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Abstract

This study of Katl Marx’s pre-1844 writings atgues that the crucial link between his
‘mature’ social theory and preceding philosophical traditions lies in the elaboration in
these early texts of what is here termed a ‘political epistemology’. This can be
summarised as a critique of laws and social institutions which treats them as human
beings’ operative conceptualisations of their practical interdependence. It is on the basis
of this implicit equation that Marx transposes the terms of German Idealist investigations
of consciousness and knowledge into an original analysis of political power and social
conflict.

The historical and philosophical background to this idea of a ‘political
epistemology’ is sketched through a consideration of the neo-Scholastic rationalism of
the eighteenth century, the ctritical idealism of Kant, and the post-Kantian idealism of
Fichte, Schelling and Hegel. Marx’s student writings provide evidence of the importance
of key post-Kantian themes and problems in shaping his early intellectual outlook.
Marx’s political journalism of 1842-3 takes forward these epistemological issues into an
engagement with the social antagonisms of Vormdrg Prussia. Finally, Marx’s 1843 critique
of Hegel is re-interpreted, not as an outright rejection of the post-Kantian project, but as
an attempt to refound it upon new ground, with the aim of realising more adequately its
original principle of understanding human experience and activity as radically self-
determining.

In conclusion it is proposed that a reading of Marx that attends carefully to his
redeployment of post-Kantian arguments will help us to make clearer sense of the
complex theorisations of society, history, and economy developed in his later writings.
Such an interpretation suggests that Marx’s central concern remains one of realising a
self-conscious and self-determining collective agency in society, and an epistemologically
informed diagnosis of the unbridgeable oppositions and illusory misrecognitions that

result from the obstruction of this practical goal.
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Introduction

1. Missed connections? Karl Marx and political philosophy

Marx is something of a ‘dead dog’ within political philosophy today. Even those who
would acknowledge his continuing importance to contemporary political and social issues
(his relevance to the academic discussions and real practical conflicts generated by
‘globalisation’ is frequently noted) might suspect the philosophical intetest of his writing to
have been exhausted. We have seen the dissolution of the “‘Western Marxist’ tradition,
that vast industry of intensive Marxological scholarship and commentary that spanned
nations and decades, but which seemed by the end of the twentieth century to have
largely run its course.! Even if the startlingly rapid eclipse of the gteat continental schools
of Marxian theory had more to do with the fate of the political movements, communist
and new left, with which they wete always closely, though rarely easily, involved, surely
we would think that all those seminal and fiercely contested debates, with theit armies of
disciples on either side, had by then talked the subject to death.

Within the sphere of Anglophone political philosophy Marx’s fate seems less tied
up with that of figures such as Lukacs, Adorno, Althusser or Della Volpe (whose
influence was only ever fleetingly and indirectly felt on the margins of the discipline, if at
all) than with the careers of a well-known group of writers once grouped under the
banner of ‘Analytical Matxism’. Originally driven by a vision of a2 modernised Marxism
cleansed of its nineteenth century anachronisms and raised to the idiom of contemporary
Anglo-American philosophy and social science, none of the key individuals in this group
are today practising anything that could be desctibed as ‘Marxism’ in any usefully
discriminatory sense. It is still these figures who most contemporary students of the
discipline would point to as examples of ‘Marxists’, and sheir effective abandonment
(even if not always explicit renunciation) of the pursuit seems to tell us all we need to

know about it.2 Excise the dialectical sophistries, the methodologically dubious holisms

! For useful overviews see Anderson 1976 and 1983, and Jay 1984.

2 The chapter on ‘Marxism’ in Will Kymlicka’s Contemporary Political Philosophy is almost
entirely taken up with the discussion of ‘analytical’ Marxists who no longer practise the
trade. The recently published Second Edition finds barely any new references to add to
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and teleologies, and the confused equivocations over its own normative status, and it
seems that one is left only with a leftwing interpretation of liberal egalitarianism and a
collection of hypotheses about social class, historical change, and the tendencies of
capitalist economies, to be confirmed or refuted empitically in the same way as any
others that one might cate to propose.

This is ironic because, at the very same time, there has been an extraordinary
revival of philosophical interest in those same German thinkers whose influences on
Marx’s thought it had seemed so important to expunge.* Much of it driven by the
renaissance in normative philosophy consequent upon the publication of John Rawls’s
Theory of Justice, contemporary Anglo-American thinkers have increasingly found that the
more deeply they pursue debates such as that between liberalism and communitarianism,
and issues around public reasoning, motal agency, and cultural identity, the more they are
led back to the uniquely powerful and sophisticated exploration of similar issues by Kant
and Hegel (one thinks particularly of writers such as Christine Korsgaard, Onora O’Neill,
Allen Wood, Chatles Taylor, and Robert Hardimon). This trend has coincided and
productively dovetailed with a new wave of rigorous and illuminating English language
scholarship on the German Idealist movement manifested in the work of people such as
Karl Ameriks, Henry Allison and Paul Guyer on Kant, and Henry S. Harris, Robert
Pippin and Terry Pinkard on Hegel. As the astonishing richness and complexity of this
extraordinary conjuncture in the development of modern philosophical inquiry — ‘a
- cultural phenomenon whose stature and influence has been frequently compared to

nothing less than the golden age of Athens’, notes Karl Ameriks® — is brought home to

the chapter from the twelve years since first publication, and all of these feature as
specifically non-Marxist efforts to develop left or socialist arguments from alternative
philosophical resources. Kymlicka 2002.

31 should make clear that while I may have criticisms of some of this wotk I by no
means wish to dismiss it as misguided and worthless, only to suggest that it has
prematurely diverted attention away from the task of trying to ‘make sense’ of those
aspects of Marx’s thought that less easily fit current intellectual paradigms.

4] allow myself the term ‘German Idealism’ as a convenient and widely recognised
shorthand to denote, loosely, a group of influential thinkers (primarily Kant, Fichte,
Schelling and Hegel) and the concepts and issues that they shared and debated with each
other. I do not mean to ptesume that ‘Idealism’ can in this context be straightforwardly
defined, certainly not in a way that holds good for all of these thinkers throughout all

their careers.

5 Ameriks 2000, p. 1.
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us afresh, some have begun to suggest that its importance and interest may go beyond
that of an intellectual histotian’s minotity putsuit in the normal division of academic
labour. Thus Terry Pinkard has summated the ‘legacy of idealism’ as “a set of some of the
deepest and more thorough reflections of what it could mean for us to be free both
individually and collectively under the inescapable conditions of human plurality’.$ And

Robert Pippin has argued that

much of the controversy about philosophical modernism, antimodetrnism, and
postmodernism can still be profitably formulated within the framework first
proposed in the Getman Idealist version of modernism, especially in Kantian
and Hegelian discussions, especially in their discussions of agency, self-

determination, and rationality...”

The present study is premised upon an enthusiastic endotsement of such
assessments, and attempts to effect an important extension: that this tevival should
suggest and inform a new engagement with the thought of Marx, by virtue of his
intellectual proximity to this movement, and on account of his searching and
transformative application of its theoretical constructions to emetging political and social
questions of his age — questions of interdependence and collective agency, of relations of
power and market exchange — that remain today the most fundamental questions of our
own. I do not mean by this to put the philosophers of Idealism ‘back in their place’ as
mere prologues to Marxism and foils to its glorious development, a place to which they
were traditionally consigned by more celebratory natratives of Marxism’s emergence.8

Marx had very little to say directly about consciousness, knowledge, subjectivity,

6 Pinkard 2002, p. 367.

7 Pippin 1997a, p. 5. A similar return to source may be underway in more continentally
orientated discussions. Slavoj Zizek, his interest driven by the problems of post-
structuralist and psycho-analytic theory, has asserted that ‘the notion of modern
subjectivity elaborated by the great German Idealists from Kant to Hegel ... forms the
unsurpassable horizon of our philosophical expetience.” Zizek 1999b, p. ix.

8 A recent new entry in the butrgeoning literature of Hegel commentary suggests: ‘At first
largely motivated by the quest for the otigins of Marx’s project, this revival of interest has
begun to focus on Hegel in his own right, and one with perhaps something more
profound to offer than Marx.” Franco 1999, p. ix. I certainly think Hegel should be
regarded as a profound thinker in his own right; I don’t think this need mean reducing
Marx to the status of a pale imitator.

10
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rationality, and certainly nothing remotely as developed ot complex as the discussions of
his more philosophically-minded predecessots who remain in this tespect unsurpassed.
Nor do I wish to overplay Marx’s innovation in catrying the epistemological concepts
and arguments developed by the idealists forward into the social and political domain —
as I will set out in what follows, such an extension is at least implicit in Kant and was
elaborated in some detail by Hegel. But my claim is that Marx picked up these insights
and suggestions and ran with them (so far and so fast, indeed, that their otigins quickly
disappeared from view in his writing) and with these tools began to develop an analysis
of modern politics and the market society that went way beyond anything envisioned by
Kant or Hegel, not least because they could only glimpse these newly emergent historical
realities within the span of their lifetimes.

At the other end of this intellectual journey is the unique and radical social theory
found in Marx’s monumental Capital, and an accompanying practical commitment to a
communist political ideal. And here I must make an important qualification to my
opening suggestion that Marx is no longer being read philosophically today. For there
has been, concurrently with the revival of interest in Kant and Hegel and sutviving the
fate of analytical and continental schools of Marx intetpretation, an ongoing project of
investigation into the presuppositions of Marx’s mature critique of political economy,
and particularly its relation to the thought of Hegel, carried out by English language
scholars, that has made major advances in understanding in recent years.? The present
study is very much inspired and informed by this fascinating body of literature and hopes
in its way to contribute a small addition to it. The problem is not that such work is not
being undertaken, but that it is litle known to anyone without a central interest in Marx’s
thought. My suggestion is that the revival of serious interest in the idealism of Kant and
Hegel and its value for thinking through problems of moral, political and social theory
should naturally follow through into precisely this sort of investigation of the relation of
Marx’s social thought to the philosophical debates from which he emerged. But for most
people the connection has yet to be made. Part of the reason why this work does not

receive the attention it deserves stems, I suspect, from the fact that most of it begins with

9 I have in mind the work of writers such as Chris Arthur, Patrick Murray, Tony Smith,
Geert Reuten, and others. A useful introduction to this new literature is given in the
opening chapter of Arthur 2002. Representative selections can be found in Moseley (ed)
1993, and Moseley and Campbell (eds) 1997.

11
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two feet already inside Marx’s theoretical project and as a result can seem rather a
scholastic pursuit to anyone approaching from more standard intellectual starting points.
One of the most interesting debates within this literature, for example, concerns whether
‘Capital’ follows a logic of ‘Essence’ or the logic of ‘the Concept’.1® Few would view this
as the most burning issue in political philosophy and social theory today (though my
" contention is that perhaps mote should). Most obviously, as has long been recognised,
_ there is no standard disciplinary category to which Marx’s mature theory obviously
belongs and it tends to appear as a matginal trespasser at the boundaties of political
theory, economics, sociology, and history. This, of course, is due to an ambitiously global
intent that transcends familiar disciplinary boundaries — an agenda I am not
unsympathetic to. But one needs to show how we get there from here — and one of my
aims here is to stake out one possible route, the one that can be discerned in the texts of
Marx’s eatliest intellectual development.

So the present study aims to provide the beginnings of a bridge between two
bodies of literature and ongoing projects of intellectual inquiry: that concerning the
political lessons of the German Idealist movement, and that concerning the philosophical
dimensions of Marx’s ‘mature’ writings. It aims to do so by providing a clear and
sensitive reconstruction of how the former issued into the latter — that is, how Marx’s
thought, as exhibited in the writings of his earliest adult years, progressed from an
inaugural encounter with the dilemmas and historical predicament of German Idealism,
via an energetic engagement with the political and social questions of his day, through to
the first formulation of the new research agenda (historical materialism and the critique
of political economy) and practical political project (tevolutionary communism) with
which his name would become identified.

The hinge in this development, I am proposing, is Marx’s deployment in these
writings of what I call a ‘political epistemology’ — roughly summarised, an approach to
political institutions and ‘subject positions’ which treats them as human beings’ practical
conceptualisations of theit material interdependence. This is not a presupposition that
Marx ever makes explicit as 2 methodological principle, and it may well be that it
operated at such a tacit level in his thought that he would not have immediately

recognised it as here articulated. But my basic argument in what follows is that this is a

10 See Murray 1993, Smith 1993b.

12
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conception which has a firm basis in the German Idealist discussions within which Marx
was immersed, and that it can take us a long way toward making sense of and rendeting

coherent much that otherwise remains obscure and disparate in these early writings, and
indeed in later ones. Attempting to demonstrate this will be the ptimary task of the

chapters ahead. But the basic coinage pethaps calls for a little preliminaty explanation.

2. The idea of a political epistemology

The starting point for the discussion that follows are some striking and highly suggestive
appearances at various points in these eatly writings, of a particular philosophical version
of a very old analogy in the history of political thought.!! The analogy is that between the
state, as a collective political entity, and the individual knowing subject. The particular
terms through which this analogy is articulated in Marx’s eatly texts are those provided
by the philosophy of German Idealism. Thus Marx discusses the problems and conflicts
of the modern state in terms that parallel, and at times explicitly invoke, philosophical
discussions of the limitations and paradoxes of the finite subject. And, by extension, his
aspiration to a political project that in some sense reaches beyond or abolishes the
division between state and society seems then to parallel the philosophical seatch for a
philosophical standpoint that transcends or revokes the primozrdial split between subject
and object — and, perhaps, leads to similar difficulties and dilemmas.

Reflection on the possible basis for drawing such a connection suggests the
possibility that, in cettain respects, this is not just a matter of superficial analogy but in
some sense an zdentity, and that this identity forms one of the most basic organising
assumptions of Marx’s political thought in this period. What this means is that in these:
texts Marx critiques political forms precisely as more or less adequate embodiments of

human beings’ operative conceptualisations of their practical interdependence in society,

11 A recent ctitical survey of this analogy is given in Neocleous 2003, who observes the
modern prevalence of ‘a set of rhetorical tropes centred on the idea of the mind, such as
“reason” and “intelligence’ that show how ‘the statist tendency in political thought has
imagined the state as a necessary mechanism for human knowledge and, moreover, a
knowing subject in itself’. Neocleous does touch on Hegel and Marx, but does not
explote in any depth the philosophical arguments involved in making such a link, tending
to see the analogy as a rhetorical device serving simply to legitimise domination.

13
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and that as such, philosophical frameworks and vocabulaties developed by German
Idealist thinkers for the analysis of knowledge and consciousness are directly applicable
to them. This presumption of identity can be broken down into the following rough and

schematic steps:

1 The necessary structure of the knowing subject will in important respects be
_paralleled in the necessary structure of the acting agent. This is not to say
(necessatily) that either reduces to the othet, nor that there are not important
differences in their status and application. Conclusions about one do not
automatically extend to the other. But certain elements and logical

relationships are the same in both.

2 The necessary structure of the individual agent will at the same time be the
necessary structure of any collective agency. This again does not necessarily
mean that the transition from one to the other is straightforward, nor that
there could be such a thing as a ‘collective agency’ that is in no important
respects different from ‘individual’ agents. But to the extent that individual
agents can act ‘together’, towards shared or agreed ‘ends’ and on the basis of
shared or agreed understandings of their situation, there are important
respects in which they will be replicating the structure of individual agency on

a collective or interpersonal level.

3 The structures of collective agency constitute the fundamental or immanent
logic of actually existing political institutions and social forms. For it is
through these institutions and forms that individuals seek to realise a
collective agency, to act together, in however limited or expansive a sense.
This is a legitimate charactetisation and starting point for analysis irrespective
of how the agents concerned think about or describe these institutions and
forms. Its theotetical putchase depends rather on how successfully we have

identified the real nature and preconditions of their agency.
My claim is that this series of theoretical ‘simultaneous equations’ (structure of knowing

subject = structure of acting agent = structure of collective agency = ‘inner logic’ of

political institutions) unpacks a key premise of Marx’s thought in this period, and can

14
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help us to understand why he talks about things in the way that he does, and maybe even
helps to explain some of the conclusions he artives at. But, as I have said, not only does
Marx never spell this out in so many words, and at most points to it only fleetingly and
obliquely, I would not want to claim that this is even necessarily something that he
consciously entertained or worked through in his own mind at the time. So what, then,
would be the justification or status of my asctiption of this conception to him? There ate
two points to make in response to this question.

Firstly, I think that the chain of reasoning I have sketched does begin to resemble
some arguments that were accumulated through the course of the development of the
German Idealist tradition (even if in never so linear a form), and became part of the
common philosophical heritage that Marx and his generation of thinkers took up, even if
by this time they were barely conscious, sedimented assumptions in the very language of
philosophical and political debate. Thus, to pick through this story very quickly, it is clear
that important elements of Kant’s epistemology carried over into his moral philosophy,
such that theoretical consciousness and practical freedom were talked about in similar
and often isomorphic terms, and the ‘unity of reason’ in some way encompassed them
both.!? Furthermore, it is at least arguable that Kant’s transcendental account of the
universal and necessary structures of subjectivity and agency has no particular anchorage
in empirical individuals and can be taken to describe the structure of a supra-individual
subjectivity that we all, insofar as we are rational beings, participate in;!® certainly this is

what Kant’s immediate successors quickly began to argue.!* And finally, it has been

12 qI require that the critique of a pure practical reason, if it is to be carried through
completely, be able at the same time to present the unity of practical with speculative
teason in a common principle, since there can, in the end, be only one and the same
teason, which must be distinguished merely in its application’. Kant 1785, p. 5, 4:392.

13 As Warten Breckman notes, ‘A tension between the concepts of “subject” and
“person” began to appear once it was recognized that even if Kant himself conceived the
subject as a conscious and autonomous human individual, in truth the concept of the
subject per se says nothing about the particular identity of the subject ... Hence the ease
with which post-Kantian philosophers could extend Kant’s epistemological argument
about the subject from the conscious human “I” to “God” or “Absolute Spirit”.”
Breckman 1999, pp. 11-12.

14 See for example Schelling 1975a, pp. 86-99: “Thete cannot possibly be more than one I
... the I is absolutely one ... the pute I is the same everywhere, I is everywhere = 1.” This is
given a sociological spin in Fichte 1794, p. 159: ‘If all men could be perfect, if they could
achieve their highest and final goal, then they would be totally equal to each other. They
would constitute but one single subject...’

15
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persuasively argued that Hegel’s philosophies of politics and culture turn fundamentally
upon an exploration of what might follow from that universal subjectivity’s socio-
historical embodiment, as what he termed ‘objective Spirit [Geis/]’ — ot, to choose a mote
clumsy but perhaps more illuminating translation, ‘objectified, socialised, mindedness’.
Thus Terry Pinkard has desctibed the project of the Phenomenology to shift the basic
epistemological task away from constructing metaphysical theoties about how our
representations might possibly match up with the world toward one in which the basic
issue comes to be how we have come to /ake ourselves as being the agents that we have
come to be’, so that ‘a wide variety of things, ranging from the rituals involved in Greek
religious cults to the French Revolution, are in fact best undetstood as forms of
knowledge’.!> This extraordinarily imaginative extension of the epistemological analysis
to a wide variety of social and cultural phenomena means that its original terms quickly
become buried amid a plethora of legitimate redescriptions, to a point where it is almost
lost from sight and pethaps should no longer be thought of as privileged. But as
commentators such as Pinkard have shown, a refreshed awareness of the original role of
the epistemological inquiry can be essential to rendering the strange idiom of Hegel’s
concrete socio-historical analyses lucid, and indeed newly plausible.16

This leads on to the second prong of my defence of the notion of a ‘political
epistemology’ in Marx’s writings. For even if it is not the way Marx might have chosen to
explain his premises and procedures, I want to suggest that it is the best way into an
understanding of his thought for us today. This is because it aims to unpack and explain
tacit premises and conceptual connections which were embedded in the theoretical
discourse of Marx’s day but which are less familiar to a contemporary readership. The
path by which German philosophy found its way to this particular and peculiar mode of
social and political inquiry duting the late eighteenth and eatly nineteenth century is also

15 Pinkard 1994, p. 22, p. 20. See also Pippin 1989, p. 80, where it is suggested that
Hegel’s distinctive philosophical project took off where he translated his original search
for ‘a way to overcome existentially [the individual’s] alienation or difference from God
and the religious community’ (set out in the eatly ‘theological’ writings) into ‘an analysis
of the implications of Kant’s transcendental unity of apperception’.

16 Pinkard stresses, against hitherto more common readings of Hegel in the English
literature, this ‘epistemic’ dimension of Geisz, which he says ‘denotes for Hegel not a
metaphysical entity but a fundamental relation among persons that mediates their se/f-
conscionsness, a way in which people reflect on what they have come to take as
authoritative for themselves’. Pinkard 1994, p. 9.
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the path by which we now need to find our way back to it. This has particular relevance
to any readership produced by an Anglophone philosophical tradition which never fully
took on board the Kantian critique of empiticism, certainly never took vety seriously the
wider uses to which his Idealist successors put it,!7 and in consequence has I think never
really been able to make sense of Marx’s proclaimed ‘materialism’, his notion of ‘human
nature’, and the status of his critique of political economy as “social science’. (I think this
may also be why many people had such difficulty coming to grips with the schools of
continental Marxism, who dealt in a philosophical discourse that was in impottant
respects built on post-Kantian ideas and arguments, even if these were now transformed
beyond recognition.)!® So while my headline claim that we need to undetstand how
Marx’s early thought was formed by the legacy of German Idealism may sound like
rather old news, my claim in its boldest form would be that we never really got to the
bottom of this relationship, nor thought through its far-reaching consequences.
Confirmation of such a claim might be that a reconstruction along the lines I am
suggesting does indeed generate some new conclusions about elements of Marx’s later
thought that have long seemed contradictory or confusing. I indicate what I think some
of these might be in the concluding chapter.

But the bulk of my discussion is taken up with those eatly texts where I think we
can see this idea come into play in its freshest form, and where I think we can gain a

clearer view of it relatively free from its entanglements with questions of economics,

17.0f course the ‘Anglo’ vs ‘Continental’ schema is a crude one that admits endless
exceptions, from the British Idealists to the Austrian positivists, but to the extent that
there have been broad divisions in the course of modern philosophy, Kant and his
successors have seemed to many to mark a decisive fork in the road.

18 For an excellent if symptomatic review of these encounters see Callinicos 1985.
Although showing an insightful awareness of these differences of philosophical tradition
(‘Kant to Hegel’ versus ‘Kant to Frege’), and making an enterprising and valuable attempt
to mediate them, I think this discussion too gets into difficulties when claiming, for
example, that ‘Marx made it amply plain in Capztal that he regarded himself as engaged in
precisely the same enterprise as natural scientists, namely that of penetrating beneath the
surface appearances of things to reveal the inner structure of reality’ (p. 101); or that
historical materialism is ‘concerned with identifying the hidden structures underlying the
conscious behaviour or individuals’ — structures which must then be understood in non-
intentional ways (p. 105); or that the notion of commodity fetishism must be rejected
because it ‘presumes the possibility of immediate knowledge’ and implies a heretically
non-materialist identification of ‘social relations with forms of consciousness’ (pp. 131-
3). I return to some of these issues in the final chapter.
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class, and history. Before proceeding a brief review of what is already known about and

has already been said of this material is in otrder.

3. ‘Marx before Marxism’

- For most people, ‘the eatly Marx’ is the Marx of 1844, ‘labour’ and ‘alienation’ and
communism as ‘the tiddle of history solved’. The writings that lead up to this first
formulation of a recognisably ‘Marxist’ project make up a relatively unknown and under-
examined segment of his corpus. Nevertheless, his historical and intetnational
significance has ensured that few aspects of his life and work remain wholly unfamiliar
and have not been subject to some scholarly attention. Many people will know that Karl
Marx began his university studies with the intention of following his father into law, and
came out at the end with a doctoral dissertation on ancient Greek atomism,; that finding
the path to an academic career blocked he turned to journalism, and earned a name for
himself with some sharp writing in defence of press freedom; that following the
suppression of his newspaper he spent his honeymoon grappling with the final
paragraphs of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right. The story of ‘Marxism’ proper then begins with
his subsequent emigration to Paris that brought him into contact with the French
workers” movement, and (via Engels) the writings of the English political economists,
issuing in the first recognisably ‘Marxist’ synthesis of these elements, the ‘Economic and
Philosophical Manusctipts’ of 1844, the centrepiece of what are still customarily thought
of as ‘the Early Writings’. More generally, most people have an idea that Marx began his
intellectual life as some kind of Young Hegelian’, and that he eventually arrived at ‘the
materialist conception of history’ by in some sense ‘inverting’ this philosophical

paradigm.

The canonical accounts

The first classic account of this period in Marx’s life was provided by Marx himself, in
the famous and much-quoted Preface to the 1859 Contribution to the Critique of Political

Economy, a narrative of the birth of historical materialism that would achieve canonical

status within the Marxist tradition:
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Although I studied jurisprudence, I pursued it as a subject subordinated to
philosophy and history. In the year 1842-3, as editor of the Rbeinische Zeitung, 1
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 official polemic started by Herr
von Schaper, then Oberprisident of the Rhine Province, against the Rhbeinische
Zeitung about the condition of the Moselle peasantry, and finally the debates on
free trade and protective tarrifs caused me in the first instance to tutn my
attention to economic questions. ... When the publishers of the Rbeinische Zeitung
conceived the illusion that by a more compliant policy on the part of the paper it
might be possible to secure the abrogation of the death sentence passed on it, I
eagerly grasped the opportunity to withdraw from the public stage to my study.
The first work which I undertook to dispel the doubts assailing me was a
critical re-examination of the Hegelian philosophy of law; the introduction to this
work being published in the Deutsch-Frangdsische Jabrbiicher issued in Paris in 1844.
My inquiry led me to the conclusion that neither legal relations nor political
forms could be comprehended whether by themselves or 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, following
the example of English and French thinkers of the eighteenth century, embraces
within the term ‘civil society’; that the anatomy of this civil society, however, has

to be sought in political economy.!?

Following this account, and perhaps equally influential in shaping the self-understanding
of the Marxist tradition, was Frederick Engels’ Lxdwig Fenerbach and the End of Classical
German Philosophy (1888),20 which defined the philosophical pedigree of Marxism against

the dissolution of the ‘Hegelian school’ and the transcendence of Idealism.

... the doctrine of Hegel, taken as a whole, left plenty of room for giving shelter
to the most diverse practical party views. And in the theoretical Germany of that

time, two things above all were practical: religion and politics ... Towards the end

19 Marx 1859, pp. 424-5.
20 Engels 1888.
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of the thirties, the cleavage in the school became more and mote apparent ...
when in 1840, orthodox pietism and absolutist feudal reaction ascended the
throne with Frederick William IV, open partisanship became unavoidable. The
fight was still carried on with philosophical weapons, but no longer for abstract
philosophical aims. It turned directly on the destruction of traditional religion and
of the existing state ... in the Rhbeinische Zeitung of 1842 the Young Hegelian
school revealed itself directly as the philosophy of the aspiting radical bourgeoisie
and used the meagte cloak of philosophy only to deceive the censotship ...

... the main body of the most determined Young Hegelians was, by the
practical necessities of its fight against positive religion, dtiven back to Anglo-
French matetialism. This brought them into contact with the system of their
school ... Then came Feuetbach’s Essence of Christianity. With one blow it
pulverised the contradiction, in that without circumlocutions it placed
matetialism on the throne again ... The spell was broken; the ‘system’ was
exploded and cast aside, and the contradiction, shown to exist only in our
imagination, was dissolved. 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 Feuetrbachians.?!

But Engels influentially distinguished the trajectory of Marxism (and its superiority to
Feuerbach’s project) by its taking over to ‘the materialist standpoint’ the ‘revolutionary

side’ of Hegel, his ‘dialectical method’.

We again took a materialistic view of the thoughts in our heads, regarding them
as images of real things instead of regarding the real things as images of this or
that stage of the Absolute Concept. Thus dialectics reduced itself to the science
of the general laws of motion, both of the external world and of human thought
— two sets of laws which are identical in substance, but differ in their expression
in so far as the human mind can apply them consciously, while in nature and also
up to now for the most part in human history, these laws assert themselves

unconsciously, in the form of external necessity, in the midst of an endless series

2t Engels 1988, pp. 15-17.
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of seeming accidents. Thereby the dialectic of concepts itself became merely the
conscious reflex of the dialectical motion of the real world and thus the dialectic
of Hegel as turned over; or rather, turned off its head, on which it was standing,

and placed upon its feet.22

It is not only because they vividly set the scene for the more detailed investigation to
follow, that these summaries are worth quoting at such length. They also must be taken
setiously as first-hand accounts of the development of Marx’s distinctive intellectual and
political project — so that, even if we judge them to be inadequate or perhaps even
problematic (as may be the case with Engels’ reconstruction), our own version of events
must at least be such that we can plausibly imagine how it may have given tise to such

reconstructions. And this is what I will hope to do in what follows.

The ‘mythology of doctrines’

During the twentieth century more texts of this period became generally available
(including, crucially, Marx’s critical notes on Hegel from 1843), and more extended
English language studies, beginning with David McLellan’s Marx Before Marxism (1970),23
have been concerned with filling out the details of this biographical narrative, and
providing piecemeal summaties of the extant texts.?* As such they have provided
invaluable introductory surveys of the terrain and frequently throw up important insights,
some of which are taken up in the discussion that follows.

Where there has been an attempt to form a more overall assessment of their
political and philosophical content, however, this has often been distorted by an

overriding concern to determine whether at a given point in his youth Marx was ‘still’ an

22 Engels 1888, pp. 38-9.
23 McLellan 1970.

24 General overviews and discussions of Marx’s pre-1844 writings are found in Adams
1940; O’Malley 1967; McGovern 1970; Howard 1972; van Leeuwen 1972 and 1975;
Hunt 1974; Rubel 1975; Mewes 1976; Draper 1977; Teeple 1984; Kain 1988; Berki 1990.
Others that focus on specific texts within this period are cited as they arise in the
chapters that follow.
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idealist or ‘already’ a materialist,25 as having ‘gone beyond’ liberalism or ‘not yet’ come to
communism.? The result can be a peculiar vatiant of what Quentin Skinner diagnosed
‘the mythology of doctrines’ in the historiography of political thought, wheteby a past
writer is expected to have a definite position on what now seem to us to be the most
important issues and debates, and their writings are searched for temarks or clues as to
what that position might be.?’ In the case of Marx studies we have often had an
individualised version of what Skinner describes as ‘the endless debate — almost wholly
semantic, though posing as empitical — about whether a given idea may be said to have
“really emerged” at a given time’.?8 Quite apart from the problematically teleological
presumption of such schemas, I suspect that any attempt to petiodise Marx’s thought in
such broad terms (‘idealism’ and ‘matetialism’, ‘liberalism’ and ‘communism’) cannot
begin to accommodate the complexity of the philosophical and political debates in which
he is enmeshed, and moreover can set us on a false trail of trying to reconstruct an
underlying philosophical or political ‘position’ or allegiance behind the concepts and

arguments that are actually deployed in the texts under study.? It is true that the

25 See especially Teeple 1984. Heinz Lubasz recognises that Marx shows little interest in
declaring himself a philosophical idealist or matetialist in his eatly articles, but then seems
to conclude from this that Marx’s philosophical background played little role in his
empirical inquities — but the point is that philosophical discussions were not yet being
conducted in these terms, and the deep involvement of most radical intellectuals, Marx
plainly included, with what we know now as ‘German Idealism’ did #o# of itself preclude
an interest in empirical investigation of nature and society, as Hegel’s lifetime interests
amply demonstrate. Lubasz 1976, p. 26.

26 Hunt 1974; Draper 1977.

27 Skinner 1969, pp. 32-36. Engels may have been a bad influence here, with his
insistence that there is only one ‘great basic question of all philosophy’ which splits all
philosophets in history into the ‘two great camps’ of idealism and matetialism, a
pronouncement that might have been calculated to make Skinner blanch. Engels 1888,
pp. 19-20.

28 Skinner 1969, p. 35.

2 Though he may seem to many the most nototious offender, I would actually exclude
Louis Althusser from these strictures. Whatever one may think of his own petiodisations
of Marx’s early thought (and I think we must now find them too simple) his demand of a
‘symptomatic reading’ of the theoretical ‘problematic’ governing a text and its synchronic
relations to an ‘ideological field’ were intended precisely to cotrect against the temptation
to read Marx’s eatly works in the ‘future anterior’ by comparing them always against the
‘goals’ of his subsequent development. See Althusser 1961, pp. 51-71 especially. For his
classification of Marx’s eatly texts into a Kantian-Fichtean ‘liberal rationalist’ stage (from
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distribution of labels and the drawing of dividing lines is a practice encouraged by the
later polemical engagements of Marx and Engels themselves, for whom a clear and
combative identification as ‘materialist’ and ‘communist’ was an important and politically
productive gesture. But at the time of writing the texts we are here concerned with (that
is, up until 1844 at the eatliest), it is pretty clear that Marx did nof think that whether one
was an ‘idealist’ or a ‘materialist’, a ‘liberal’ ot a ‘communist’, were the most important
questions of the day; that it was 7oz his primary intention in these texts to work out and
set forth his position in response to them; and indeed that these questions would barely
have posed themselves to him in these tetms at all. Even if these are questions which in
part motivate our inquiry, this is precisely because the very natute of Marx’s mature
‘materialism’ and the ultimate content of his conception of ‘communism’ has remained
so unclear and contested, so that it makes no sense to return to his eatly writings with
these categories in hand as if their meaning wete simple and settled.

More difficult questions arise when we consider Marx’s relationships with othet
key thinkers of his generation and of the philosophical tradition he engaged with —
questions which clearly were of immediate concern to him during the petiod we will be
looking at. There is no doubt that it did seem very important to Marx and his
contemporaries to know where one stood in relation to Kant, Hegel, Plato, Aristotle, and
all the rest, but despite the fact that these texts are littered with explicit declarations of
allegiance and opposition and pronouncements on such thinkers’ true significance, the
question of ‘influences’ on Marx’s early thought remains an area in which there is little
agreement. Here there are two important ways in which the unwitting historical
patrochialism warned against by Skinner can manifest itself. One is the attempt to find in
Marx statements which resonate with our own model of what another thinker stands for,
such as Kant’s ‘universalism’, or Hegel’s ‘dialectic’, or Aristotle’s ‘essentialism’, which
come nowhere near to accommodating the complexity, diversity and ambiguity of the
thought of these writers, their relations to one another, and the many ways in which
these writers might be been read by Marx.* In drawing such comparisons and
connections the more cautious route is also the more interesting and productive:

remaining at the level of specific texts, concepts and arguments, and sticking to cases

1840-42) and Feuerbachian ‘communalist’ stage (from 1843) see Althusser 1964, pp. 223-
27.

30 This is a practice which particulatly hampers the discussion in Kain 1988, for example.
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were it can plausibly be supposed that a reference is consciously intended ot a usage

consciously deployed.3!

The tacit dimension’

At the same time, however, I want to suggest that there is another perspectival illusion
that needs to be checked — that as well as making too much of supetficial similarities, we
may overlook or lose sight of deeper interconnections. I have in mind the key premises
and paradigms which make up what Albert Hirschmann has called the ‘tacit dimension’
in the history of ideas — ‘propositions and opinions shared by a group and so obvious to
it that they are never fully or systematically articulated’.32 In what follows I will be
arguing that certain fundamental presuppositions and problems can be seen to frame and
inform the whole movement of post-Kantian thought in Germany and remain important
for understanding the construction of Marx’s distinctive ideas. I think a case can be made
that much of this framework was quite simply taken for granted in the texts and
discussions we will look at, and that while the elements of this paradigm would most
naturally strike us as ‘Kantian’ or ‘Hegelian’, it would have been seen by Marx and his
contemporaties as simply fundamental to modetn ‘philosophy’ or ‘science’, at the same
time as they wotked to differentiate themselves from the particular positions at which
Kant and Hegel arrived. Thete may indeed be somne ‘anxiety of influence’ at work here
particulatly so where we come to the intetrelations among various rival Young Hegelian
writers whose fierce competition for intellectual leadership of their movement produced

a shrill polemical atmosphere and pethaps a certain narcissism of small differences.?*

31 Catver 2000 makes a similar argument specifically with respect to Marx’s relation to
Hegel.

32 Hirschmann 1977, p. 69.

33 Joe McCarney has suggested, for example, that for circumstantial reasons Marx may
have overstated or exaggerated the nature of his philosophical break with Hegel, and I
think we have to at least consider the possibility of such a thing. McCarney 2000.

34 Zvi Rosen, for example, rejects the thought that there is any ‘affinity’ between Bruno
Bauer’s and Ludwig Feuerbach’s analyses of religion and that their ‘similarity’ is ‘external
and metely formal’, citing the fact that they publicly repudiated each other’s arguments in
response to attempts to lump them together. Rosen 1977, pp. 96-102. Certainly Young
Hegelian critiques of theology differed in important ways but I don’t think that should
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But my basic contention in what follows will be that beneath the cacophony of
sloganeering that characterised the Young Hegelian petiod there was a common project,
and that this can be understood as in part a return of the radical Kantian beginnings of
the German Idealist movement as it was conceived at the turn of the century by its key
founders, Schelling and Hegel. This recovered critical impulse was targeted against
Schelling’s turn to ‘positive’ philosophy, and what was increasingly seen as Hegel’s
(superficial or symptomatic) reconciliation with ‘positive’ religious and state institutions
in his later career. This is not to presume that this underlying project was simple to
define or sustain — just as its internal instabilities and ambiguities had led to the
breakdown of the original Idealist progtamme into opposed tendencies, so too the
Young Hegelian formation quickly fragmented into diverse political and intellectual
campaigns. But all these important philosophical and practical differences can best be
understood if we bear in mind that they arise from disputes about the adequate
formulation and realisation of what is at some level an initially shared project, not totally
disconnected visions created ex #ibilo. And this applies to Marx just as much as anyone

else.?

The young Marx and philosophy’

Of course it is Marx who, more than any other, transforms this philosophical project out
of all recognition, to a point where it appears as explicitly and insistently ans:-
philosophical. This trajectory has been the topic of 2 handful of more recent studies of
Marx’s emergence from the Young Hegelian movement: Harold Mah’s The End of
Philosophy and the Origin of Tdeology”: Karl Marx and the Crisis of the Y oung Hegelians (1987),

blind us to their common basis, recognised by John Toews (1980, p. 287) — a shared
starting point that moreover remains recognisably part of the German Idealist
problematic.

35 It is for this reason that I do not follow the common practice of investigating Marx’s
earliest writings in the context of a wider ‘ensemble’ study of several Young Hegelian
thinkers — as seen in, for example, McLellan 1969; Mah 1987; Breckman 1999;
Kouvelakis 2003. For the putposes of this study I am more interested in the continuities
of Marx’s thought with that of his idealist forbears than its differences with his various
contemporaties. This, along with the constraints of space, mean that figures such as
Bauer, Ruge and Feuerbach are largely confined to the margins of this discussion.
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Daniel Brudney’s Marx’s Attempt to Leave Philosophy (1988), and, by far the best of these,
Peter Osborne’s unpublished D.Phil thesis, The Carnival of Philosophy: Philosophy, Politics and
Science in Hegel and Marx (1988).36

Mah presents an ‘empirical phenomenology’ of the spititual journeys of Bruno
Bauer, Arnold Ruge and Karl Marx, and locates the origin of the modern concept of
‘ideology’ in their failure to make sense of their personal conflicts and the apparent
regression of the Prussian state within the terms of their adopted Hegelian worldview.
The consequences of this are taken to their farthest conclusion by Marx, who effectively
travels backwards along the road of Hegelian phenomenology to atrive at ‘the immediate,
sensuous world’ as the standpoint for a critique of all philosophy as compensating for
and justifying a deficient social reality by ‘creating a fantasy wotld of unity and
freedom’.3” Daniel Brudney’s discussion (which concentrates on Marx’s texts of 1844-6,
beyond our period, but interprets these in the light of a detailed reading of Feuerbach
and Bauer’s eatlier work) is premised on a very similar narrative of Marx’s disavowal of
philosophy, and diagnoses what he takes to be the deep problems of the resulting
position. Clearly taking his bearings from recent analytical discussions of Marx’s apparent
confusion over issues of human nature and normative moral stances, Brudney argues
that Marx’s anti-philosophical recourse to the empitical, the material, the everyday is in
conflict with an account of capitalist society as a self-mystifying social reality that can
only be criticised from the perspective of an independent standard of the good life for
humanity.38

Both these studies ate led astray, I want to suggest, by a too stark and simplistic
reading of the rejection by Marx and other Young Hegelians of their Idealist
philosophical heritage. Osborne’s highly illuminating discussion fares far better, I think,
for attending to the continuity in this development, finding in Marx’s oblique discussions
of the contemporary predicament of philosophy in the notes to his Doctoral Dissertation

the clue to a mote ‘dialectical’ account (the overused word is, in this context, quite

36 Mah 1987; Brudney 1998; Osborne 1988.
37 Mah 1987, pp. 41-2.

38 ‘Marx’s justificatory problem stems from his desire to condemn capitalism while he
both eschews the kind of abstract theory that claims to penetrate behind the appearances
(with respect to human nature) of ordinary life a7d asserts that in ordinary life what
human nature currently seems to be is quite different from what it actually is’. Brudney
1998, p. 19.
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