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Abstract “Rereading Marx” has become a major global event since the turn of the 21st
century. This is not a purely academic phenomenon; rather, it has profound socio-historical
roots and reflects the inherent demands of theoretical development. Rereading Karl Marx’s
writings in our new contemporary context requires a return to authoritative editions and
source documents. Such an approach must be grounded in textual and historical analysis,
integrating his basic tenets with the needs of the times. It is essential to clarify his inheritance
and transcendence of the Western intellectual tradition and to analyze his critique of
modern society alongside his exploration of a future one. This approach allows for a more
comprehensive, objective, and accurate understanding of his thought. Simultaneously,
this endeavor is conducive to the contemporary development of Marx’s thought and the

advancement of socialism with Chinese characteristics.
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1 The Necessity and Possibility of “Rereading and Reunderstanding Marx”
“Rereading and reunderstanding Marx” has become a major global event since the turn of
the 21st century. This is not a purely academic phenomenon; it has profound socio-historical
roots and reflects the inherent demands of theoretical development.

From an international perspective, the primary catalysts were the dissolution of the Soviet
Union and the dramatic change in Eastern Europe in the late 1980s and early 1990s, which
gave major impetus to this significant global event. The 70-year history of the Soviet Union
rewrote the course of human history, but its ultimate dissolution provoked a powerful reaction
in both the East and the West. In the West, this gave rise to arguments such as the “end of
history” thesis, which held that capitalism would henceforth dominate the world and that
Marxism and socialism were obsolete. This optimistic prediction has swiftly been invalidated
by the financial turmoil, economic recession, and social crises of the subsequent years,

which revealed that power and capital remain the significant forces shaping and dominating
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the contemporary world. As Karl Marx dedicated his life to the critique of capital, the
analytical force of his work once again demonstrates its contemporary relevance. In the East,
meanwhile, reflection on the international communist movement has also emerged, asking
what lessons the momentous events in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe offer and what
complex relationship exists between actually existing Marxism and Marx’s thought. This
has led to a series of conceptual distinctions: “Marx”—Marxism after Marx”—“Marx after
Marxism” (Rockmore 2000). This sequence clearly indicates that the Marxism that circulated
after his death does not correspond perfectly to his own thought. Consequently, returning to
the original texts and contexts to reunderstand Marx has become a fundamental consensus
within the international academic community and among those dedicated to contemplating
major social issues.

In China, at the outset of the profound social movement of reform and opening-up,
Deng Xiaoping, a pivotal figure in this process, made a particularly profound remark when
summarizing the past experiences and mistakes of the nation’s revolution and development:
“We had not been quite clear about what socialism is and what Marxism is” (Deng 1994,
141). Although Deng Xiaoping spoke from a political perspective, his earnest admonition
resonated deeply within Chinese academic circles. Scholars began to critically reflect on the
past pragmatic, utilitarian, and dogmatic attitudes toward Marxism, realizing that although
Marx is widely known to the majority, the understanding of his thought was largely based on
textbooks, with little direct knowledge of his original writings. Even when his classic works
were consulted, the common practice was to quote excerpts out of context, which severely
fragmented the integrity of his thought and damaged the reputation of Marxism.

Against this historical and contemporary backdrop, globalization has reached a critical
juncture. While socialism with Chinese characteristics has demonstrated vigorous vitality, the
world finds itself in an increasingly complex state of development. The past few years have
been disappointing on a global scale, revealing a severe dislocation between the operations
of nation-states and the lived experiences of ordinary people. Intricate problems have come
to the fore. Some major issues, while seemingly sudden, are in fact the result of years of
accumulation, and many novel phenomena, while appearing to emerge instantly, are in a
sense historical recurrences.

Whenever a widespread crisis emerges, Marx is invariably recalled. He dedicated his life
to the critique of capital and power and the exploration of modern society. Although we
who live in the 21st century cannot find specific policy solutions to contemporary issues in
his 19th-century writings, his thought remains highly enlightening because his time and the
contemporary era share a certain structural homology. Therefore, by proceeding from his
foundational lines of inquiry to conduct a thorough investigation of the current situation, a
more profound perspective on contemporary society can be gained.

The preceding analysis has proceeded from the practical perspective of social development.
However, considering the internal demands of theoretical development, it is a fact

known perhaps only to textual scholars that despite the immense volume of research and
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dissemination concerning Marx’s writings, a complete edition of his entire corpus has yet to
be published. The yellowed, black-covered set of the Complete Works of Marx and Engels
I3 B R A i 44 found in the libraries, the first Chinese edition, is not the most complete
version of his writings; its editorial plan and selection of texts were adopted wholesale
from the Russian edition and translated accordingly. Over 80 percent of Marx’s works are
written in German. This means that Soviet textual scholars first translated them into Russian,
and Chinese translators then worked from those Russian editions rather than the German
originals. As is well known, language is not merely a tool or a set of symbols; it is primarily
a mode of thought. When scholars cannot read Marx’s writings in the original German, their
grasp of the accuracy, integrity, and profundity of his ideas is greatly diminished, especially
when the connotations of core concepts are altered or lost in translation. Therefore, whenever
possible, it is best to return to Marx’s original source documents to read and understand his
work. When Chinese translations are based on Russian editions and researchers in turn rely
on these Chinese versions, it becomes essential to scrutinize their authority and reliability. It
can be found that the Russian editions are not straightforward reproductions but are compiled
through varying degrees of arrangement, combination, and selection of Marx’s writings.

Marx is a unique thinker. He was born in 1818 and died in 1883, at the age of 65. Though
his philosophy emphasizes practice and revolution, his primary identity is that of a scholar
and theorist who spent most of his life in his study. Born in Germany, he participated in
social movements as a young man but was soon expelled by the Prussian government. He
lived in exile first in Paris, then Brussels, and finally spent the majority of his life in London.
This experience precluded his becoming an “establishment” intellectual. His observations
and reflections on social issues were primarily informed by his desire for social change. This
resulted in a peculiar situation: Although he wrote constantly, he finalized very few works
for publication. The vast majority of his writings, including his magnum opus Capital, were
unfinished. The voluminous manuscripts he left behind consist of rough drafts, outlines,
notes, excerpts, intermediate drafts and revisions of his more polished works. Less than a
third of his total corpus was published in his lifetime; most of it survives in manuscript form.
As is well understood in the history of philosophy, the most important aspects of a complex
philosopher’s ideas are often found not in their explicit conclusions but in the process of the
formation and argumentation of those ideas. For Marx, these complex reflections on social
issues are preserved primarily in these vast original manuscripts. Consequently, the most
authoritative edition of his writings must be based on these manuscripts, with philological
editors limited to deciphering his handwriting rather than rearranging, “grafting,” or
modifying the content. This definitive edition is the Marx-Engels-Gesamtausgabe (hereafter
MEGA?). This edition was originally planned to comprise over 160 volumes. However,
following the dramatic changes in Eastern Europe, the plan was revised downward to 114
volumes. Up to May 2023, 70 volumes have been published in print, with an additional five
volumes released digitally.

The distinctive feature of this edition is that textual scholars first decipher Marx’s
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voluminous manuscripts and then, in addition to the “text” volume, append a substantial
“apparatus” volume to each. This “apparatus” volume informs the readers how the editors
deciphered and prepared the text from the original manuscripts and documents its specific
textual lineage. This edition, therefore, constitutes the true complete works of Marx. The
vast amount of new material it makes available provides the most important documentary
foundation for reinterpreting Marx’s thought objectively, comprehensively, and in depth.
Over the past more than 40 years of reform and opening-up, and particularly in recent years,
a consensus has emerged within Chinese Marxist philosophy that Marx’s thought should be
reinterpreted based on the MEGA”. This constitutes a significant theoretical development.

The translation of Marx’s writings into Chinese began before 1949, notably during the
Yan’an period and even earlier. However, as noted previously, the 50-volume Chinese edition
of the Complete Works of Marx and Engels completed in 1985, was translated from Russian.
As soon as this edition was completed, work began on a second Chinese edition, this time
translated directly from the original languages: from German for writings written in German,
from French for those in French. Planned at approximately 60 volumes, the new edition has
so far published more than 30 volumes.

It should be noted that the second Chinese edition of the Complete Works of Marx and
Engels is not a direct translation of the MEGA®. The MEGA® “apparatus” volumes cannot
be translated, as they are intended for scholars proficient in German or other European
languages to aid their research. They provide a vast amount of textual-critical material,
and translating them into Chinese would be an enormous undertaking, not least because of
the difficulty of reproducing the intricacies of the writing and revision process in another
language. Nevertheless, the second edition is considerably more authoritative than the first.
Subsequently, under the national “project of studying and developing marxist theory,” a
10-volume edition of the Collected Works of Marx and Engels 55 8 A& CEE was
compiled, and in 2012, the four-volume Selected Works of Marx and Engels i A
ik was re-edited. The translations in these newer editions are more precise, and
interpretations based on them differ from those derived from the first edition. By translating
core concepts directly from German into Chinese, the risk of semantic distortion is reduced,
enabling a more accurate grasp of Marx’s original thought.

This confluence of developments in international and Chinese scholarship makes the

rereading and reunderstanding Marx both necessary and possible.

2 Authoritative Editions of Marx’s Writings and the Disciplinary Divisions in
Marxist Studies

The composition of Marx’s writings directly concerns the grasp of his original thought.

The MEGA® is published in four parts. The first consists of writings other than the

Capital, including his works on philosophy, sociology, and politics, along with most of his

commentaries on current affairs. The second part comprises his magnum opus, the Capital,
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and its preparatory materials. Conventionally, the Capital is presented as a three-volume
work. However, Marx’s original writings reveal that the MEGA® edition, along with the
associated preparatory materials, comprises 15 volumes in 23 separate books. By comparison,
the three-volume edition represents only a small fraction of the whole. Furthermore, the
Chinese and English translations of the three-volume edition are based on the standard
version, the first volume of which was translated from the fourth German edition compiled
by Friedrich Engels after Marx’s passing. This version renders the first and second German
editions and the French edition, which Marx himself finalized and revised during his lifetime,
largely inaccessible to the readers. Textual criticism demonstrates that the differences
between these early and later third and fourth German editions are not limited to diction but
include structural reworkings that reflect developments in Marx’s thinking about capital.
Without returning to the materials provided in the MEGA” and undertaking a philological
comparison of the different editions, it is impossible to discern the intricate and complex
nature of these changes in Marx’s thought.

The third part of the MEGA® comprises correspondence, which makes up a considerable
portion of Marx and Engels’ writings. Unlike their formally composed writings, these letters
go beyond recording their personal affairs and social interactions. Numerous letters consist of
substantive exchanges among Marx, Engels, and others about the complex social conditions
of the time, the conception of the Capital, and the necessity and difficulty of studying the
age of capital. In this aspect, the Capital is not the solitary product of Marx’s intellect but
a vast intellectual project developed in collaboration with other sagacious thinkers of the
time. Without excavating the rich, substantive thought contained in the correspondence, any
understanding of Marx’s theory will be simplistic, one-dimensional, and superficial.

The fourth part of the MEGA® contains excerpts and notes. The investigation into the
phenomena of capitalist society does not begin with Marx; classical economics provides him
with significant inspiration, including original topics and lines of inquiry. Marx’s thought
is inextricably linked to the Western intellectual tradition; it is impossible to understand its
novel transformations without attention to that tradition, namely, the intellectual foundations
in philosophy, economics, sociology, and political science. Before composing his formal
writings, he therefore compiled voluminous excerpts and notes. The materials collected in
this fourth part of the MEGA® reveal a process of intellectual gestation, accumulation, and
analysis. These excerpts and notes are records from his reading of the most authoritative
works of his time. Initially, he excerpted according to the structure of these works. Later, he
would rearrange them thematically according to the issues he was investigating. Finally, he
would deconstruct the original author’s argumentation and structure entirely, proposing a
new one of his own, which then served as the basis for his own writings. We have verified
that the writing process underlying many of his works follows this same pattern. The most
important early draft of the Capital is the Economic Manuscripts of 1857—1858. Before this
draft took shape, he had produced the Paris Notebooks, Brussels Notebooks, Manchester

Notebooks, and Crisis Notebooks, as well as an extensive corpus of London Notebooks.



136

Without studying these notebooks, the issues discussed in the 1857—1858 manuscripts would
seem to emerge abruptly. Because the Economic Manuscripts of 1857—1858 is also in a
draft state, understanding the ideas expressed within it is extremely difficult without the
groundwork provided by these notes. Contemporary Western textual scholarship has supplied
such rich materials. Therefore, to reunderstand Marx, the efforts must be grounded on both
the new context of the new era and these authoritative documentary foundations. Only then
can a complete understanding of Marx’s thought be achieved, and its contemporary value be
discussed.

In my view, a complete approach to Marxist studies should encompass four interconnected
yet distinct fields that must not be conflated or treated as substitutes for one another.

The first field is texts and documents. To understand Marx’s thought, one must begin
by reading his original writings; otherwise, one risks falling into speculation, vacuity, and
abstraction—a pitfall common throughout the history of the 20th century international
communist movement. We have become accustomed to starting from contemporary political
stances and popular opinions, extracting isolated phrases from Marx’s writings, and quoting
them out of context to validate some positions. Because the scope and depth of Marx’s
inquiries were so complex, even contemporary issues often have antecedents or anticipations
in his writings. If we look for textual traces from a contemporary standpoint, it is always to
find isolated passages to support a given position. In reality, however, the very substance and
structure of these issues have changed greatly since Marx’s time. If the differences between
the two eras are not clarified and the conclusions regarding the same issues are directly
correlated, there will emerge an uncritical modernization and contemporary application of his
thought and views, which ultimately fails to manifest their true value. Therefore, reading the
original texts and source documents is the essential foundation for grasping and understanding
Marx’s thought.

The second field is history. Marxism after Marx underwent a highly complex process of
change; this is the history of the development of Marxism, encompassing both the intellectual
history and the history of social movements. Throughout the 20th century, social movements
guided by Marx’s theory, along with the subsequent interpretations and elaborations of his
thought, diverged significantly from their 19th-century forms. Without comparing these
historical changes with their original forms, it is impossible to observe either the effects
and intricacies of the latter in the 20th century or the process, causes, and significance of
their changes. For example, the concept of “ideology,” so familiar now, is not, for Marx and
Engels, a category loaded with political connotations, class standpoints, or specific ideological
views. It signifies a way of observing and grasping the external world that begins from ideas
and results in an unobjective, incorrect, or even distorted reflection of reality. However, in the
works of Vladimir Lenin, Antonio Gramsci, and others in the 20th century, its connotation
evolved into a system of ideas and value stances imbued with political, class, and economic
implications. Consequently, the “ideology” we speak of today refers primarily to political and

class alignments. This represents a considerable shift from Marx’s understanding of the term
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as a distorted reflection of ideas and spirits within the complex structure of human society.

party,
“individual,” and “revolution” all underwent significant semantic changes in the 20th century,
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Furthermore, a series of familiar concepts such as “class, state,” “community,”
to say nothing of the enormous transformations in social practice. Thus, a systematic analysis
and summary of the history of Marxism’s development is another vital aspect of a thorough
analysis of Marx and his influence.

The third field is basic tenets. The discussion of texts, source documents, and history must
be elevated to the level of basic tenets, which are therefore crucial to the study of Marxism.
Careful examination, however, reveals that most of us acquire Marx’s thought not by reading
his original writings but by mastering the content of textbooks on these tenets. This approach
inverts the proper logic and order. The long-popular textbooks on tenets represent a particular
understanding and interpretation of Marxism that emerged during its dissemination, namely,
the system and framework developed in the Soviet Union in the 1930s. Marx himself
never wrote a specialized work systematically articulating his own system of philosophical
tenets. The Capital expounds on his tenets of political economy and contains profound
“metaphysical” foundations, but it is not a systematic interpretation of philosophy. To
grasp and summarize his system of philosophical tenets based on his original texts and
intellectual logic is, therefore, a necessary but difficult task. It must be said that there exists
no widespread consensus as to what these tenets are. One thing, however, is relatively certain:
They are not equivalent to what is presented in the previous philosophy textbooks and, in
fact, differ considerably. For example, Marx’s “debut” on the German intellectual stage is his
doctoral dissertation, the theme of which is freedom and self-consciousness. Freedom holds a
unique status and value for understanding the world and establishing humanity’s place within
it. As Marx stated in the text, freedom is filled with the highest “divinity.” Yet in the previous
textbooks, “freedom” appears only in the final chapter, in the discussion of the transition “from
the realm of necessity to the realm of freedom.” I do not deny the validity of the dialectical
and historical materialism that underpins the textbook system, but I must also clarify that
significant differences exist between this framework and Marx’s own argumentative structure.

A further problem is that textbooks present Marxist tenets using a modular structure,
dividing the subject into disciplines such as philosophy, political economy, and scientific
socialism. In Marx’s own writings, no such modular structure or disciplinary division exists.
For instance, Marx’s epistemology is an epistemology of capital. Yet in philosophy textbooks,
epistemology is abstractly explained in terms of reflection theory, without incorporating
Marx’s grasp of complex social structures and historical movements (especially capitalist
society) into its scope. The content of the Capital is instead relegated to the discussion of
political economy. However, the zenith of Marx’s philosophy is found not in his explicitly
philosophical writings (such as the Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844, The
Holy Family, or The German Ideology) but rather in his research on political economy,
particularly in the Capital and its manuscripts. The ideas in the Capital, in other words,

represent the peak of Marx’s philosophy. His epistemology is articulated in the “Preface” to
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A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy as a method for understanding capitalist
society, encompassing approaches like “the method of universal light,” “the method of

ELINT3

thinking backwards,” “the method of human anatomy,” and “the abstract-concrete method.”
This is a truly modern philosophical epistemology that reflects the high standard of Marx’s
thought. In contrast, the epistemology expounded in the textbooks is a naive materialism
that posits an “objective” world external to human beings, which human cognition proceeds
to know and reflect its actual state. Through repeated attempts, this view holds, a complete
and accurate grasp of the external world will be eventually obtained. In Marx’s view,
however, the world human beings inhabit contains not only an external, heterogeneous, and
self-subsisting domain but also a social reality that is intimately related to human beings
and, indeed, is constructed by human activity. This means that in social reality, subject and
object are inextricably entangled and cannot be sharply distinguished. To understand human
society that is by far the most complex to date, one should adopt the method by which Marx
grasped the logic and motion of capital, conducting structural analysis and penetrating
examination.

The fourth field is modernization, or contemporary application, including the adaptation of
Marxism to the Chinese context. This is the most influential field in Marxist studies in China,
where the most popular topic is adapting Marxism to the Chinese context. However, there are
two distinct approaches to “adapting Marxism to the Chinese context.” One is the professional
study of Marxism in China and its influence, which must be based on original texts and
documents, the history of the international communist movement, and an accurate grasp
of basic tenets in order to discuss the contemporary value of Marxism. The other involves
invoking the name of Marxism as a tool or a code, applying it as a “template” to Chinese
reality or as a “master key” to solve China’s problems, and then declaring the process of
adapting Marxism to the Chinese context is complete. This, however, is a very complex and
unresolved issue. Although “adapting Marxism to the Chinese context” has become a familiar
phrase, Marxism and Chinese tradition and practice currently remain in a heterogeneous
relationship. True adaptation or transformation should entail a fusion of different modes of
thought. In my view, Marx’s mode of thought originates from the long Western tradition of
humanism, the Enlightenment, and scientific rationality; building on a foundation of critique,
inheritance, and innovation, he examined the power and capital of modern society to forge a
scientific and modern way of thinking. In contrast, the traditional Chinese mode of thought
was shaped by millennia of agriculture civilization and feudal rule, emphasizing ethical
relations and hierarchical order. For such a worldview to achieve integration with Marxism
requires extensive research into the modern significance of traditional thought. A crucial
factor dominates the structure of modern society, one that no nation can avoid and that was
absent from traditional Chinese society: capital. Marx’s theory can be considered a historical
product of the age of capital, the result of his exploration of modern society in response
to the great trend of the transformation of history into “world history” and his analysis of

capital’s global expansion, transformation, and effects. China’s traditional culture, adapted to
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thousands of years of East Asian social conditions, can hardly possess modern value without
undergoing its own transformation and renewal.

These, then, are the fields of Marxist studies as I understand them: texts and documents,
history (including the intellectual and theoretical history and the history of social movements),
basic tenets, and contemporary application. Together, they constitute the complete picture
and overall framework of Marxist studies. Different researchers naturally have different
points of emphasis. In light of China’s current situation, however, the latter two fields, basic
tenets and contemporary application, are accorded greater importance. This is not without
some justification, but if taken too far, these tenets and applications become unmoored from
their textual foundations and historical development. This detaches the tenets from Marx
himself and his intellectual evolution, rendering any so-called interpretation of Marxism
baseless and leading to a “Marxism without Marx.” This mode of thought continues to exert
influence and even dominates the mainstream today. If it is allowed to persist, “rereading
and reunderstanding Marx” will be unable to achieve concrete results, and understanding of
Marxism will struggle to make any substantive progress.

The preceding discussion has outlined the background for “rereading and reunderstanding
Marx,” the current state of Marx’s source documents, and my reflections on past and present

approaches to Marx’s thought and research.

3 Marx’s Inheritance from and Transcendence of the Western Intellectual
Tradition

Based on the contemporary situation, the available body of Marx’s original writings, and
the extensive research experience, what new understanding of Marx’s thought and its
contemporary value can we develop? This question can be analyzed from two perspectives:
first, Marx’s inheritance from and transcendence of the Western intellectual tradition, and
second, his critique of modern society and his exploration of a future one. This section
addresses the former.

Due to particular historical circumstances, practical developments, and disciplinary
divisions, many scholars in both the East and the West have tended to divorce Marx’s
thought from the Western cultural tradition, interpreting it as a unique theoretical construct
and value system. According to Marx’s source documents, however, it is impossible to
grasp the formation and development of his thought objectively without situating it in the
soil of Western culture and society. For instance, we have long regarded Marx as an atheist,
and he did indeed state in his “Introduction” to the Contribution to the Critique of Hegel's
Philosophy of Law that religion “is the opium of the people” (Marx & Engels 2010, Vol. 3,
175, italic original). Consequently, when expounding on the Marxist view of religion, this
aspect of his thought has been completely isolated from the long-standing Judeo-Christian
tradition. Yet, a visit to Trier, where Marx was born and educated, reveals a place with an

exceedingly rich religious and cultural atmosphere. Furthermore, a reading of his extant
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texts shows that his relationship with Western religion was extremely complex. The “Trier
tradition” constituted an intangible “cultural field.” In that small city, over a dozen ancient
Roman buildings are preserved, and the streetscape today is not much changed from the
environment of Marx’s time 200 years ago. These towering Roman structures, with the
religious sentiment they embodied, were weathered by millennia and formed the backdrop of
his early development. This, combined with an Enlightenment education and the sensibilities
embedded in the humanities, became implanted in his young mind. The complex conditions
of early capitalism further contributed to a theoretical structure in which the inheritance,
critique, and transcendence of tradition were fused with a profound desire to change reality.

It should be further emphasized that to truly understand Marx, one must read his original
texts. For young scholars, learning German is particularly necessary, as the original phrasing
facilitates a more accurate grasp of his thought. Take the sentence “Religion is the opium of
the people.” In the Chinese context, “opium” is a narcotic drug whose consumption signifies
death. In 19th-century German, however, opium was a sedative used as an anesthetic during
surgery or taken in small doses to calm agitation. Marx did not hold that religious comfort in
this sense was the ultimate solution to the human predicament; on the contrary, fundamentally
resolving alienation requires changing one’s economic and political status. Yet he did not
deny the value of religion for spiritual solace, emotional regulation, and faith. I have explored
this in detail in my book Critigue and Construction $H] 5544 (a work of over 700,000
Chinese characters), which provides a detailed interpretation of The German Ideology. The
latter is one of the most important works on Marxist philosophy, and its largest section is a
critique of The Ego and Its Own, a sensational work by Max Stirner, an important member of
the Young Hegelians.

Stirner’s book is divided into two parts: “Man” and “The Ego.” He argued that humanity’s
highest purpose is the pursuit of pure spirit, which requires a transformation first from a “non-
man” to a “man” state, and then from “man” to “the ego,” which constructs and manifests
the uniqueness of the individual. Marx’s critique follows this very structure: He titles the
first part “Man: The Old Testament” and the second part “The Ego: The New Testament.”
When I first interpreted these sections, I attributed these titles to Marx’s religious upbringing
in Trier and the inspiration sparked by reading Stirner’s book, suggesting a quasi-religious
quality to his thought. The German Ideology was written in Brussels. Although I had visited
Brussels before, I had not investigated the specific location where the book was written.
In 2018, during the bicentennial of Marx’s birth, I served on the International Academic
Advisory Committee for Germany’s “Marx Year.” This gave me the opportunity to return
to Brussels, where I found Marx’s former residence. Situated at the end of a slope, the
surrounding streetscape remains largely unchanged. Opposite stands the famous Cathedral
of St. Michael and St. Gudula, which has stood for centuries and was there when Marx was
writing. Its bells ring every half hour. One can imagine that, as Marx conceived of his work,
classifying “Man” as the “Old Testament” and “The Ego” as the “New Testament” is not

only a satire of the religious undertones in Stirner’s work but also a sensory inspiration,
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revealing another dimension of his own intellectual construction. This fieldwork reinforced
my realization that one cannot grasp modern Western society, including capitalism, without
understanding religion. Marx is a critic of modern society; if he disregarded religion’s
influence, his critique could not have been comprehensive or profound. The Western cultural
tradition that nurtures Marx’s thought includes humanism, scientific rationality, political
economy, and social theory, but it cannot exclude the deep religious tradition. While Marxism
is a critical theory involving rupture and critique of Western thought, emphasizing this to
an extreme, without linking it to inheritance and foundation, makes Marx’s thought difficult
to understand. His critique of Western tradition is a German philosophical critique: not one
of abandonment and annihilation, but of inheritance, continuation, and creation based on
reflection. This holds significant meaning for contemporary China and offers a valuable
lesson. China’s current intellectual landscape comprises three main elements: Chinese,
Western, and Marxist, which are often treated as parallel. Yet in terms of intellectual origins,
Marxism is a product of Western cultural and social development. Keeping this in mind
while rereading Marx is crucial. Although not a single concept in his texts (not even “praxis,”
“production,” or “capital”) was entirely his own creation, returning to the works of major
Western philosophers and economists reveals how Marx, responding to the changes of the
capitalist era, produced unique and innovative elucidations. This means that only by situating
his thought within the currents of Western intellectual history can it be accurately understood
and objectively evaluated.

In what follows, I analyze the trajectory and substance of transformation in Marx’s
philosophy.

According to the conventional interpretation, the development of Marx’s thought involved
a philosophical transition from idealism to materialism and a political transition from
revolutionary democracy to scientific socialism. In previous studies of the history of Marxist
philosophy, scholars have typically consulted the standard editions of his writings in search
of relevant concepts and their elucidation, once the term “materialism” is identified, this
is taken to signify the “maturity” of his philosophical thought in that work and during that
period; once the term “scientific socialism” is found, he is deemed to have transcended
“revolutionary democracy.” This is a classic example of decontextualized proof-texting. If
one returns to Marx’s original writings and studies his specific arguments in their particular
contexts, one can find that when Marx contemplated complex modern society, neither
materialism nor idealism was his starting point. Although he is a thinker, theorist, and
philosopher, the basis of his thought is not theory or philosophy itself, but social reality and
historical development. The complexity of social reality and historical development revealed
to him that it is impossible to grasp this complexity through a single mode of thought. Thus,
throughout his writings, he subjected both idealism and materialism to profound analysis,
trenchantly identifying their respective strengths and weaknesses. While Marx certainly
criticized idealism and praised materialism in his early writings, he simultaneously questioned

and rejects materialism’s passive “acceptance of the status quo.” Indeed, his critique of
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materialism is no less sharp than his critique of idealism. It therefore became necessary for
him to analyze both philosophical traditions from the perspective of a “new philosophy,”
a point made clear in the first of his Theses on Feuerbach. Consequently, Marx’s way of
thinking about the world and the philosophical transformation he achieved are based neither
on an idealist standpoint originating from the subject, spirit, or ideas nor on a materialist
standpoint originating from the mere object, matter, or nature. Instead, his starting point is the
interconnection, practical manifestation, and dynamic development between these two poles.
What, then, is the intermediate link connecting the subject, spirit, and ideas with the object,
matter, and nature? It is social practice: the real lives of human beings. Previous philosophy
asked whether the world originated from matter or from spirit, a question belonging to
metaphysical “first philosophy” and transcendental philosophy. Marx, in contrast, focused
on the reality that lies outside such theoretical systems or, more accurately, on determining
which theoretical system could best illuminate that social reality. Practice is the concrete
motion of a complex society, the actual life of every individual. It is not a static point or
entity but a dynamic of relations, activities, and processes. People’s lives are embedded in
specific political-economic structures and subject to profoundly unequal social conditions;
they are dissatisfied with their circumstances but unable to transcend them. In the face of
modern complexity, the reductionist thinking of the past, which abstractly asked whether
events originated in matter or spirit, had become obsolete and could no longer offer
effective insight. Marx’s worldview is not a conventional materialist one but rather a “new”
worldview, whose cornerstone is real social practice and human objective activity. Through
the effective mode of thought distilled from this new worldview, Marx solved the riddles of
nature, society, and humanity. Therefore, the object of Marx’s philosophical inquiry is not
an abstract world but the existing one; not a cosmic or ideational substance but the lives of
humans and the conditions of society. In this way, Marx achieved a philosophical revolution,
fundamentally shifting the object and theme of philosophy. This revolution distances his
theory from traditional, “pure” philosophy, which is precisely why some refuse to recognize
him as a philosopher. For instance, some Western histories of philosophy either omit Marx’s
philosophical writings or treat them as a mere appendix to Hegelianism. In response, it
must be noted that not only Marx but also Hegel touched upon modern civil society and
capitalism, and Hegel’s mode of thought was certainly a great inspiration to Marx. Yet
Marx’s decisive step beyond Hegel lies in his authorship of the Capital, a work Hegel
could not have written. For modern society, the most formidable challenge is to understand
capital—its logic, its processes, as well as how to escape its control over humanity. This is,
naturally, a philosophical task of the highest order. It is in this sense that Marx, with the “new
philosophy” he constructed by transcending both materialism and idealism, completed the

revolution of traditional philosophy and elevated it to a modern level.
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4 Marx’s Critique of Modern Society and Exploration of a Future Society
Marx’s thought is a product of his inheritance from and transcendence of the Western
cultural tradition, but it is even more the result of his profound observation and analysis of
modern Western society’s development. This involves his complex critique of capital and his
exploration of, and arguments for, a future communist society.

Marx’s critique of capital is elaborated in the Capital. When discussing this work, most
researchers have traditionally regarded it as a completed, three-volume treatise, understanding
his theory based on an interpretation of these volumes. It is now clear, however, that this
approach lacks a comprehensive and authoritative documentary foundation. As pointed
out earlier, the 15 volumes in 23 books of MEGA? Part II (Capital and Its Preparatory
Manuscripts) were fully published in 2012. Together with a large number of letters related
to the Capital contained in Volumes 8 to 35 of Part III (Correspondence), as well as the
publication of relevant documents in Part IV (Excerpts and Notebooks), the whole tortuous
process of Marx’s preparation, writing, revision, and collation of this work has been fully
revealed. In other words, the Capital is a vast collection of manuscripts. During the long
compositional process, as Marx’s observations of capitalist society deepened, the narrative
style and structural framework of this work underwent significant changes. He completed
a first draft between 1863 and 1865, conceived as three volumes in four books, from which
he prepared Volume 1 of the Capital for publication in 1867. Afterward, he did not permit
this edition to be reprinted, instead embarking on new revisions. More importantly, he never
completed the editorial work for Volumes 2 and 3 before his passing. Why was this? While
it cannot be said that Marx ultimately abandoned the project, it is evident that increasingly
complex social conditions, an expanded intellectual horizon, and deeper investigations into
the problem of capital led him to reconsider the original three-volume structure.

Between the publication of the Capital, Volume 1, in 1867 and his passing in 1883—a
period of 16 years—Marx was immensely prolific, producing a total volume of manuscripts
far exceeding the initial three-volume draft. However, he did not produce another work
that systematically articulated his views like Volume 1, leaving a large number of scattered
excerpts, notes, drafts, and reading notes instead. This complicates efforts to grasp his
complex later thought. Nevertheless, based on the extant documents, it is possible to trace
the changes and development in his theory of capital. It should be stressed that the theory
of capital as outlined in the three-volume “standard edition” is not entirely consistent with
the one that emerges from a study of the complete corpus of source documents related to
the Capital. What is the nature of this difference? Capital is a major social phenomenon and
dynamic process; to adopt a singular attitude toward such a complex subject is necessarily
unobjective, partial, and superficial.

Based on the three-volume “standard edition” of the Capital, our understanding of capital
can be summarized in three points. First, capital completed its primitive accumulation through
violence and crime. Volume | of the work contains an extensive discussion of this, including

the famous sentence: “Capital comes dripping from head to foot, from every pore, with
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blood and dirt” (Marx & Engels 2010, Vol. 35, 748). Marx depicted the cruelty of primitive
accumulation. In Europe, for example, from the last 30 years of the 15th century to the end of
the 18th century, the bourgeoisie, driven by the most sordid and contemptible avarice, used
the most barbaric means to expropriate peasant land and exploit workers’ labor. This was
followed by overseas colonial plunder and the slave trade, which, as primitive accumulation
advanced, plunged the world into a state of profound inequality. This is a prominent aspect of
primitive accumulation that Marx exposed.

Second, capital pursues unlimited profit through the wage-labor system. Capital created
a specific mode of economic operation and wealth accumulation, the wage-labor system,
which divides society into a capitalist class that possesses the means of production and a
class of laborers deprived of them. Because they lack the means of production, laborers,
who constitute a large portion of the population, have to depend on capitalists for their
survival. Their arduous labor creates immense wealth, from which wages and production
costs are deducted, leaving the remainder as profit. This profit is entirely appropriated by
the capitalists. The entire process of capital’s operation thus becomes a relentless pursuit of
profit, resulting in a progressively widening gap between rich and poor. The ordinary laborers
who toil to create social wealth do not receive rewards commensurate with their efforts;
conversely, the capitalists who own the means of production seize the vast majority of this
wealth. The movement of capital inevitably leads to severe wealth disparity. Although the
forms and movement modes of capital are constantly changing, exploitation has not weakened
in the digital age but has, in fact, intensified, its cruelty merely becoming more concealed.
Consequently, the wealth gap is widening, not shrinking, even in Western countries that have
implemented welfare policies and measures for wealth redistribution. This point is the most
profound expression of Marx’s analysis of the essence of capital.

Third, the movement of capital inevitably triggers widespread economic and social
crises. Whenever capital exists, competition necessarily ensues; as competition intensifies,
crises inevitably follow. Capitalist society is perpetually fraught with contradictions: the
contradiction between the socialization of production and the private ownership of the means
of production; the mismatch between the tendency toward unlimited productive expansion
and the limited consumption capacity of the general public; and the conflict between the
organized nature of production within individual enterprises and the anarchic state of society
as a whole, among others. In the course of capitalist development, these contradictions lead
to periodic economic turmoil, which in turn plunges society into crisis. These crises extend
from the economic sphere to the entire social fabric, including the political and ideological
realms. The Soviet Union termed this the “general crisis” of capitalism. The outbreak of this
crisis and the intensification of these contradictions can trigger social unrest and even war and
revolution as the inevitable results of capital’s movement.

This, then, is the conception of capital in Marx’s Capital that is traditionally understood.

However, Marx is a dialectician, and the Capital is a masterpiece of his dialectical method.

Expanding our focus from the three published volumes to the full corpus of manuscripts for
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the Capital reveals that while Marx exposed the evils of the capitalist system, he did not deny
its positive role in human history and social development. He also highly valued this other
function, terming it “the great historical aspect of capital,” “the great civilizing influence
of capital,” and “the civilizing effects of capital.” This indicates that Marx also revealed
the positive functions and effects of the phenomenon and movement of capital from other
perspectives, which can be summarized in three points.

First, capital transformed the traditional conception of time and space, bringing about a
profound transformation in the collective worldview. Before the dominion of capital, the
development of human society was constrained by geographical barriers, limiting it to local
or regional scales, while interaction and communication often occurred through warfare,
which are conducted by force and domination, involving arson, killing, looting, and plunder,
bringing untold suffering and devastation. Capital fundamentally altered this dynamic; it
broke down national and ethnic boundaries, circulated globally, and integrated human society
through the accumulation of wealth. Capital thus opened up a world market, globalizing
production and consumption. The old conditions of local and national self-sufficiency were
replaced by a universal interdependence among nations, not only in material but also in
intellectual production. The products of individual nations became common global property,
making national insularity increasingly impossible. Marx is one of the earliest thinkers to
analyze globalization and world integration, arguing that capital’s movement draws all
nations into civilization, overcomes the most obstinate xenophobia, and causes tremendous
transformation in the world. Correspondingly, humanity’s perception of the world changed
dramatically. As production was constantly revolutionized, all social relations were in
perpetual flux; fixed, ancient relationships and venerable ideas were swept away. This
was capital’s destruction of the old world and its “shaping” of the new. For example, the
traditional perception of time was natural and physical, like 24 hours a day, 365 days a year.
With the advent of capital, the perception of temporal rhythm was transformed; constant
change became the norm, and time came to be experienced subjectively, leading to the sense
that progress could leap “a thousand miles in a day” or that a single day could feel like an
eternity. This fundamental change in the conception of time extended to space, constituting
a genuine transformation of the worldview. Marx’s conceptions on this are remarkably
prescient, allowing him to grasp the pulse of modern social change. Marx profoundly depicted
and revealed these transformations in worldview brought about by capital’s movement.

Second, capital accumulated immense social power, enabling humanity to achieve a
universal appropriation of nature and social relations and to create unparalleled productive
forces. In pre-capitalist societies, characterized by low productive development and self-
sufficiency, there was no force capable of uniting the scattered labor force to harness nature
or to construct complex, large-scale communities. It was capital that concentrated this
social power, perfected the structure of modern society, and thereby unleashed tremendous
productive forces. According to Marx, only under capitalism does nature become “truly a

human power, an object for man,” something unimaginable in previous eras. The structure
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of human society itself was only fully developed under capitalism, making the bourgeoisie a
primary driver of human progress. Modern scientific discoveries, technological advances, and
achievements in philosophy and social sciences were largely created under bourgeois rule,
generating unprecedented material wealth. In the Manifesto of the Communist Party, Marx
observeed, “The bourgeoisie, during its rule of scarce one hundred years, has created more
massive and more colossal productive forces than have all preceding generations together.”
He added, “What earlier century had even a presentiment that such productive forces
slumbered in the lap of social labour?” (Marx & Engels 2010, Vol. 6, 489)

Third, capitalist society nurtures the elements of a new society, creating the conditions
for humanity to move beyond the dilemmas of capital toward a higher form of civilization.
Overcoming these dilemmas do not mean constructing a social form entirely external to
capitalism, a “heaven on earth” devoid of contradictions. This is not Marx’s view. On the
contrary, he argued that the strong material foundation laid by capitalist society, along with
its class structure of vast wealth disparity, creates the very conditions for solving the problem
of capital. Here, it is necessary to re-emphasize the influence of German philosophy on Marx.
He explained the contradictory movement of capitalist society through a series of dialectical
categories: socialism and capitalism, proletariat and bourgeoisie, and labor and capital.
What then, is the nature of the relations among these categories? How are they manifested
in reality? And what attitude and approach should be taken to deal with these relations? In
his Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844, Marx, drawing on German classical
philosophy, distinguished between “opposition” and “contradiction.” An “opposition”
involves two factors that can exist independently. For example, in the case of red and green,
disliking red does not entail preferring green; there may be no substantive relation between
these two attitudes and approaches. A “contradiction,” however, involves two terms that are
inextricably linked and mutually determining, neither of which can exist without the other,
such as red and non-red. For too long, the relationships within capitalist society have been
understood as mere oppositions rather than contradictions. Understood as a contradiction, the
proletariat cannot exist without the bourgeoisie, and vice versa. The traditional interpretation,
however, held that the contradiction between the proletariat and the bourgeoisie is resolved
by the proletariat completely annihilating the bourgeoisie and burying the capitalist system.
The rationale was that the proletariat created immense material wealth but was deprived
of it by the bourgeoisie; therefore, it was necessary to “expropriate the expropriators.”
Ultimately, the proletarian struggle against the bourgeoisie was understood as the proletariat
annihilating the bourgeoisie—the originally impoverished proletariat overthrowing the
wealthy bourgeoisie, thereby achieving an inversion and replacement of social wealth and
class status. The proletariat would become the wealth-owning bourgeoisie, while the formerly
wealthy bourgeoisie would be reduced to an impoverished proletariat. It must be pointed out
that this is not Marx’s view. In Marx’s view, the aim of the proletarian struggle against the
bourgeoisie is to transform the social system that generates class contradictions and immense

wealth disparity. Therefore, in opposing and annihilating the bourgeoisie, the proletariat

NIE Jinfang



Rereading Marx: A Major Topic of the Contemporary Era 147

will ultimately annihilate itself as a class as well. Only when both classes transition together
into a new social form beyond capitalism will the distinction between rich and poor cease to
exist; he called such a social form communism. That is to say, only within capitalist society
can the new social elements capable of transcending the dilemmas of capital be nurtured
and possessed; only within the scope of capital, and in the very operation of capital, can the
transcendence of capital be accomplished.

The foregoing analysis outlines another aspect of Marx’s understanding of capital, namely
capital’s “great civilizing role” and “great social contribution,” as derived from reading his
source documents related to the Capital. It is my contention that only by combining and
synthesizing the interpretation of the former aspect of capital and the understanding of the
latter aspect can we reconstruct and fully grasp Marx’s complete theory of capital.

Fully transcending the dilemmas of capital will allow human society to develop to the
“communist” stage, so what, then, is the essential meaning of “communism” as conceived by
Marx?

“Socialism” and “communism” are familiar terms to us, but it must be pointed out that
the understanding of the specific connotations of “socialism” and “communism” that
Marx pursued throughout his life is subject to significant disagreement. Similarly, without
clarifying and screening based on source documents, it is impossible to accurately grasp
Marx’s profound thinking and broad implications, nor is it helpful in advancing the socialist
cause under the new contemporary circumstances. A particular issue that needs to be clarified
here is whether Marx’s “communism” refers to “the emancipation of all humanity” or “the
emancipation of the universal individual.”

For a long time, we have been accustomed to equating Marx’s doctrine of “human
emancipation” with “emancipation of humanity.” The international communist movement and
the Chinese revolutionary practice also once had a resounding slogan, namely, “emancipate
the whole world” and “emancipate all humanity,” which can be said to be a dream and
aspiration we have pursued for a long time. However, little is known that this is precisely the
kind of viewpoint and line of thinking that Marx strove to investigate deeply and distance
himself from at that time.

Marx argued that there were two primary factors in his era that generated severe
predicaments for human development: One was political power, and the other was capital.
They played a dominant role in the social structure; of course, there were also differences in
the extent, level, and depth to which their roles were exerted. In the preceding feudal society,
political power stood alone at the top, and its dominant role was somewhat greater, whereas in
the capitalist era, although political power did not disappear, it somewhat waned, and the role
of capital was ascending. In view of this, Marx divided the path to human emancipation into
a sequentially progressing, stage-by-stage process. Because he treated and grasped religious
issues by reducing them to secular issues, he did not consider “religious emancipation”
to be an independent stage among them and therefore did not include this appeal, which

was debated particularly hotly at the time, into the sequence. Thus, he planned the path of
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human emancipation as a “three-step” process: The first step is “political emancipation.”
Its meaning is not the so-called “national independence” or “national self-determination,”
but rather refers to people being emancipated from the domination, control, and constraints
of power. The second step is “social emancipation,” which refers to people being liberated
from the domination, control, and constraints of wealth and capital. Marx held that “political
emancipation” and “social emancipation” are major steps and prerequisites for human
emancipation, but they amount to incomplete and flawed emancipation.

Although “political emancipation” casts off power and frees people from being subjected
to domination and control in this aspect, people still belong to certain forms of communities,
such as nations, ethnicities, blocs, groups, strata, and classes. If a certain nation, ethnicity,
bloc, group, stratum, or class achieves a ruling position by means of “political emancipation,”
and individuals become members of these communities, then they will occupy a favorable
position in social life; conversely, if they are of a hostile faction, then they will be in an
unfavorable, oppressed position. This situation exposes the one-sidedness and partiality of
the so-called “political emancipation,” so Marx called it a “flawed emancipation.” Humanity
cannot be separated from political power, but relying solely on political power to dominate
human society and human development will also bring endless future troubles. For this
reason, Marx harbored considerable reservations about, and even offered a very profound
critique of, the practices of Prussian Chancellor Otto von Bismarck in unifying the country
with the policy of Blut und Eisen (Blood and Iron) and strong means and methods, and,
after unification, continuing to use state power to lay out the pattern of social and economic
development and seek hegemony in Europe and even the world. In Marx’s writings, the
critique of political despotism is also one of the fairly important themes that run consistently
throughout them. However, given the immense influence of the Capital, Marx’s critique of
capital has left such an extremely deep impression on people that his political critique has
been obscured and neglected for a long time. Commentators have paid very little attention to
it and emphasized it very little. It should be said that this is a huge oversight.

When the political state becomes a tool for social governance and services, rather than the
determining factor and absolute power dominating society, capital then comes to play its role.
Similarly, the world dominated by capital is also full of contradictions and oppositions, which
will cause polarization and a series of widespread competition and crises; humans become
slaves of money, slaves of material goods, and slaves of capital, situated in a state of poverty,
alienation, and suffering. Therefore, the next step of human emancipation progresses to the
stage of “emancipation from capital.”

Marx argued that, living in a world dominated by capital, human life is in a state of
“alienation.” In the Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844, he gave an example:
In nature, a “diamond” is nothing but an ordinary mineral deposit; its reserves are relatively
scarce, and it is also very difficult to excavate and smelt. For humans, its most important
significance does not lie in its material “use value” in real life but in the “aesthetic sense”

at the spiritual level, that is, under the shining of the sun, the beautiful luster emitted by the
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“diamond” can bring spiritual pleasure and aesthetic satisfaction to people. However, once
it is seen by capitalists, incorporated as an object of investment, and enters the process of
capital operation, those “aesthetic qualities” of it will be ignored or disappear, and its value
is only reflected in the fact that it can bring infinite wealth due to its scarcity. In the age of
capital, due to the “alienation” of labor, the poverty of the worker is obvious, but in Marx’s
view, in such a society, even the wealthy capitalist can hardly escape the fate of “alienation.”
By seeing only the value of things and indulging in the pursuit of wealth and profit, they
will discard, deviate from, and forget the thoughts, feelings, and desires of being a “real
human being” and a “normal human being,” and fall into a state and situation of “alienation.”
Under the domination and control of capital, the worker suffers because of living in poverty,
but this also brings huge risks to the capitalist, making them anxious all day long due to
dissatisfaction with wealth and profit. The content and degree of “alienation” between the
worker and the capitalist are somewhat different, but the form and essence are the same—
capitalist society is a thoroughly “alienated” world.

To date, the recognition, grasp, and understanding of the functions, roles, and effects
of capital itself still have the necessity for further adjustment, expansion, and deepening.
Through a complete reading of the Capital and its manuscripts, and especially the practice of
China’s reform and opening-up, we are made to realize the complexity of the issue of capital.
Before 1978, although there were also many scholars in China who studied and translated the
Capital, in that time, it was very difficult to read and understand this masterpiece, and thus it
was unable to comprehensively, accurately, and adequately recognize and understand capital.
Because at that time we were standing outside of capital, condemning and criticizing capital,
with a one-sided viewpoint, namely believing that capital could only bring about some messy
things, such as wealth disparity, polarization, economic crises, and even war; we did not
know or were unwilling to admit that capital could also bring about social development and
transformation. Over the more than 40 years of reform and opening-up, the introduction and
operation of capital have led to extremely huge changes and profound transformations in
China, such as never seen before in history. Under such circumstances, when we turn back to
enter the broad socio-historical horizon and rich intellectual world of the Capital, only then
can we view capital from both positive and negative aspects and from multiple perspectives
and comprehensively recognize its functions and roles. Exactly because of this, in Marx’s
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design and planning of the path to “human emancipation,” “social emancipation,” that is,
humanity ultimately being liberated from the domination of capital and wealth, also holds
very important significance.

However, up to this point, are humans who have shaken off and transcended the
manipulation of political power and capital “real individuals”? Have they already reached the
emancipated realm of “free and all-around development”? In Marx’s view, not yet. Humans
at this time have made some progress on the path of “emancipation,” and external fetters
and constraints have weakened, but they are still animals of the collective, “species-beings.”

That is to say, humans in this period and stage are still to a considerable extent subordinate
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to the community, and their individuality cannot be manifested, much less constructed. The
“humanity” in the so-called “emancipation of humanity” is a “species” concept, an abstract
category, which is the combination, abstraction, and generalization of the commonalities
of different individuals in reality. Human individuality, however, precisely rejects this
commonality; the so-called human individuality is precisely one’s uniqueness and distinctness
in the world, in reality, and in the community. It is precisely in this sense that Marx stated, “In
the rights of man, he is far from being conceived as a species-being; on the contrary, species-
life itself, society, appears as a framework external to the individuals, as a restriction of their
original independence” (Marx & Engels 2010, Vol. 3, 164).

Therefore, in my view, translating the expressions regarding “emancipation of humanity”
and “emancipation of all humanity” in previous Chinese editions of Marx’s writings as “human
emancipation” and “emancipation of the universal individual” is more accurate and more in
line with Marx’s original intent. Marx’s concentrated expression on this issue and the detailed
argumentation of his viewpoints exist in “On the Jewish Question.” The object of critique
in this famous essay is Marx’s former mentor, the leading figure of the Young Hegelians,
Bruno Bauer, and the focus of the debate unfolds mainly around “religious emancipation.”
At that time in Germany, there were two religious factions: One was Judaism, believed in by
a minority, and the other was Christianity, acting as the “state religion.” Christianity actually
originated from Judaism, and later the two factions opposed each other. Because the Jews had
achieved great economic success, they put forward the appeal for political emancipation and
religious emancipation, striving to gain corresponding respect and rights in real life. However,
in Bauer’s view, what shackled the Jews from achieving emancipation was precisely the
religious beliefs and religious concepts they stubbornly held on to; this was the same for
Christians, as the latter also had the problem of further emancipation, and the obstacle
restricting them from becoming “real human beings” in the “modern” sense was also their
narrow religious beliefs and religious concepts. Since the factors hindering the emancipation
of Jews and Christians both lay here, as an atheist, Bauer put forward a proposition, namely,
to abandon religion and give up faith, talking neither about Judaism nor talking about
Christianity; they should transcend their respective narrow concepts, unite under the banner
of “modernity” and in the sense of “human,” and achieve emancipation.

Regarding Bauer’s aforementioned proposition, Marx pointed out in “On the Jewish
Question” that this “human” is too abstract; it is not a hope that can be placed in reality but
a concept and myth fabricated by “speculative philosophy.” And the “humans” in reality at
that time were simply Jews, Christians, and general members of civil society. Therefore, the
emancipation of each of them was actually the emancipation of the individual. Marx said that
any kind of emancipation is to return the human world and various human relationships to the
human self, and the “self” here is the egoistic, independent individual. For example, based on
the same economic status and political power, certain individuals can be grouped into a single
stratum, which means these individuals are in the same stratum; but for each individual, this

is only an identity definition and explanation at one level. Apart from this, each individual can
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also be perceived and analyzed from other levels and numerous fields. Even for individuals
in the same stratum, there is individuality confined to the stratum and transcending the
stratum. Furthermore, individuals of different strata can also show commonality in some
material and spiritual aspects; the intersection and manifestation of such multiple levels,
multiple directions, and multiple perspectives are what constitute the complexity, diversity,
and reality of human society. Therefore, Marx attached special importance to a concept,
namely “the real individual.” To this end, he specially analyzed the relationship between
the community and “the real individual.” “The real individual” cannot survive and develop
without the community, however, it must also be seen that the community is a kind of constraint
on the individual, shaping and nurturing the real individual according to its wishes and will. Marx
called this individual constrained and dominated by the community an “accidental individual,”
believing that their crux and vital point lie in the fact that they are not “a person with
individuality.” And a communist society is precisely to change and transcend this state. As
he wote, “From this it can only be concluded that the social history of man is never anything
else than the history of his individual development, whether he is conscious of this or not”
(Marx & Engels 2010, Vol. 38, 96). For a society or a community, the criterion for measuring
whether it is powerful is not economic prosperity or the supremacy of power but whether
the freedom of each individual in the community and the state is respected and developed
and whether their individuality and abilities are manifested and exerted. In the words of the
Manifesto of the Communist Party: “In place of the old bourgeois society, with its classes and
class antagonisms, we shall have an association, in which the free development of each is the
condition for the free development of all” (Marx & Engels 2010, Vol. 6, 506). In the Capital,
it is also repeatedly envisioned that there is a “union of free individuals.” By then, labor will
be carried out with common means of production, and the labor of many individuals will
be distributed as social labor, enabling those individuals who have put in tremendous and
arduous labor to re-appropriate their own products of labor and fruits of labor, rebuilding
individual ownership. A society composed of these individuals is a communist society. In
this sense, the past conception of striving to use the power of the community to dominate
its members up to the entire social life, ultimately building a powerful state that stands tall

among the nations of the world, is different from the intent of Marx’s communist society.

5 Conclusion: The Contemporary Relevance of Marx

This article advocates for a re-evaluation of Marx’s thought, grounded in his source
documents and informed by the specific contemporary conditions. In particular, what I have
emphasized—the relationship between Marx and the Western cultural tradition, the process
and substance of the transformation of Marx’s thought, Marx’s complex theory of capital,
and the connotations of his constructed communist ideal and “the real individual”—appears
especially important. And when aligning such a new understanding of Marx’s thought with

contemporary social reality, it becomes clear that Marx remains one of the most important
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thinkers for grasping the era of globalization. As long as power and capital remain the most
important forces dominating and shaping today’s society, Marx’s profound reflections
of that time have practical value, and his theory will not become obsolete. In fact, many
commentators who oppose or even intentionally disparage Marx’s theory, when gaining
insight into complex social structures, not only do not reject it, but conversely unconsciously
absorb Marx’s holistic and dialectical mode of thought, as well as his profound elucidation of
the connotations of “human emancipation” and his persistent pursuit in practice.

Marxism has influenced the course of human progress for a century and a half since its
birth. But what is thought-provoking is that, up to now, a clear and generally consistent
understanding of Marx has not been acquired, either domestically or internationally; instead,
a situation of divergent opinions prevails. Many discourses and interpretations regarding
Marx have departed from his original texts and the development of his thought, and in the
practice of social development in the 20th century, there are still many experiences and
lessons waiting to be summarized and assimilated. The result of this is that, in a certain sense,
Marx is still a “familiar stranger.” This indicates the necessity of returning to the original
texts and source documents, respecting historical facts and logic, and, in combination with
contemporary social development and practice, re-organizing, interpreting, and evaluating
Marx’s thought. This not only helps to correct the misreadings and distortions formed over a
long period, making the understanding of Marx’s thought more comprehensive, objective, and
accurate, but is also conducive to realizing the contemporary development of Marx’s thought

and advancing the cause of socialism with Chinese characteristics.
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