical at the level of principle (differing only in their 

basis which affects their application but not their struc
ture). The first principle of the Hegelian dialectic is 
the postulate of an identity of opposites (to which an ex

pressive relation between the real and the ideal can be re

duced). As our exposition has made clear this principle is 

based on the speculative presupposition of an immanent truth, 
a metaphysic. Its object: to establish an internal solu

tion to the problem of real life, of history, namely, a his

toric reason reflected in its philosophic consciousness. On 
the basis of this metaphysic (and with reference to the pro
letariat as the 'subject' of the dialectic) the problem in 

question is grasped as a simple contradiction between exis
tence (summed up in the proletariat's life-situation) and 

essence (lived in its alienation). The internal solution 
of the philosophic dialectic: the self-mediated unity 
(Aufhebung) of a process grasped in its very contradiction, 
a historic reason (self-transcending movement) which, re
flected in its philosophic consciousness, preserves the 

contradiction in its negation by sublimating its opposed 

conditions in the concept of an inner unity. Now, it has 
to be admitted that this internal solution (philosophic 

synthesis) of the Hegelian dialectic, governed by the meta

physic of its first principle, affects Marx's conception of 
the communist revolution in the Economic & Philosophic 
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Manuscripts of 1844, and it does so to the degree that 

'necessity' is thought with reference to an inverted 'Idea' 

of historic development rather than the practical struggle 

of the proletariat. It is our thesis, however, that there 

is no solution of theoretic continuity between the 1844 Manu

scripts and the German Ideology. 

First and foremost, in the German Ideology Marx no 

longer attempts to either 'humanise' Hegel or 'historicise' 

Feuerbach, but he rejects the very basis of their inversely
related dialectics, reference to which secures for the prob

lem of history an internal solution. In the 1844 Manuscripts 
Marx's theory of communism was conceived (with reference to 

a philosophic dialectic) as a self-transcending movement in 

which by substitution the proletariat negates its own nega

tion, and in effect, plays the role of Hegel's Absoluted 

Idea (as the 'truth' of history, the self-mediated result of 
its process). In the German Ideology, despite some inevita

ble ambiguity of language,55 this is no longer the case. At 

the level of principle Marx's 'solution' to the problem of 

history -- the communist theory of social revolution -- is 

no longer based on a metaphysic, a simple identity of oppo

sites. It is based, rather, on a complex unity of opposites, 

55cf. in particular Marx's continued use of the 
word 'transcendence' (Aufhebung) as the necessary condition 
of the communist revolution. The concept of 'transcendence' 
is the central construct of the Hegelian dialectic, and 
Marx's continued use of the term, though understandable (it 
serves a necessary theoretical function) is unfortunate. As 
with the concept of 'alienation' which Marx continues to use 
(not without sarcasm) the theoretical function of the concept
of 'Aufhebung' is overthrown, and it is quite clear that Marx 
places these terms within a different (non-Hegelian) the
oretical framework, and thus re-defines their meaning. Marx, 
in fact, less ambiguously, uses more and more the term 'prac
tical overthrow' to express the idea sometimes referred to 
by 'Aufhebung'. 
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an ir-reducible (real) relation grasped not by philosophic 

synthesis but by empirical analysis of the class conditions 

of a historic process.56 

By referring the conditions of class struggle to the 
empirical premises of historical explanation rather than to 

the philosophic principle of a Hegelian dialectic, Marx opens 

up an entirely new problematic, First. Marx no longer con

56cf, the conclusions which Marx draws from his ma
terialist conception and empirical analysis of history, which 
forms the basis of his new theory of communism, see The Ger
man Ideology, in WYMPS, pp. 430-31. 

Despite some 'positivist' overtones which express the 
immaturity of Marx's Enlightenment concept of science, the 
epistemology of his 'empirical analysis' is non-empiricist. 
On this see Althusser's structuralist interrogation of Marx's 
thought in For Marx (pp. 183-84, 190-91) and Reading Capital 
(pp. 35-43, 87, 117-18, 161, 183), Also, for similar con
siderations shaped by a different (ie,, non-structuralist) 
perspective, see Colletti's 'Marxism as a Sociology' in 
From Rousseau to Lenin. Despite his different concept of 
science Colletti also emphasises the epistemological dis
tinction between an 'identity' and a 'unity' of opposites 
in separating Marx's dialectic from that of Hegel. Within 
the framework of our study, this distinction is rooted in 
what we chosen to refer to, on the one hand, as a 'philo
sophical principle' based on an idealist metaphysic, and, 
on the other hand, as the 'principle of materialism', the 
epistemological basis of all empirical premises. The con
cept of this distinction similarly underlies our distinction 
of 'science' from 'philosophy'. This should not be misun
derstood, which is to say, it should not be generalised be
yond its framework of reference. Every science in breaking 
with the ideological field of certain philosophical presup
positions necessarily forms the basis of a new philosophy. 
We merely affirm the principle of materialism, viz. its 
reference to the empirical, as the minimum basis of science, 
and, as applied to the study of history, we merely recon
struct Marx's conscious break with the ideological field of 
a specific philosophy -- Hegel's. Although the concept of 
'science' vis-a-vis 'philosophy' raises many problems in 
itself, their discussion is well-beyond the scope of our 
present study. For the purpose of this study we cannot treat 
the concept of science as problematical. 

http:process.56
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ceives of communism as the self-mediated result of a realised 

ideal (the teleological principle of an inverted idea) whose 

dialectic preserves a contrad iction in its negation. For 

the 'theoretical communists' ('the only ones', Marx points 

out, 'who have time to devote to the study of history') 

it is not a question of the Hegelian "negative unity" 
of two sides of a contradiction, but of the materially
determined destruction of the preceding, materially 
determined mode of life of individuals, with the dis
appearance of which this contradiction together with 
its unity also disappears.57 

In this conception of communism, based not on the 
conditions of a Hegelian dialectic but on those of a practi

cal struggle, Marx moves on different ground than his erst
while colleagues in theory, the ideologues of 'true' social

ism and 'philosophical' communism. These ideologues of social 
revolution, both 'materialist' (Feuerbach) and 'idealist' 

(Bauer, Stirner, Brun), treat communism as an abstract the

ory, a category, or a principle, in the light of which the 
world of existing relationships is subjected to a fundamen
tal 'criticism•.58 Against this Left-Hegelian tendency to 

57The German Ideology, ed. C. J. Arthur, p. 105. 

58cf. Ibid., in WYMPS, pp. 407-08: 'In the Young 
Hegelians' fantasies the relationships of men, all their 
actions, their chains, and their limitations are products
of their consciousness. Consequently they give men the 
moral postulate of exchanging their present consciousness 
for human, critical ••. consciousness to remove their 
limitations. This amounts to a demand to interpret what 
exists in a different way •.• '; ibid., ed. Pascal, p. 79: 
' "true socialists" ••. consider •.• communist litera
ture not as the expression of the product of a real move
ment but merely as a set of theoretical writings . , • 
evolved, they imagine, by a process of "pure thought'' • • • 
(rather than) from the practical needs, the whole condi
tions of a particular class'. Cf. further, Marx's entire 
argument against 'true socialism', which attacks directly 
ideologues such as Grun, and indirectly, Feuerbach himself 
'to whom they defer'. Marx's devastating critique of the 
'Cornerstones' of 'True Socialism' (ibid., pp. 104-79) re
veals more than anything else the decisiveness with which 

http:criticism�.58
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reduce communism to a mere mode of interpretation, Marx in

sists that 'for the practical materialist, ie., the commu
nist, it is a question of revolutionising the world as it 
is, of practically tackling and changing existing things'.59 

Marx both settles with his own 'philosophic consciousness'. 
He dismantles piece by pie ce the entire theoretic structure 
which supports itself in the last analysis on Hegel's philo
sophy adapted to Feuerbach's humanism. Since Marx himself 
was until 1845 very much caught up by the same, this tren
chant critique of 'true socialism' reveals the inner workings 
of Marx's 'self-clarification' achieved in the course of 
writing The German Ideology. 

59Marx, The German Ideology (Part I), in WYMPS, 
p. 416. Marx here clearly separates himself from Feuerbac11 
vis-~-vis the political and theoretical positions of com
munism: 'It is ••. clear from this discussion how grossly 
Feuerbach deceives himself when he declares himself a com
munist • • • by virtue of the qualification ."common man" con
verted into a predicate "of" Man, and thus he believes it 
possible to change the word communist, which actually means 
the follower of a definite revolutionary party, into a mere 
category. Feuerbach's whole deduction concerning the rela
tion of men to one another goes only so far as to prove that 
men need ••• one another. Like other theorists, he wants 
tQ bring about a correct awareness of an existing fact . . • 
whereas the real communist aims to overthrow the existing 
state of things' (ibid., pp. 435-36). This is the first 
text in which Marx uses the term 'party' (communist), which 
directly anticipates his discussion in Part II of the 
Communist Manifesto. Although Marx does not take up in any 
way the question of the problems of organisation, his treat
ment of 'true socialism' clearly distinguishes between the 
pseudo-parties (literary, philosophical) of the Hegelian
Left and the party of the working-class movement. On this, 
and on the close connection between Marx's conception of 
the communist revolution and the formation of a communist 
party as, in effect, the 'vanguard' of the working-class 
movemen~, see Chapter Three, of Michael LowY, La Th~orie 
de l} Revolution chez le Jeune Marx (Paris: Maspero, 
1970 • 

http:things'.59
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The leitmotif of this theme can be traced back to The Holy 

Family, and even earlier, but now it leads Marx to a clear 

political solution, expressed in the following formula: 

Communism is for us not a state of affai1~s still to be 
established, not an ideal to which reality[ will ]have 
to adjust. We call communism the real movement which 
abolishes the present state of affairs. The condition 60of this movement results from premises now in existence. 

Secondly, Marx no longer conceives of the proletari
at as the bearer of an ideal (communism) realised in the 

appropriation of man's alienated essence. He conceives of 
it, rather, as a revolutionary class driven to the practical 

overthrow of its class-conditions of existence. The neces

sity of the proletariat's revolutionary praxis, as well as 

its possibility, are prescribed not on the basis of a philo
sophic dialectic, but of 'premises now in existence', on a 

basis created by the class-conditions of capitalist society. 

On this basis, the necessity of its action derives not from 
'a correct awareness of an existing fact' (consciousness of 

the human essence) but from 'the practical needs, the whole 

conditions of a particular class', which are 'only the pro
ductive forces and forms of interaction of the particular 
time•. 61 Under the conditions of class rule (private pro
perty and division of labour) the forces of production, the 

basis of 'self-activity', are on the one hand, monopolised 
by a dominant class as the basis of its state-power, and on 

60Marx, The German Ideology, in WYMPS, p. 426. To 
appreciate the distance covered by Marx since 1842, one needs 
to recall his various observations on communism in the Rhein
ische Zeitung ('the true danger does not lie in the practical 
attempt to carry out communist ideas but in their theoretical 
development'), and in the Jahrbucher whose conception of com
munism is profoundly affected with a 'philosophic communism' 
in the style of Moses Hess, and even in the 1844 Manuscripts 
where communism relates more to a future society than the 
working-class movement. 

61Ibid., pp. 427-28. 
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the other hand, separated from the proletariat, which thus 

suffers a total loss of control over its means of existence. 

Thus deprived of any 'self-activity', and ultimately, of 

control over its means of existence, the proletarians of 
the present are by necessity driven towards the re-appropri
ation of the means of production. 62 For this the proletari

at is compelled to unite, to act as a class in revolutionary 
struggle: 

Things have come to the point where individuals must ap
propriate the existing totality of productive forces not 
merely to achieve self-activity but to secure their very 
existence. This appropriation is determined by the object 
to be appropriated -- the productive forces developed to 
a totality and existing only within a universal interaction . 
• . • The appropriation is further determined by a union, 
universal because of the character of the proletariat it
self, and through a revolution in which the power of the 
social organisation and of earlier modes of production 
and interaction is overthrown and the proletariat's uni
versal charac~er and energy for the act of appropriation 
is developed. 3 

These remarks lead us to the heart of Marx's theory 
of the communist revolution which, despite an apparent con

tinuity with earlier formulations, is thought through in a 
different way. The possibility of the proletariat's revolu

tionary praxis, necessarily directed against a class in power, 
derives from the conditions of unity, the basis for which is 

created by capitalism ('modern productive forces and world 
intercourse'), and the necessary conditions of which are 
developed by the revolutionary process itself. On the one 
hand, the universal and revolutionary character of the pro

62There seems to be a structural equivalence of terms 
between this formulation and that of The Holy F.amily: from 
'loss of man' to 'loss of control'; from the re-appropriation
of the 'human essence' to that of the 'means of production'. 
The corresponding 'dialectic', however, involves a thorough
going mutation at the level of principle and that of struc
ture. More on this below. 

63Ibid, pp. 467-68. 
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letariat's praxis, the basis of its unity, derives from the 

material circumstances of its life-situation, ie., from its 

relation to production, the objective conditions of which 
determine (set limits on) the form of the class struggle. 64 

On the other hand, the proletariat's 'objective' position 

within a capitalist system of production is not a sufficient 
condition for the communist revolution. As well as the ob
jective conditions created by the capitalist system, the ob

ject of scientific analysis, the communist revolution re

quires a 'subjective' condition of unity. a revolutionary 
consciousness, produced in the process of class struggle 

itself. To focus theoretically this 'subjective' condition 

we can point towards two of Marx's observations which, we 

will argue, have the same point of reference. In the first 

place, the proletariat only fully constitutes itself a class 

in the revolutionary process of class struggle itself: 'var

ious individuals form a class only insofar as they have to 
carry on a joint battle against another class. Otherwise 
they are hostile, competing with each other'. 65 In the 

second place, the process of class struggle produces a 
'consciousness of the necessity of fundamental revolution, 
communist revolution, which may, of course, also arise in 

the other classes perceiving the situation of this class•. 66 

The point of reference for these two observations, the rela

64since the relation between the structure of the 
economic base and the various elements of the 'superstructure'
is no longer conceived within the framework of a Hegelian di
alectic, the 'determinism' of the 'objective' conditions of 
material production has a different meaning than assigned by 
the concept of Hegelian dialectic. No longer does 'to deter
mine' carry the meaning 'to prefigure' (in the immanence of 
its truth). To 'determine' is not to prefigure, but to set 
limits, to condition. 

65Ibid., p. 456. 

66Ib"d p. 430.--1:-·, 
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tion between proletarian praxis and revolutionary ideas, 

can be simply expressed: communist consciousness is the 
precise (and necessary) condition for the formation of the 

proletariat as a class. The relation between proletarian 
praxis and revolutionary ideas is conceived, however, in 
terms different than hitherto: 'The existence of revolu

tionary ideas in a particular epoch presupposes the exis
tence of a revolutionary class•. 67 This proposition is, of 

course, quite consistent with the materialist premise of 

Marx's approach. It does raise, however, the question of a 

paradox: How can a communist consciousness both presuppose 
the existence of a revolutionary class -- the proletariat 
and be a necessary condition for its formation? 68 

On the basis of Marx's text we can resolve the para

dox in question by reference, on the one hand, to the objec

tive, material conditions of class unity created by the 

capitalist system, and, on the other hand, to the subjective 

condition of revolutionary consciousness produced in the pro
cess of class struggle. The meaning of this double-reference, 

however, is not immediately apparent. Indeed, it brings us 

back to an unsettled problem of interpretation, viz. the two 
possible frameworks of reference supported by the Theses on 
Feuerbach -- a philosophy of praxis, and a science of histo
ry. The problem in question: What is the relationship be
tween the objective conditions of the proletariat's revolu

67Ibid., p. 439. About the premises for such a 
class see )bid., pp. 427-28. 

68Ibid., p. 4311 'For the production of this com
munist consciousness on a mass scale and for the success of 
the cause itself, the alteration of men on a large scale is 
required. This can only take place in a practical movement, 
in a revolution. A revolution is necessary, therefore, not 
only because the ruling class cannot be overthrown in any 
other way but also because the class overthrowing it can 
succeed only by revolution in • • • becoming capable of 
establishing society anew'. 



443 


tionary praxis (as an object of scientific study) and the 

theoretical consciousness of its necessity (as the basis 

for a call to action)? How does Marx's theory of revolution, 

based on a scientific conception of history, relate to the 
working-class movement? What is the relationship between a 

scientific study of history and class-consciousness, between 
the scientific production of real knowledge and revolutionary 
ideology?69 

Let us look more closely at this question, and in 

so doing, conclude the argument for our thesis. 

First of all, consider the following observations. 

Prior to The German Ideology Marx's concept of revolutionary 

praxis had two distinct formulations, one in the Jahrb~cher, 
the other in The Holy Family. Despite their variation both 
concepts of revolution were formulated within the framework 

of a philosophy whose theoretical principles were derived 

from the same traditional problematic, that of the human es

sence. The invariant type-structure of this problematic, 
that of the subject-object relation~ and its principle of 

explanation, that of an essence to its phenomena, constitutes 

the framework for a philosophy in which 'praxis' is the self

mediated unity of two conditions, one subjective, the other 
objective. At the level of the Jahrbllcher the unity of 

these conditions is satisfied in the alliance of two forces, 
an active element (philosophy) and a passive element (the 
proletariat). As a condition of unity the necessity of revo
lution is commissioned by a consciousness of a human essence 

69The problem thus posed lies at the heart of the 
dispute between the historicism of Sartre, Lukacs, Gramsci, 
etc., in which Marxism is reduced to a class ideology viz. 
its expressive relation to proletarian praxis, and the 
structuralism of Althusser, Godelier, etc. which defends the 
specificity of scientific knowledge in relation to this 
praxis. Cf. the definition of science and ideology, and 
the question of their relation, see this writer's article in 
Science & Society, vol. JS, no. 4 (Winter, 1974-75), pp. J97
4o4. 
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alienated in existence, and this consciousness, the driving 
force of history, is supplied by philosophy, the theoretical 

affirmation of man, to the proletariat, his practical nega

tion. By August 1844, at the level of The Holy Family, the 

emergence of the working-class movement had forced upon 
Marx the conclusion that a communist consciousness emerges 
from within the working-class movement, and as a result of 
its praxis. Rather than 'activating' the proletariat's 

material praxis with a theoretic consciousness of its neces
sity, philosophy can take sides in an on-going class strug

gle, and at best choose to represent the political interests 

of the proletariat in theory. Marx here breaks with the 
ideology of a Left-Hegelian philosophy of (theoretical) 
praxis. He does not, however, escape the philosophic prob

lematic of a human essence with its dialectic of an immanent 
truth. Its two conditions of unity, conceived within the 

framework of an inverted Hegelian dialectic, are satisfied 
in the proletariat itself. 

In this application of an inverted dialectic to the 
proletariat the concept of revolutionary praxis is referred 

to the materialist theorem: if man is formed by his cir

cumstances, then his circumstances must be made human. With
in the philosophic problematic of this theorem, the concept 
of revolutionary praxis has as its ultimate point of reference 

a speculative principle -- the identity of opposites -- based 
on the concept of Man. On the one hand, by referring the 
necessity of revolutionary change to the ideology of real
humanism, the proletariat's praxis is directed towards the 

realisation of an immanent end, the re-appropriation of the 
alienated human essence. On the other hand, by conceiving 

the process of this re-appropriation with reference to an 

inverted Hegelian dialectic, praxis brings the objective 
condition of revolution (material circumstances) and its 
subjective condition (self-change) into a relation of self
mediated unity. With reference to the concept of Man, this 
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self-mediated unity of praxis restores the identity of an 

original essence, the teleological origin of truth. In its 

expressive relation to this praxis, communist consciousness 
reflects the existence of this truth, and it does so in the 

proletariat grasped in the framework of an inverted dialectic 

as the identical subject-object of history, the embodiment 
of its rationality. Armed with a philosophic insight into 
this truth, a philosophy of praxis, one needs only turn to 
history so as to interrogate of it, as it were, the workings 

of the dialectic, the necessary conditions of which are al
ready reflected in the metaphysic of its first principle. 

These observations make it clear that despite its 

advance upon his earlier concept of praxis, Marx's theory 
of the communist revolution is, at the level of The Holy 

Family, still based on a philosophy of praxis, and thus ul

timately bound by the speculative principle of a Hegelian 
dialectic. Lukacs' genial interpretation, as well as the 
historicist tradition that he inaugurates within Marxism, is 
supported by Marx himself -- at the level of The Holy Family. 

Our reading of The German Ideology, however, makes it just 

as clear that as of 1845 Marx makes a thorough-going break 

with the entire problematic of this philosophy. This is not 
to say that our supportive argument for this thesis is unas
sailable. Indeed, a formal comparison of The Holy Family 
and The German Ideology vis-~-vis Marx's theory of social 

revolution raises a problem that touches upon the most con
troversial point of our interpretation of Marx's relation to 
Hegel. The point at issue: Marx's theory of revolution, 

formulated in the one case with reference to the philosophi
cal principles of Hegel's dialectic, and in the other case, 

with reference to the empirical premises of Historical 
Materialism, seems to have the same centre of reference, 
namely a conception of history as the product of human acti

vity. On this basis, Marx's theory of historical development 

can indeed be conceived of in terms of a rational process, a 
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dialectic, and Marx clearly spoke of it as such, as did Lenin 

after him. At the same time, however, this admission suggests 

that which we would deny, namely a fundamental continuity be

tween The German Ideology and The Holy Family, and indeed with 
the Economic & Philosophical Manuscripts wherein Marx worked 
out his theory of historical development in tandem with 

Hegel's dialectic. 

Let us look more closely at this problem so as to 

settle the question at issue. In the first place, that his

tory is the product of human activity is as true at the level 
of The German Ideology as it is in the Paris Manuscripts. To 

be sure, this is beyond dispute, and never at issue. Both 

the productive forces and their corresponding social rela

tions, as well as their ideal expressions and revolutionary 
transformations, are produced by men who therein make their 
own history, albeit under given conditions.7° In the light 

of this truth, one cannot conceive of society apart from the 

social relations contracted by men in production, or conceive 
of history apart from the practical activity of 'real, his

torical individuals'. To do so, to treat of history as a 
subject apart, is the height of abstraction.71 There is 

7oThis is clearly expressed in Marx's letter to P. V, 
Annenkov, December 28, 1846: 'What is society, whatever its 
form may be? The product of men's reciprocal action. Are 
men free to choose this or that form of society for them
selves? By no means .. , , It is superfluous to add that 
men are not free to choose their productive forces -- which 
are the basis of all their history -- for every productive
force is an acquired force, the product of former activity 
... the result of practical human energy • , . [which~ is 
itself conditioned by the circumstances in which men find 
themselves •.• which they do not create .•• , [It} ne
cessarily follows that the social history of men is never 
anything but the history of their individual development, 
whether they are conscious of it or not. Their material 
relations • . , the basis of all their relations , • , are 
only the necessary forms in which their material and indi
vi1ual acttvity is realised' (appendix to The Poverty of 
Philosoph~J. 

71cf. Marx's attacks against the first two 'Corner

http:abstraction.71
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another side to this truth, however, which is that the men 

who make their own history cannot be understood apart from 
the given conditions of their socio-historical existence. 

The individual conceived apart from the objective structure 

of social relations in which he finds himself is also an 
abstraction. 72 Indeed, only by taking as one's point of 

departure an ensemble of given social relations -- and not 
the individual abstracted from the class conditions of his 
existence, ie., 'man' in general -- can one grasp the objec
tivity of real concrete individuals, of men who make their 
own history not as they choose, but under given conditions, 

ie., as members of a specific social formation. Thus under

stood, relations between men, social relations of production, 

are not merely intersubjective human relations. The objecti

vity of these relations is independent of how they are lived 
or thought.73 At the same time, however, men contract these 

stones' of 'true socialism', viz. the tendency of these Left
Hegelians to abstract from history two absolute principles, 
the individual and the totality, and to set up a dialectic 
between them as the basis of historical development (German 
Ideology, III, especially pp. 109-112 of the Pascal edition). 

72cf. Marx's criticisms of Feuerbach in particular 
in the sixth Thesis on Feuerbach and throughout the first 
and foundational part of The German Ideology; cf. above note 
9. Under conditions of division of labour and private pro
perty the historically existing individual necessarily exists 
as a member of a social class, the support of an objective 
structure of productive relationships. 

73cf. the general principle which, as enunciated in 
the Preface to A Contribution to a Critique of Political 
Economy, Marx takes as the 'guiding principle of my studies': 
'In the social production of their existence, men inevitably 
enter into definite relations, which are independent of their 
will, namely relations of production appropriate to a given 
stage in the development of their material forces of produc
tion'. To take social relations as intersubjective rela
tions, ie., as merely conscious intentional patterns of be
haviour, and as such, reducible to ideological relations, 
is characteristic of that form of sociology that bases its 
principle of explanation on the subjective factor, on the 
subjectivity of shared meaningful experience. As applied to 

http:thought.73
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relations not as passive supports, as mere effects of a 

given social structure, but as concrete individuals endowed 
with thought and will, ie., with a capacity to reason.74 

We touch here upon a theme quite familiar to us by 

now, namely that human activity is subjective and objective 
at the same time, both dependent and independent of conscious

ness, both ideal and material. This organic unity of the 

subjective and the objective in the history of man is expressed 

the study of historical development, such an approach falls 
prisoner of what can be called the 'subjectivist fallacy' 
which is to extract from an obvious truth and valid premise 
that there is no social development or historic praxis with
out the agency of men acting with consciousness and will -
the false conclusions that the laws which govern a process of 
historical development are supported by and dependent on the 
social definition of reality, and that they, by virtue of 
being known, lose their 'objectivity' ie., their independence 
from the will and consciousness of men. In this fallacy the 
rationality of a process is confused with knowledge of it. 

74cf. the structuralist conception in which men only 
appear in theory in the form of supports (Tr~ger) of a social 
structure, as determinate effects of this structure. This 
conception, if not understood within its framework of refe
rence, falls victim of what Husserl has termed the 'objecti
vist fallacy' which is to deny the effectivity of subjective
ly meaningful action in history. 

It is possible to avoid both an objectivist and a 
subjectivist conception of historic praxis by reference to 
Kant's recognition that man is both intelligible in the free
dom of his action and sensible in the effects of this action. 
As we interpret it, this.recognition is based on a distinc
tion between a principle of action and a principle of expla
nation, which is to recognise that to act is not the same as 
to understand. Although Marx clearly rejects the formalism 
of Kant's distinction, and seeks to ground political action 
in scientific understanding, Marx recognises the difference 
in principle. No political action is self-explanatory: it 
is comprehended by and guided by theory. By the same token, 
to merely interpret is not (as the Left-Hegelians believed) 
an effective form of action -- of change. A theoretical 
practice must be translated into political practice, a task 
that involves an arduous ideological struggle. 
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in the double significance given by Marx to the concept of 

'class': as factors or objective conditions of production 

(as certain historical phases of the division of labour); 

and as the Dolitical agents of the whole human social pro
cess. How is this unity of the subjective and the objective, 
the ideal and the material, to be understood, however? Sub

jectively, with reference to the conscious will of men who 

in the objective process of their action realises a subjec
tive purpose and effect in the given reality a change of 

form? Or objectively, with reference not to the subjective 

intention and rational action of men but to the objective 
conditions and product of this action?75 Is the objective 

process of historical development conceivable as a relation 

between an original essence, a subjective ideal, and its 

manifest expression, ie., as the objectification of the 
human essence, the product of a purposive rational action? 

Marx's answer is unequivocal. Although the objective in

volves an ideal element, the objectification of a subjective 
purpose, it is not historically determinant. Indeed, as un
derlined by Marx as of The German Ideology, when one departs 

not from 'man' as such, the abstract individual, but from an 

75The model par excellence of a human social process 
understood subjectively, is the labour-process: ' ... what 
distinguishes the worst architect from the best of bees is 
this, that the architect raises his structure in imagination 
before he erects it in reality. At the end of every labour
process we get a result that already existed in the imagina
tion of the labourer at its commencement. He not only effects 
a change of form in the material on which he works, but also 
realises a purpose of his own that gives the law to his mo
dus operandi, and to which he must subordinate his will' 
(Capital, 1, p. 178). The labour-process as a paradigm of 
rational development can also be viewed 'objectively', ie., 
with reference not to the subjective purpose of the labourer 
but to the product of his action, the sum of productive for
ces or objective conditions to which he must subordinate his 
will. From this viewpoint, it is recognised that man, in 
seeking to realise his individual ends under social conditions 
of production, produces unintended results, a process which 
(as Marx observes in his footnote to the above passage) Hegel 
explains by reference to a metaphysic -- the 'cunning of 
Reason'. 
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ensemble of social relations, the necessary form taken by 

the action of socially concrete individuals, the objectivity 

of historical developments cannot be understood with reference 

to any subjective purpose or conscious will, neither indivi

dual or collective. Although they involve the conscious, 

purposeful action of a great number of men acting both as 

individuals and as members of a social class, decisive de
velopments such as the destruction of one social formation 

and the birth of another, are produced by men as unintended 

results of their action. Although these historical develop
ments are clearly products of human activity their objectivi

ty does not involve the ideal process of subjectively mean

ingful action, which is to say, it escapes the consciousness 
and will of the men actively involved in this process.76 

76with their practical activity men have produced 
the objective conditions for the formation of diverse and 
successive social formations -- slave, feudal, capitalist 
but, although the men involved acted with consciousness and 
will, the end-results did not trace out the ideal process of 
rational, purposeful activity. Every socially concrete in
dividual, acting under definite conditions, pursues ends of 
which he may or may not be conscious, but in the social form 
of his action contributes towards results which cannot be 
referred to any subjective intention. Take the case of a 
peasant in the sixteenth century who migrates to a town in 
search of work; neither he, nor the owner of the industrial 
plant wherein he ends up, nor any of the other individuals 
engaged in the social process of production, consciously seek 
to bring about and contribute towards the formation of a new 
social formation. This is clearly established by Marx and 
Engels as of The German Ideology and dealt with in detail by
Engels in his letter to Bloch, September 21-22, 1890, and in 
Feuerbach and the End of Classical German Philosophy. What 
The German Ideology underlines is that the succession of so
cial formations, the process of historic development, has a 
certain rationality, but not a rationality of subjective pur
pose. Rather, a rationality that operates objectively within 
the process of material conditions on the basis of a contra
diction that develops between the forces of production and 
the social relations of production. 'This contradiction', 
it is emphasised by M. Godelier, 'appears without anyone 
having willed its appearance. It is thus unintentional. 
Though resulting from the actions of all the agents of the 
system and of the development of the system itself, it has 
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We have here the basis of a 'problem': if the pro

cess of historical development, the displacement of one 

social formation with another, escapes the consciousness 

and will of the men who bring it about, in what sense can 

it be regarded as rational? Whence its rationality? 

Hegel's solution, we have seen, was to view men as 

unwitting instruments of an absolute reason, a transcenden
tal subject that uses human activity as a means towards its 
own ends.77 In this solution, Hegel grasps the rationality 

never been anyone's conscious plan or the aim pursued by any 
individual' (Rationality and Irrationality in Economics, p. 
79). Godelier adds, on the basis of a close reading of Capi
tal, that Marx brings out the existence 'of aspects of re
ality that do not relate to any consciousness and are not 
explicable by consciousness. It is the mode of production 
itself ... that produces this results "unconsciously"' 
(ibid.). Godelier's understanding of historic rationality, 
which, as we will show, is consistent with the principles 
of Historical Materialism enunciated by Marx contrasts strong
ly with that of Sartre, for whom 'the only concrete basis of 
the historic dialectic is the structure of the individual's 
action' (Critique de la raison dialectique, p. 279). Sartre 
recognises that the praxis of the individual fuses in a so
cial praxis, but he insists that 'the dialectical rationality 
of a common praxis does not transcend the rationality of the 
individual praxis' (ibid., p. 532). The objective develop
ment of the historic process is intelligible only on the ba
sis of the actions and reciprocal relations of the indivi
dual, as the totalisation of individual projects. Contrary 
to the thesis of Historical Materialism Sartre upholds the 
determinism not of objective conditions, of a mode of pro
duction whose relations cannot be reduced to mere intersub
jective relations, but of the conscious projects and praxis
of the individual. As we will see, when Marx talks of men 
making their own history, he has in mind something far re
moved from Sartre's historic individual. 

77cf. Chapter Two, pp.78 ff. In this solution Hegel 
does no more than adopt the approach of English Political 
Economy, which 'has the task of explaining mass-relationships 
and mass-movements in their complexity' so as to discover 
within civil society its hidden rationality, a rationality 
expressed in Mandeville's paradox, namely that the pursuit 
by individuals of their particular ends produces somehow the 
general interest (cf. Hegel's Philosophy of Right, par. 189 
wherein he specifically refers to the works of Adam Smith, 
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of historic developments with reference not to the conscious, 

subjective will of man, the apparent subject of history, but 

with reference to the spirit of the whole process, the true 

subject. On the one hand, Hegel acknowledges that the ration

ality of historical development is 'objective', and as such, 
independent of man's conscious will. On the other hand, by 
conceiving of history in the totality of its conditions as 
a process oriented towards the realisation of an immanent 
end, Hegel grounds the objective rationality of the historic 
process in the telos of an absolute subject, the spirit of 

the whole. Thus does the problem in question disappear. 

The problem also disappears if one adopts the position 

of the Enlightenment Dhilosophes, namely that the rationality 

of the historic process only emerges at a determinate phase 

of its development, in a particular form of society wherein 

men consciously order their social relations in accordance 

with their rational essence. In this conception, reconstruc

ted by the Young Hegelians influenced by Feuerbach -- and 

this includes the young Marx -- man is rational by nature, 
but has always lived his essence in its alienation. Until 

men become conscious of their true essence, and thereby be

come subjects of their own history, the history of man is 
irrational. The true history of man appears thus with the 

Say and Ricardo). Whereas Adam Smith explained this paradox 
-- that men despite themselves realise as the unintended re
sult of their individual actions a rational process -- by re
course to 'the hidden hand of Providence' Hegel transposed 
the same insight into a metaphysic of reason. Apart from 
this speculative projection of a metaphysical subject, the 
rationality of the historic process is taken (from the 
standpoint of science) as objective. In this_sense, and 
since Marx had very early rejected Hegel's concept of the 
Absolute, Marx's concept of historical development, his 
dialectical theory of reason, is better understood with re
ference to English Political Economy rather than Hegel. Af
ter all, Hegel merely gave its solution (the rationality of 
the economic process) a speculative transposition, one that 
Marx never did accept. 
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history of man's reason, with the rationalisation (humani

sation) of his life-circumstances. Whereas for Hegel the 

rationality of history is objective, and as such, indepen

dent of man's consciousness and will (men merely discover 

the laws inherent in the developmental process), for the 
Enlightenment philosophes and the Young Hegelians it is sub

jective, which is to say, expressive of laws consciously 

established by men themselves. In the one case, the ra
tionality of history embraces each particular phase and the 

totality of its developmental process. Every society has 

its raison d'~tre, its inner spirit, which is to say, it 
contributes towards the realisation of the spirit of the 
whole. In the other case, the rationality of history only 

emerges at the end of a historic process in which the essence 
of man has become objectified and embodied in institutions 

that have acquired an autonomy of their own so as to stand 

against man as an alien force. The reason of the historic 

process emerges with the conscious re-appropriation of man's 
essence. 

Where does Marx stand in relation to these two solu

tions if, as we have suggested, he breaks with their under
lying problematic? If the process of historic development 
does not trace out the immanent end of an original essence, 
nor finally converges with a pre-existing human essence dis
covered by man's reason, and if it is yet rational, its ra
tionality must be objective, and as such, understood with 
reference to the objective, material conditions of a social 

formation, rather than the subjective consciousness and ideal 
end of a historic subject. Even though every historical de

velopment is the result of human activity, intended or other
wise, and the subject is the necessary basis for any call to 

political action, and as such, is found at the centre of 

Marx's revolutionary ideology, its principle of scientific 
explanation is based not on the subject, on the subjectivity 

of meaningful action, but on the object, on the objectivity 
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of material conditions.78 On this basis does Marx formulate 

a theory of historical development whose fundamental princi

78Although it is beyond the scope of this study to 
analyse the concept of science here adduced, and to defend 
it from the possible charge of 'positivism', we hold -- and 
we are here clearly supported by Marx's text -- that the 
principle of scientific explanation cannot be referred to 
the conscious will and subjective intention of historic sub
jects, but must be based on the objective results, the his
toric product, of human activity. Now, it is clear that al
though the objective conditions of an effective structure 
impose on historical praxis an unintentional character the 
rationality of which is subject to scientific explanation, 
ie., reducible to laws, this same praxis can have in speci
fic historical junctures an intentional character. The ob
jectivity of laws that govern the functioning of a social 
system and the development of a historic process only apply 
under specifiable conditions. When men become conscious of 
the conditions of their existence, ie., become class-conscious, 
and act as a class to change these conditions, ie., to bring 
about their revolutionary transformation, the laws in ques
tion no longer function. The reality of this subjective fac
tor does not, however, effect the applicability of the ma
terialist principle of explanation. In the first place, it 
is the maturing conditions of a contradiction between two 
objective structures, and not class consciousness, that de
termines both the conditions of social conflict and the pos
sibility of an effective revolutionary praxis. In the se
cond place, in conceptualising the subjective dimension of 
the class struggle is to shift one's focus from theory to 
ideological and political practice wherein the 'subject' is 
the central category (cf. this writer's article, op.cit., 
pp. 400-01). Again, we refer to the distinction between the 
principle of action which applies in an ideological discourse 
and a political practice, and the principle of explanation 
which applies in a scientific discouse (cf. a different, but 
corresponding, conception of the relation between these vari
ous practices, see Althusser, 'On the Materialist Dialectic', 
in For Marx). It is possible to say, theoretically speaking, 
that -- as Balibar puts it -- men appear as 'supports of the 
different practices articulated into the social structure'. 
In real practice men appear as they appear as supports of 
the structures implicated in this practice (cf. Balibar, 'The 
Basic Concepts of Historical Materialism', Reading Capital)p 
To prevent possible misunderstanding on this point, and to 
indirectly refer to a methodological principle established 
earlier -- that, as Marx puts it, 'my analytic method does 
not begin ~ith the concept of 'Man' -- note the precept of 
methodological procedure established by Marx for his analysis 
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ples 	Marx summarises some years later as follows: 

(1) 	 In the social production of their existence, 
men inevitably enter into definite relations, 
which are independence of their will, namely 
relations of production appropriate to a 
given stage in the development of their ma
terial forces of production; 

(2) 	 The totality of these relations of production 
constitutes the economic structure of society, 
the real foundation, on which arises a legal 
and political superstructure and to which 
correspond definite forms of social conscious
ness; 

(J) 	 The mode of production of material life condi
tions the general process of social, political 
and intellectual life . ; 

(4) 	 At a certain stage of development, the material 
productive forces of society come into conflict 
with the existing relations of production .•. 
From a form of development of the productive 
forces these relations turn into their fetters; 

(5) 	 Then begins an era of social revolution. The 
changes in the economic foundation lead sooner 
or later to the transformation of the whole 
immense superstructure; 

(6) 	 No social order is ever destroyed before all 
the productive forces for which it is sufficient 
have been developed, and new superior relations 
of production never replace older ones before 
the material conditions for their existence have

79matured within the framework of the old society. 

of Capitalism: 'here individuals are dealt with only insofar 
as they are the personifications of economic categories, em
bodiments of particular class relations and class interests. 
My standpoint, from which the evolution of the economic for
mation of society is viewed as a process of natural history, 
can less than any other make the individual responsible for 
relations whose creature he socially remains, however much 
he may subjectively raise himself above them' (preface to 
first German edition of Capital, Vol. 1, p. 10). 

79Preface to A Contribution to the Critigue of Poli
tical Economy (1859), pp. 20-21. 
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Together, these principles of Historical Materialism 
constitute the basis of all of Marx's later studies and forms 

the framework for a new theory of politics (the state and 
revolution). Neither at this point, nor in the future for 

that matter, does Marx give a systematic exposition of the 

principles of this new theory of politics, and it has to be 

said, it still awaits to be done today. 80 One thing is clear, 

80This may sound most surprising to many Marxist 
scholars, but the fact is that whenever Marxists have at
tempted to systematise the principles of Marx's theory of 
Politics (of revolution and the state) they have -- apart 
from Lenin -- tended to fall back on the philosophic tradi
tion and ideologies from which Marx distanced himself. We 
think, in particular, of the principles of Hegel's dialec
tic, reference to which has established the traditional in
terpretation of Marx's theory of historical development. 
Exceptions to this highly generalised trend include Lenin 
and in at least one respect, Mao (viz. his theory of 'con
tradiction'). Both Lenin and Mao have thought through the 
theoretical principles of a Marxist theory of revolution 
quite outside the philosophical tradition to which theoreti
cal Marxism has always returned for the elaboration of Marx's 
philosophy, namely Dialectical Materialism. It is in this 
context that the recent theoretical investieations of Louis 
Althusser and colleagues are of such critical importance. 
In the various essays collected in For Marx, Althusser ex
plodes the theoretical inadequacy of the traditional in
terpretation of Marx's philosophy, viz. both its epistemo
logical and methodological principles, which, in the last 
analysis is bound bY both a humanist ideology and a his
toricist form of explanation that derives its ultimate prin
ciples from a Hegelian dialectic (inverted and de-mystified 
to be sure, but Hegelian in principle nonetheless). His 
attempt to re-think the fundamental principles of Marx's 
theoretical principles, more than anything else, has had the 
salutary effect of freeing Marxism from its philosophic le
gacy, and directing Marxists towards Marx's own works in 
order to derive from them Marx's philosophy properly speaking. 
Clearly one cannot derive the principles of this philosophy 
from the Early Works. One needs to turn to his various his
torical writings, political analyses such as the Gotha Pro
gramme, and above all to Capital. Another value of Alt
husser's reading, whatever the problems raised by his 'struc
turalism', has been to restore Lenin as a practitioner of 
Marxist philosophy (cf. Lenin and Philosophy). We have said 
that as yet Marx's theory of politics awaits its systematic 
treatise. Althusser's essays: 'Contradiction and Overdeter
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however. As a matter of principle (ie., within the frame
work of Historical Materialism) Marx's theory of politics 

is based on the scientific analysis of economic develop
ment, and not on appeals to a dialectic -- which is to say, 
to a universal concept of historical development. Consider, 

first of all, the general principle of explanation which Marx 
derives from his conception of Historical Materialism, and 
on which he bases his method of analysis: 

One cannot judge .•• a period of transformation by its 
consciousness, but on the contrary, this consciousness 
must be explained from the contradictions of material life, 
from the conflict existing between the social forces of pro
duction and the relations of production.81 

In the application of this explanatory principle, 
Marx carefully distinguishes between the 'natural transforma
tion of the economic conditions of production', which Marx 
points out, 'can be determined with the precision of natural 
science', and 'the legal' political, religious, artistic or 
philosophic -- in short, ideological forms in which men be
come conscious of this conflict and fight it out•. 82 In this 

mination'; 'On the Materialist Dialectic' (For Marx); and 
'Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses' (Lenin and Philo
sophy) go a long way towards a requisite preliminary inves
tigation of Marx's theory of revolution. Also, a recent 
study by Nicos Poulantzas, who writes in the Althusserian 
tradition (Pouvoir politigue et classes sociales de l'~tat 
capitaliste) has made a serious attempt to rigorously sys
tematise Marx's theory of the state. Needless to say, Pou
lantzas' structuralist analysis of Marx's theory of the state 
has created as much controversy within Marxism (cf. in parti
cular the debate within New Left Review with Milliband) as 
Althusser's own. This is theoretically to the good, since 
we now have a serious debate in the areas of Marx's theory 
of revolution and of the state that allows the possibility 
of finally settling with the ghost of Hegelianism which has 
for so long haunted Marxism, and this almost a hundred years 
after Marx's life-time! 

81Preface, A Contribution to the Critigue of Political 
Economy, p. 21. 

82Ibid. This distinction of principle between the 
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distinction, Marx brings into relation the subjective and 

objective conditions of a social totality, which leads us 
to consider the traditional formula of a 'dialectic' based 

on the proposition of a determing 'base' (economic pro
duction) and a determined 'superstructure' (politics-ideolo
gy). 83 In the first place, with the relation in question 

referred not to its unifying truth (the concept of Man) but 

to empirical premises of historical explanation, there is no 
question of a Hegelian dialectic in which one term emerges 
as the inner truth (essence) of the other, and the relation 

between the science of history and revolutionary ideology is 
guaranteed by virtue of a metaphysic. On the one hand, al
though Marx's explanatory principle clearly supports a gene

ral proposition of a determining base and a determined su

perstructure, the 'determination' in question is not defined 
with reference to a Hegelian dialectic: the 'base' does not 

prefigure the elements of the 'superstructure' through the 

immanence of its truth, but imposes upon it certain limits, 
ie., its material conditions of existence. 84 On the other 

analysis of the objective conditions of material production 
and the various elements ranged in the superstructure is 
basic to Marx's method. The implication: none of the ele
ments ranged in the superstructure are self-explanatory, but 
must be grasped in relation to the objective conditions of 
material production wherein their 'real history' takes place. 

83It is Althusser's contribution to have made the 
traditional formula of a base and superstructure an object
of theoretical investigation which has allowed Marxists to 
take up questions of culture and politics vis-a-vis the 
economy in a new way more consistent with Marx than with 
an inverted Hegel, and that augurs well for an enrichment 
of Marxist theory (eg.1 R. Williams, 'Base and Superstructure' 
NLR 82, November-December 1973). 

84cf. the basic premise of Historical Materialism: 
'individuals ••. as they really are, ie., as they work, 
produce materially and act under definite material limita
tions .•. and conditions independent of their will' (The 
German Ideology, in WYMPS, p. 414). ~-
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hand, although it is clear that all forms of ideology have 

their ultimate basis (and thus, their real history) in the 
process of material production, this 'basis', as the sub

stratum of visible social relations, is determinant only in 
the last instance. 85 One cannot deduce from the relations 

of material production their corresponding ideological forms. 

The relation between 'base' and 'superstructure' cannot be 

preconceived but 'in each particular instance, empirical 
observation must show empirically . . . the connection of 
the social and political structure with production•. 86 The 

relation in question must be grasped under the conditions of 
a scientific analysis not of a philosophic synthesis. To 
pursue this point, the relation in question is not one of 

expression, a relation which is ultimately reducible to a 

metaphysic grasped in the philosophic reflection of its uni
fying concept. It is, rather, a relation of an irreducible 

correspondence, a relation neither invented nor pre-conceived, 

but discovered under the conditions of an analysis which is 

85cf. Engels' letter to Bloch, September 21, 1890: 
'According to the materialist conception of history, the 
ultimately determining element in history is the production 
and reproduction of real life. More than this neither Marx 
nor I have ever asserted. Hence if somebody twists this in
to saying that the economic element is the only determining 
one, he transforms that proposition into a meaningless, ab
stract, senseless phrase. The economic situation is the 
basis, but the various elements of the superstructure -
political forms of the class struggle and its results .•. 
lwhich include) the reflexes in the brains of these parti
cipants, political, juristic, philosophical theories, re
ligious views . • . also exercise their influence upon the 
course of the historical struggles and in many cases pre
ponderate in determining their form. There is an interaction 
of all these elements in which • . • the economic movement 
finally asserts itself as necessary. Otherwise the appli
cation of the theory to any period would be easier than the 
solution of the simple equation of the first degree' 
(Selected Works, p. 682). 

86The German Ideology, in WYMPS, p. 41J. 
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both structural and historica1. 87 

In structural terms, the relation in question is no 

longer referred to a concept of man: the object of analysis 

is an ensemble of social relations, the point of reference 
for an economic substructure and a politico-ideological su

perstructure which, as end-links of a complex chain of con

ditioned relationships, cannot be reduced to an identity of 

opposites, ie., treated as the manifestation of an inner 
truth, reference to which allows one to mediate any apparant 
contradiction. The relation between 'base' and 'superstruc

ture' forms a structured whole, a complex of relations which 
must be analyse~ in concrete terms, ie., under the complex 

conditions of class rule -- and ultimately, of a class 

87It is beyond the scope of our present study to ex
pound on our contention, namely that the rationality of the 
historic process as analysed by Marx is both objective and 
structural, and that it is grasped in laws that under speci
fic conditions govern both the functioning of a social system 
and the process of its transformation. After all, The German 
Ideology presents us with 'indications' and not much more 
than a declaration of principle, supported by points of ar
gument for a materialist conception of history. As centres 
of reference for our position we can point to the essays 
collected in Reading Capital; Maurice Godelier, Rationality 
and Irrationality in Economics; and Part 2, Cha~. 5 of 
Adolfo Sanchez Vazquez, Filosofia de la Praxis (Mexico, D. F.: 
Grijalbo, 1967), which leans heavily on Russian structuralists 
such as Grushin. Aside from these references, however, it is 
clear that Marx's method centres on a process of scientific 
abstraction, of structural analysis, which is to 'explain' 
the reality of objective, material conditions by reference 
to concepts of underlying (not immediately visible) struc
tures (eg~ forces of production, relations of production, 
social class, the state, etc.). What is not so clear, how
ever, is the adequacy of the 'structuralist' method of anal
ysis for the study of history, viz. the explanation of the 
process of development and revolutionary transformation. For 
a discussion of this problem, and an argument for a method 
that combines the study of structure and history see this 
writer's article, op.cit., pp. 413-21. 
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struggle. 88 

By analysing the conditions of class rule in struc

tural terms, however, is to abstract from its historical 

process of genesis, development and transformation. By 
referring a social formation to its economic base we treat 

not of a state to which we can ascribe certain fixed pro
perties for subsequent deduction to the variable processes 

of the superstructure. We treat, rather, of a dynamic pro

cess of development and transformation, the conditions of 

which -- Marx insists are subject to law, and thus to a 

scientific analysis. In historical terms the rationality 

in question is no longer referred to the dialectic of an 
immanent truth (the self-development of man). At the level 

of principle Marx totally rejects Hegel's conception of 

history as a teleological process, which is to treat of his

tory speculatively as a process with a subject. As a scien

88According to Althusser -- and we agree with him -
the basic difference between the Hegelian and the Marxian 
dialectic can be grasped via the principles of 'simplicity' 
and 'complexity' respectively (cf, 'On the Materialist Dialec
tic', For Marx; Reading Capital, chs. 4-5), According to 
Godelier this same difference can better be grasped via the 
principles of 'identity' and 'unity' (cf. Economic Rational
ity and Irrationality, pp. 86-92). Our exposition makes 
clear that Godelier's attempt to distinguish himself from 
Althusser on this point is meaningless, since the two prin
ciples reflect the same truth on a different level (epis
temology and methodology). In the metaphysic of its first 
principle (the identity of opposites) Hegel's dialectic re
flects in its structure the workings of a simple essence, an 
indivisible genetic totality which experiences self-division 
and self-opposition in order to be finally integrated with 
itself, Likewise, the structural relation of correspondence, 
and its epistemological principle of an irreducible unity, 
is reflected in the structure of Marx's dialectic via the 
principle of complexity. As emphasised by Althusser, in 
particular, the specificity of Marxian dialectics as a science 
is that it constructs as its object the concept of a complex 
process (cf. Althusser's conception of the invariance of a 
'structure-in-dominance' within the complex variation of a 
social whole whose contradictions are 'over-determined'). 
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tific doctrine Marxism essentially consists of the discovery 

of objective causal relationships, the object being to for

mulate a theory of laws that govern the development of hu

man society. The principles of Historical Materialism for

mulated in The German Ideology and summarised in the 1859 

Preface -- and not those of Hegel's dialectic, inverted or 
otherwise -- forms the framework of this scientific enter

.prise. 89 

Marxism: Science or Revolution? 

To speak of Marx's scientific vocation in tandem with 

his rejection of a Hegelian type of dialectic, brings our 
thought full circle, which is to say, it takes us back to the 
problem with which we began, and which has been the indirect 

89To appreciate this point it is necessary to be 
mindful of the fact that Hegel's dialectic reflects in its 
very structure the speculative principle of a teleology, and 
that this principle still governs the dialectic in its re
vised form (as applied by Marx in The Holy Family on the ba
sis of a concept of 'Man'. The idealist problematic of this 
principle is reflected in a Hegelian conception of society as 
a simple totality composed of equivalent elements, and ex
pressive of an essential idea. It is likewise reflected in 
Hegel's lineal conception of history, whose evolution is con
tained in the origin of the Concept -- the historic process 
identified with the self-realisation of the Idea. In the 
totality of this Idea, the specificity of societal relation
ships is reduced to the principle of a simple unity. History
is a simple development the principle of which is a 'dialec
tical' movement from the Concept's essence to its existence. 
As suggested by our reading, and as demonstrated by Althus
ser, for Marx it is entirely a different matter. The prin
ciple of historical explanation is not referred to an on
tological-universal concept of history but to a concept of 
the mode of production dominant in a given social formation. 
Within the framework of Historical Materialism Marx's con
cept of history has nothing to do with a simple linear de
velopment. Rather, the complex conditions of a historically 
specific social formation are reflected in a process of dif
ferential time and uneven development. However, we cannot 
pursue this poin~ inasmuch as it takes us well beyond The 
~ermffif Ideology into the works of Marx's maturity, and thus 

eyon the scope of our present study, 
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object of our entire study. The problem: What is the nature 

of Marxist theory in relation to the working-class movement? 

There was at the beginning and there still is the following 
alternative: Marxism as revolution or Marxism as science? 
We cannot settle this problem within the scope of our present 

study, and indeed we have merely laid the groundwork for cor

rectly posing the problem. First of all, let us take the 

first horn of the dilemma -- Marxism as a revolutionary ide

ology. The broad outlines of the argument as presented by 
Historicism might be somewhat as follows. Marxism is a 
theory of the historic destiny of the proletariat as the 
truth of history. As such it is the ideological expression 

of the proletariat's attempt to liberate itself, and thereby 
the whole of humanity. Properly speaking, Historical Materi

alism is not a science, since truth can 'only achieve an 
"objectivity" relative to the standpoint of the individual 

classes'.90 In its identity with an 'ascribed' rational 

social consciousness of the proletariat, Marxism is defined 

not by 'the primacy of economic motives in historical ex

planation' but by 'the viewpoint of the totality•.91 This 
is to say, it reflects in theory the viewpoint of a revolu

tionary class conscious of itself as the identical subject

object of history -- as the reason of the historic dialectic.92 

9oGeorg Luk"acs, History and Class Consciousness (here
after HCC), p. 189. Luk~cs' point of reference for this 
position is Marx's theory of ideology, viz. that ideas are 
expressions of socially situated objective realities, which 
is the basis of the school of the Sociology of Knowledge 
associated in its origins with Scheler and Mannheim. 

91HCC, p. 27. 

92As indicated by us in Chapter Two, the attempt to 
discover an 'identical subject-object' is foreshadowed in 
Kant's second and third Critiques, and in the attempts of 
Fichte and Schelling to overcome the dualism of subject and 
art through art, where contemplative reason is replaced by 
an intuitive understanding construed as 'practical'. Art 
is therefore seen as the resolution of the antinomy through 
its creation of a concrete totality. The condition of this 

http:dialectic.92
http:totality�.91
http:classes'.90
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In its expressive relation to proletarian praxis, Marxism is 

not a scientific theory in the sense that it produces a 

socially neutral knowledge of the real. It is, rather, a 

theory that responds to the determinate circumstances and 
socio-practico interests of the most universal class in 

history, and as such, it is 'social reality , .. become 
fully conscious',93 In short, Marxism is not a science. 

solution, however, required a mythology of creation and an 
'aesthetication' of the world. The problem remains, and, 
according to Lukacs, has its true solution in Hegel's con
cept of history: 'Only if the true were understood not only 
as substance but as subject, only if the subject (conscious
ness, thought) were both producer and product of the dialec
tical process, only if as a result the subject in a self
created world of which it is the conscious form and only if 
the world imposed itself upon it in full objectivity, only 
then can the problem of dialectics, and with it the abolition 
of the antithesis of subject and object, thought and exis
tence, freedom and necessity, be held to be solved' (HCC, 
p. 142). According to Luk~cs, this solution is given for
mally by Hegel, and substantially by Marx; ie., Marx cor
rectly identified the subject-object of history. It is of 
critical importance that Lukacs' concept of 'totality' be 
understood in the specific sense of German indealism, ie,, 
as concrete unity of subject and object, thought artd exis
tence (cf, chapter two). 

93HCC, p. 19, It is only with the appearance of the 
proletariat that social reality becomes fully conscious. 
Such an eventuality was impossible under feudalism because 
social relations were taken to be 'natural'. It was the 
bourgeoisie who had 'socialised' society, but it had done 
so unconsciously, ie., despite itself. Pursuing its im
mediate class interests, the bourgeois class left the rest 
to the ruse of reason. Its tragedy is that its class con
sciousness was incompatible with its class interest, as a 
result of which its thought remains trapped in the reified 
contemplative dualism of subject and object, which even 
Hegel was unable to transcend. The proletariat, on the other 
hand, must make history consciously. As the most alienated 
class in capitalist society, it must abolish itself in order 
to achieve its own liberation, and to liberate itself it 
must liberate the whole of humanity, To understand itself 
it must understand the whole, and to abolish itself, it 
must move from contemplation to praxis. 'Thus the unity of 
theor~ and practice is only the reverse side of the social 
and historical position of the proletariat, simultaneously 
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Strictly speaking, it is a class ideology. 

There is, of course, the opposing viewpoint for 

which one need not return to the theorists of Second Inter

national 'positivism' but can most profitably turn to the 

position formulated by and associated with Louis Althusser.94 

By placing Marxism in a direct, expressive relation to pro

letarian practice -- a relation secured by reference to a 

dialectic, and thus, to an underlying metaphysic, the iden
tity of the human essence -- the historicist view, in effect, 

conflates Historical Materialism into history, and science 

into class consciousness. As a result, we have a 'leftist' 
conception whose political effect is to legitimate spon

taneity, and whose theoretical effect is to relate the con

tent/history of science to class conflict as its criterion 
of explanation. In this way, scientific knowledge is located 

subject and object of its own knowledge' (HCC, p. 20). The 
'praxis' in question, however, is essentially theoretical. 
In referring Marxism to the 'ascribed' consciousness of the 
proletariat, Lukacs cites the young Marx to the effect that 
'it will then be seen that the world has long possessed a 
dream of things which it has onl to assess in consciousness 
in order to assess the in re lit ' HCC, p. 259 • Italics 
in original • Economic evolution can only provide the pro
letariat with the 'abstract possibility' of changing society. 
In the last resort: 'the strength of every society is .•. 
a spiritual strength. And from this we can only be liberated 
by knowledge' (HCC, p. 262). Hence, the fate of revolution 
depends upon consciousness, from which the status of Histori
cal Materialism as Belf-knowledge of capitalist society' fol
lows logically. 

94There is no dispute by Al thusser or -- from an en
tirely different angle -- Colletti, with the critique levelled 
against the empiricist positivism of the Second International. 
However, in the reaction of Critical Theory to positivism, 
science as such is denied -- or, rather, confused with the 
reality it seeks to understand. As a result, the efforts of 
both Althusser and Colletti, and the traditions to which they 
relate, are directed against a romantic-idealist critique of 
science which denies the specific difference and relative 
autonomy of theoretical practice. Cf. Althusser's position 
on science, see note 98. 

http:Althusser.94
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within the superstructure, to which Althusser responds by 

defending the specificity of theoretical practice, its ir

reducibility to politico-ideological practice, and its auto

nomy as science. To the conception of Marxism as the direct 

expression of the exigencies and interests of a social class, 
in the concrete circumstances that have engendered it and 

that historically justify its appearance, Althusser counters 
with a conception of Marxism as scientific theory, in the 

sense that it produces an objective knowledge of the real 

conditions of existence. Rather than being characterised 

by a 'relation of direct expression' Marxism is distinguished 

by its scientific character: as theory it is a product of 

thought that constructs concepts and categories to produce a 
knowledge of the real, rather than an expression of it.95 

95science, as knowledge of the real conditions of ex
istence, the structural analysis of the system of its real 
relations, is established, according to Althusser, at the 
cost of a complete rupture with the ideological problematic 
which precedes it (FM, pp. 32-37, 167-68, 185, 192-93; RC, 
pp. 44-46, 90, 131, 133, 140, 146-57). Ideology, as a system 
of mass representations, is distinguished from science, by 
Althusser, in that in it 'the practice-social function is 
more important than the theoretical function (function as 
knowledge)'. Ideology 'is governed by "interests" beyond 
the necessity of knowledge alone .•• ' (FM, p. 231; RC, 
p. 141). This disjuncture between the function of socio
practico interests and that of reason, is expressed in the 
form of two theses. The central thesis of Althusser's thesis 
of science: history is a process without a subject versus 
that of his theory of ideology: 'Ideology interpellates
individuals as subjects' (LP, p. 160). This is to say: the 
subject is absent from a scientific discourse, but central 
to a discourse. The category of the Subject is constitutive 
of all ideology, but abolished as a scientific category. On 
this concept of science and ideology, and on the structuralist 
thesis of history as a process without a subject (theoreti
cally speaking!) NB Althusser's debate with John Lewis in 
Marxism Today (Jan., Feb., Oct. 1972) and Godelier's debate 
with Lucien Seve in La Pensee, which is translated in the 
Socialist Register (1967) and the International Journal of 
Sociology, vol. II, nos. 2-3 (Summer-Fall, 1972). Also see 
Althusser's fo~mulation in Politics and History and even 
more to the point, his lecture on the Marx-Hegel relation in 
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Thus, our dilemma. Our thesis, it will be noted, 

clearly supports this second viewpoint, although not without 

qualifications. Let us be clear about the problem involved. 

In the first case, the relation between Marxist theory and 

proletarian practice -- and, within theory, between science 
and ideology -- is non-problematic. In the expressive re

lation of Marxism to the proletariat's essential truth, the 
solution to the problem is secured in advance. The frame
work for this theoretic guarantee, reflected in the subjec

tivist thesis of spontaneity, is a Hegelian dialectic -

inverted and de-mystified, but Hegelian nonetheless -- prin
ciples of which underlie Marx's Early Works and which have 
been resurrected in the twentieth century by Historicism. 

In the second case, the relation between Marxism and the 

working-class movement is problematic, which is to say, it 
has no theoretic guarantee. By rejecting a Hegelian dialectic 
as the framework of reference for the proletariat's revolu

tionary praxis (and thus, as the basis for his theory of 

revolution); by rejecting the concept of 'Man' as his the

oretical basis, Marx breaks with the metaphysic of Hegel's 

principle of explanation ('the truth of •.• '),and as a 
result, with an idealised image of the proletariat as the 
missionary of the human essence, the subject of its historic 
realisation, With Marx's theory of historical development 

no longer referred back to the principle of an original iden
tity, the conceptual substratum of a historic subject, but 
placed on a scientific basis, its relation to the revolu
tionary ideology and political practice of the proletariat 
can no longer be one of direct expression, ie., established 
by virtue of a presupposed metaphysic. The union of Marxist 

theory and proletarian practice cannot be secured in advance 

Hyppolite's seminar in 1968, cf, Hegel y el pensamiento Moderno, 
ed. J, d'Hondt and trans. R. Salvat (Mexico, D, F,: Siglo 
Veintiuno, 1973), See also our study op.cit. 



by reference to a concept of dialectic -- but has to be 

constituted under conditions that require lengthy theore

tical work and a protracted ideological and political strug

gle. Its framework of reference: Lenin's thesis, upheld 
by Althusser and supported by us, that Marxist theory is 
produced by a specific theoretical practice, in relation to 

but outside the working class, and that it must therefore 
be 'imported' into the working-class movement. 

Let us draw out the implications of this position. 

With reference to Lenin's thesis the relation between theory 

and politics, objective conditions and class consciousness, 
science and revolution, is not based on a dialectic but is 
subject to the conditions of an ideological struggle, the 

object of which is to win over the minds of men towards a 
socially situated understanding of their conditions of 
existence. In this respect we can adduce a function of 

Marxism as ideology, which is to heighten the class-conscious

ness of the working-class, and direct its political action, 
by reference to its practical interest in a scientific know

ledge of its real (ie., class) conditions of existence.96 It 

96It is clear that the proletariat has a 'practical' 
interest in placing its politics on a scientific basis, and 
furthermore, as Colletti in particular has emphasised, sci
entific categories not only have a theoretical function as 
knowledge but they also have an interest-relevance, and are 
thus not value-free, Despite this important point, often 
obscured and apparently denied in the theoretical precisions
of Althusser's structuralism, it is possible -- and neces
sary -- to distinguish between the theoretical function of 
scientific categories and their interest-relevance, viz., 
their ideological function. Theoretically speaking (within 
a scientific discourse) Althusser can speak of a problematic 
in which the 'subject' plays not the part it believes it is 
playing, but the part assigned to it by the mechanism of the 
process. Strictly speaking, from the viewpoint of science, 

'htstory has no 'subject'. Its 'motor' of development: the 
r~volutionary-process of class struggle on the objective basis 
of material conditions. 

http:existence.96
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is in this sense (of science and ideology as two distinct 

but related practices, and without reference to a Hegelian 

dialectic) that we, in fact, escape our dilemma: Marxism 

is both science and ideology. The historicist assimilation 

of social consciousness to praxis, of theory to history, and 

the structuralist exclusion of the same, are both inadequate. 
Opposed to both conceptions--·which accentuate the ideolo

gical or scientific character of Marxism at the expense of 

the other, which either reduces Marxism to a mere expression 
of the historical situation of a class or society or reduces 

it to a scientific theory that excludes its expressive charac

ter -- there is, we submit, the position of Marx and upheld 
by Lenin: Marxism as the scientific ideology of the proleta
riat. In this conception, Marxism is both productive of true 

knowledge and expressive of class consciousness. It is both 
knowledge and expression: theory that responds to and is 

guided by the determinate circumstances and social interests 

of a class without sacrifice of real knowledge -- ideology 

scientifically founded, 

General Conclusion 

To relate this general conclusion to the structure 
of our whole argument, it has to be remembered that in The 
German Ideology, beyond a process of intellectual self-
clarification, Marx does no more than open up a new domain 
for scientific theory -- the 'History-Continent' as Althusser 
aptly puts it and indeed, as Engels recognises and Marx 
was the first to admit, at best it reveals how little they 
knew of economic matters at the time.97 What can be said for 

97Cf. Marx, Preface (1859), p. 22: 'Engels .•• 
arrived by another road .• ! at the same result as I, and 
when • • . we decided to set forth our conception (of His
torical Materialism) as opposed to the ideological one of 
German philosophy.•.. We abandoned the MSS (The German 
Ideology) to the gnawing criticism of the mice all the more 
willingly since we had achieved our main purpose -- self
clarification'; cf. Engels, Foreword to Feuerbach .•. , 
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certain, however, is that The German Ideology established 

the guiding principles for all of Marx's later research, and 
that the scientific framework for these principles, Histor

ical Materialism, has nothing to do with a Hegelian dialec
tic, the structure of which reflects the simplicity of its 

principle of truth. Indeed, apart from the question of 

Marx's own later studies, Marxist investigators working in 

such avant-garde domains such as the theory of ideologies 
(law, ethics, religion, art, philosophy), the theory of the 

history of the sciences and their ideological pre-history, 

epistemology, etc.; those who pose themselves difficult prob

lems in the central domain of scientific analysis (the domain 
of history); not to speak of those revolutionaries confronted 

by the political ·difficulties in radically new forms (deve

lopments in the Third World, transition to communism, etc.); 
if all these 'investigators' had only a Hegelian dialectic 

(demystified and inverted to be sure) to work with, they 
certainly would not get very far.9 8 In its specific dif-

SW, p. 585: 'I have once again ferreted out and looked over 
the old MSS of 1845-46. The section dealing with Feuerbach 
is not complete. The finished portion consists of an ex
position of the materialist conception of history which proves 
only how incomplete our knowledge of economic history still 
was at that time'. 

98Indeed, they would get no further than those Cri
tical Theorists whose theoretical 'praxis' (dialectical
thought) consists in the identification of the 'subject' of 
the historic dialectic -- its ideal repository -- and the 
evocation of an ideology of a 'historic vocation' (to be 
'subject' of one's own history) that exhalts the subjecti
vity of voluntary, theoretical_conscious action. Rather than 
providing the working-class with a scientific understanding 
of its conditions of life, ie., a theory of capitalism, con
cretised in each case with a specific class analysis, these 
Critical Theorists (or 'Creative Marxists') provide it with 
a concept of a historic dialectic which calls upon the pro
letariat to realise their 'revolutionary essence'. Need we 
say any more identify our protagonist, who indeed can be 
found most anywhere? Hardly! Even so, let us make one 
pointed reference: 'What HCC made clear was that living 
Marxism is inseparable from its idealist and Hegelian legacy 
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ference from the Hegelian dialectic Marx's new method of 

class analysis based on the principles of Historical Ma

terialism grasps the conditions of existence and historic 
formation not of a simple truth (the expressive relation of 
an inner esse1~ce) but of a complex structure of diverse 

practices (the system of its real relations).99 Based on a 

scientific analysis of its complex conditions of existence, 

the relation between the economic base and the political

ideological superstructure can be grasped not with reference 

to a philosophic dialectic, but with reference to the ob
jective conditions of class rule -- and, ultimately, of a 

class struggle. The historic process of this struggle cannot 

be pre-determined. It has to be analysed on its own terms, 
ie., with reference to its conditions of existence. On this 

basis, one cannot explain politics or any other element ranged 
in the superstructure by simple reference to the economic pro

duction of material life. Although a Marxist theory of poli

tics and of ideology in general has the economy as its ul
timate point of reference (as the basis from which there is 

... The Hegelian totality is (the) basis for the integral 
humanism of Marxist social science' (J. O'Neill, Telos 22, 
p. 167). No more need be said, as we are all too f3.ITliliar 
with the many variations of this theme. 

99rt is the great merit of Althusser not only to have 
made a cogent argument for this point, but to have theorised 
the concept of this methodological principle of complexity, 
viz. the invariance of a 'structure-in-dominance' within the 
complex variations of the social whole whose contradictions 
are 'overdetermined'. Althusser's concept, derived from a 
close reading of Marx's mature writings, is reflected in 
Marx's formulation of a new series of unprecedented concepts. 
Where previous philosophies of history spoke of man, econo
mic subject, need, system of needs, civil society, alienation, 
theft, injustice, mind, freedom -- where they even spoke of 
'society' -- Marx begins to speak of modes of production, 
productive forces, relations of production, social formation, 
infra-structure, ideologies, classes, class struggle, etc. 

http:relations).99
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no escape, and which constitutes the centre of Marx's his

torical research) it is based on an empirical investigation 

and scientific analysis of the objective conditions of a 

class struggle. All of Marx's later research -- the basis 
for various histories (cf. the conjunctures of 1848, 1851, 

1871) and for a general theory of the capitalist system -
espouse the principle of such an analysis, and, at the same 
time (indeed as a result) establish the basis for a new 

h ·1 h 100p i osop y. 

Although we have in this study opened up rather 

than settled the question of this philosophy, our general 

conclusion -- that in his scientific approach to the study 
of history (and despite Engels' avowals to the contrary) 
Marx does not drink at the same source as Hegel, namely the 

philosophic problematic of German Idealism -- at least tells 
us where to look (or, to be precise, where not to look): the 
search for Marx's philosophy, the system of its basic princi

ples, should be directed not to his Early Works, but rather 

to his Mature Works. 

lOOAlthusser has attempted to outline some of the 
basics of such a philosophy, which, after the tradition of 
Engels' interpretation, he still calls 'dialectical ma
terialism' (cf. in particular, Althusser's revised concept 
in Lenin and Philosophy). Colletti has pointed out -- and 
we absolutely agree with him on this point -- that Althus
ser's retention of the traditional concept of Marxist 
philosophy is fraught with ambiguities and confusion 
(cf. Colletti's interview with NLR -- No. 86: July-August 
1974). The problem, as Colletti points out, and as evidenced 
by the serious divergence and open debate within Marxism, is 
very much up in the air. 
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