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Abstract From the point of view of the development of Chinese Marxist
philosophy, this paper comprehensively analyzes the current phenomenon of
“Return to Marx” by pointing out: (1) the phenomenon of “Return to Marx”
meets the need to reconstruct ideology during the time of social change in China
and it is a theoretical manifestation of the shift from planned economy to market
economy in China; (2) the phenomenon of “Return to Marx” embodies the
academic path of the past ten years of Chinese Marxist philosophy; (3) the
phenomenon of “Return to Marx” places too much emphasis on logic while too
little emphasis on history. This understanding, the epistemological root of “Return
to Marx”, has caused the negative effect and is also worth our attention and
further study.
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“Return to Marx”, a topic shared by western humanitarianism and existential
Marxist philosophers, was very popular in Western Marxist philosophy from the
1920s to 1950s. However, at the beginning of the late 1960s and throughout the
early 70s, as analytical Marxism, structural Marxism, and ecological Marxism
emerged one after another, it gradually faded from Western Marxist philosophy.
(Poster 1975, p. 306) However, this topic, which already seemed to be out of date
in the West, became the focus of Chinese academic circles in the 1990s. (Ye 2003
and Members of “Young People Philosophy Forum” 2004) Some of the scholars
who advocated existential Marxism tried to make it a focal point (Zhang 1999;
Yu Wujin 2004; Yu Jianxing 2004; Lu 2004; Kuang 2004), and those scholars
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who did not agree with existential Marxism also tried to create their own system
of philosophy under the theme of “Return to Marx.” At the same time, those
scholars that originally did not agree with “Return to Marx” had to face this topic
again. (Mu 2004) This created a particular academic environment, which is called
the phenomenon of “Return to Marx.” The “Return to Marx” goes far beyond the
original meaning intended by Western humanitarianism and existential Marxism,
and is now used as a general philosophical term for various different opinions.
This generalization has both positive and negative effects on Chinese Marxist
philosophy: the positive effects are to accentuate the meaning of the original
anti-dogmatism of “Return to Marx” and to provide Chinese Marxist philosophy
with an impetus for change; the negative effect, however, is that creativity in
Chinese Marxist philosophy has lost its form to the point where it has simply
become a sign or slogan, a means of arbitrarily making “Marxist philosophy”.
This has led to the creation of concepts in Marxist philosophy that have neither a
literary nor historical basis, but are forced on Marx; while explanations of Marxist
philosophy on the basis of the history of Marxist philosophy are regarded as
dogma and mistakes, and thus discarded. As a result, on the path of “Return to
Marx”, problems in Marxist philosophy disappeared, so did the history of Marxist
philosophy, and even more importantly, the critical meaning of “Return to Marx”
disappeared without a trace. This raised a problem worth considering: Where did
Chinese Marxist philosophy go and where is it going? Is it continuously making
“new” concepts or is it thinking about China’s unique problems? This paper has
no intention of giving a new explanation of Marxism, which would only add to
the numerous ideas and systems of “Return to Marx.” Rather, it will give a
comprehensive analysis of the phenomenon of “Return to Marx” that currently
exists in China, and develop ideas about the development of Chinese Marxist
philosophy.

1 Reconstruction of ideology

The fact that “Return to Marx” occurred in the 1980s was not accidental.
Objectively speaking, there was a need for an ideology that fits into the market
economy system, and it is a theoretical manifestation of the shift from planned
economy to market economy in China.

Generally speaking, every ideology includes two factors: rationality and
culture. Rationality sees political power as the core, which determines political
structure and its ideological function. The core of culture is morality, which
determines the system of values and its ideological function. However, in different
social structures, the components of rational factors and cultural factors are
different, and so are their importance and effect on ideology. Ancient society was
a political state in which the political structure was the social structure. In this
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social structure, the state had only one perspective on both the rational and
cultural factors in ideology. However, modern society is based on civil society,
hence, within ideology there is a conflict between civil society and the state in a
complicated system of political rationalism and values. In post-industrial society,
industrialization standards have been expanded from the scope of material
production to that of cultural consumption, which gives rise to popular culture for
the masses. Recreation and consumption have become a cultural industry, and an
important part of social production. Moreover, it is a form of production that
dominates all of society’s industrial production. First of all, this profound change
in the social structure complicates the relationship between the political rational
structure and value system in ideology, and it reverses their importance. Foretime,
because social production was merely confined to material production, rationality
and its structure always had a dominant position in ideology. Now cultural
production has replaced material production and become the dominant form of
production of the social structure, rational factors have given way to cultural
factors and become less important. Accordingly, the character of ideology has
changed from rational to cultural. As the character of ideology has changed, the
whole structure of ideology and its function have also undergone a qualitative
change. In the past, ideological structures were constructed around a core of state
and political power, while civil society was merely an external form of the state.
And the only conflict between the state and civil society was how to make the
latter obey the former. However, the modern ideological structure concentrates
around public life. If the state wants to control ideology, it must first take control
of public life. As we know, public life in modern society reflects the interests of
both the individual and the collective, as well as the integration of the individual
and the collective’s value systems. Therefore as public life has moved from the
margins to the center, culture and values have inevitably assumed a dominant
role in ideology, thus forming a complicated ideological structure with a
multi-value system core. However, all these distinctions and definitions are
simply derived from rationalism. When applied to real life, the ideological
structure is far more complex. This is because different types of states inevitably
have different social structures. The current movement towards globalization
mixes different modes of production and ideologies, and, at the same time, the
rational structure and value system in each nation aggravates the struggle between
modernization and tradition, foreign and native. Under these circumstances, the
fact that either the rational or the cultural factor assumes the dominant position in
both ideology and each of their structures depends on the concrete differences in
social structures. As a result, the current complicated and diversified ideological
structures and types have formed.

In the 1990s, China shifted from planned economy to total market economy
and Chinese society changed profoundly. During this process, the biggest question
was not the reform of the economic system, but the construction of ideology. As
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is known to all, the market economy is a system for commodities in capitalism.
Therefore, within capitalism, there are no fundamental internal conflicts between
the market economy and ideology, especially in current developed capitalist
societies. State monopolization of the economy is bringing the economy and state
ideology more and more closely together, making the economy a tool for realizing
state ideologies. Currently, many western scholars regard modern capitalism as
late capitalism, and the current market economy as an economic form of late
capitalism. The participation and restraints of ideology on economic development
are the most important characteristics of the modern market economy. However,
the circumstances are different in China. China must participate in the world
economy and acknowledge the system and ideology of the contemporary market
economy so as to develop the market economy. China is a socialist country and
must construct an economic system with socialist characteristics, so it is inevitable
to face dual ideological conflicts right from the beginning: the first is the ideology
that links contemporary capitalism with the global market economy; the second
is the changing values as the planned economy evolves into the market economy.
Resolving these two ideological conflicts is not only a matter of changing the
Chinese people’s values system, but also involves the question that what kind of
an economic system should be established. Hence, the reform of the economic
system has pushed the construction of ideology onto center stage and makes it a
crucial issue regardless of the fact that whether China’s economic system can
mature and improve or not. Here, we draw the conclusion that the reconstruction
of contemporary China’s ideology is not only a problem of creating a new value
system; it is a question of how to better integrate ideology with the economic
system, that is, how to construct a contemporary market economy with socialist
characteristics. This is a problem that has never been encountered by planned
economies. The development of the contemporary China’s economy is a new
challenge for philosophy.

From the point of view of philosophy, ideology’s integration with material
economic activities was the basic question addressed by Marxist dialectics. This
issue was first raised by Gramsci (1971, pp. 381-418), Korsch (1970), and
Lukacs (1971, pp. 83-222). They defined Marxist dialectics as ideological and a
form of historical dialectics. According to their point of view, Marxism is a theory
about the mutual interaction and sublation between man and external world,
between consciousness and material production and how self-realization is
reached. In the relationship between humans and external world, consciousness
and material production, humans and consciousness hold dominant positions.
They are the ends. The latter, external world and material production, are means.
They are manifestations of the realized human and consciousness. Therefore, the
essence of Marxist dialectics is acknowledgement of the rationality of ideology’s
participation in material production. Marx’s explanation of this dialectical method
surpassed previous theories on materialism. (He 2003, pp. 29-35)
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The above thoughts of Gramsci, Korsch, and Lukacs contain important insights
for the study on the “socialist market economy.” Their critical ideological theory,
which is based on Marxist dialectics and centered on the critique of everyday life,
is an important theoretical foundation for the construction of a “socialist market
economy” ideology. The phenomenon of “Return to Marx” is a response to these
insights.

2 The academic road of Marxist philosophy

Considering the theoretical development of Marxism, the phenomenon of “Return
to Marx” reflects the academic path of Chinese Marxism for the past decade.!

During the 1990s, Marxism was rigorously challenged, especially its academic
standing. Marxism went from the center to the periphery, and was questioned by
other philosophers. Some scholars in China who study Western philosophy and
Confucianism looked down upon Marxism because they thought that it was a
study of politics, not philosophy. A small number of them even academically and
personally attacked scholars who studied Marxism. The ignorance of these
scholars can explain for these events, because those who do not understand
Marxism have only learned about Marxism from Soviet textbooks on Marxism.
Therefore, their understanding of Marxist theory at best reaches textbook
standards. They are unaware of Marxism’s importance in changing and furthering
the development of modern philosophy from the nineteenth to the twentieth
century. However, these non-Marxist scholars have correctly pointed out that
Chinese Marxist philosophy lacks theory and principle, which reveals a crisis in
contemporary China Marxist philosophy.

As a matter of fact, today’s crisis in Chinese Marxist philosophy is something
that Western Marxists had already experienced near the end of the nineteenth
century. At that time, scholars, whether they opposed Marxism or supported it, all
tried in their own ways to deny that Marxism had its own philosophical content.
Those scholars that opposed Marxism argued that Marxism was not a philosophy,
because Marx did not make any contributions to metaphysics or the theory of
knowledge, but Marx simply had the same opinions as other philosophers of that
time and lacked creativity. Most Marxists and Vulgar Marxists from the Second
International believed Marxism to be a political and economic theory. In their
own development of Marxist theory, they approached it from the perspective of

"In China, many scholars equate Marxism with politics, not with philosophy, thus denying
Marxist philosophy. To refute this, Chinese Marxist scholars insist on the academic research of
Marxist philosophy, so discussions on “how to realize the academic research of Marxist
philosophy” can proceed in Chinese academic circles. This is called “the academic road of
Marxist philosophy.” (Mu 2004)
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social movements. Because of this, Marxism lost the foundations of its own
principles and was nearly excluded from nineteenth century’s philosophy. In
order to remedy this situation, twentieth century Western Marxists had to once
again revisit the fundamental characteristics of Marxist philosophy and tried to
bring about a renaissance of Marxism through the reconstruction of Marxist
philosophy. Because Marxists from the Second International had lost the
philosophical foundations of Marxism and the Soviet Marxism was not
appropriate for Western revolutions, in early twentieth century, Marxists had to
reconstruct Marxist philosophy by: first, distinguishing Marxism from Marx;
then, probing the relationship between Marxism and Hegel’s Phenomenology of
spirit; and finally, studying the works of Marx and building Marxist ideological
theory. Korsch clearly states in Marxism and Philosophy that in order to “recover”
original Marxist philosophy, it is necessary to directly study the philosophy of
Marx and Engels. (Korsch 1970) In fact, almost all the Marxists of that time were
doing this. It is because of their work that Marxist philosophy recovered and
flourished during the twentieth century. In this way, academics were able to find
new inspiration and create new forms of Marxism by studying Marx, hence
making it a tradition for Western Marxists in twentieth century. For a whole
century, Marxist philosophy in the West underwent a series of changes, from
humanitarian Marxism of the 1920s and 1930s, to existential Marxism of the
1950s, to analytical Marxism and structural Marxism of the 1960s and 1970s,
and ecological Marxism of the 1980s, and walked out of the crisis of assuming an
important place in Western philosophy. The development of Western Marxist
philosophy during the twentieth century proved that the only way for Marxist
philosophy to get out of the crisis and find new inspiration was to walk down an
academic road.

In the 1980s, the study on the works of Western Marxists began to be carried
out in China. By the 1990s, the different philosophical thoughts and the works of
Western Marxist scholars were well known in Chinese academic circles. Therefore
when a crisis in Chinese Marxist philosophy occurred, the academic circle
spontaneously turned to its western counterpart in search of an academic path to
“Return to Marx”.

During this process, Chinese scholars, due to their different understanding of
“Return to Marx”, have their own opinions respectively. Those who insist on the
original meaning of “Return to Marx” have inherited the tradition of humanitarian
and existential Marxism. They explain Marx’s early works from an existentialist
and phenomenological perspective of further research of Marxist ontology and
then explore the relationship between Marxist philosophy and modern Western
philosophy, and examine its current status and value to modern Western
philosophy. Those who broadly view “Return to Marx” as a return to Marx’s
original analysis understand his early to later works from many perspectives,
including the history of philosophy, cultural philosophy, economic philosophy,
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ecological philosophy, etc. All these different perspectives have greatly enriched
and expanded the historical vision of Marxist philosophy bringing about a revival
in the theory while reconstructing a paradigm. Those who question “Return to
Marx” are more concerned about the relationship between Marxism and the
current movement towards globalization, and between Marxism and the reality in
China. They have constructed philosophical questions for today’s China, and
have developed a new future for Chinese Marxist philosophy. These different
theoretical paths indicate that the study on Chinese Marxist philosophy has
broken through the conventional framework in different fields of research,
including the fundamentals of Marxist philosophy, history of Marxist philosophy,
and Chinese Marxist philosophy, and is just beginning to walk down a path of the
study on theory. Of course, during this process, the meaning of “Return to Marx”
was widened, particularly because it was considered to be a critical guide for
finding the theoretical foundations of Marxism by Chinese scholars. Therefore,
“Return to Marx” has evolved from a theory to a methodology.

3 Examination of methodology

Methodological discussions among Chinese scholars about “Return to Marx™ are
really worthy of studying. It is precisely these methodological discussions that
will determine whether Chinese Marxist philosophy will create an ideology that
is suitable for development of the socialist market economy and has the academic
characteristics of Chinese Marxist philosophy.

In the debate over “Return to Marx,” we often hear claims of those who are in
favor of “Return to Marx” that all those who are opposed to “Return to Marx™ are
conservative and out-of-date. That is to say, those who are against it are
philosophy’s stragglers, unable to think about new philosophical questions or
propose new ideas. Because of this, it is difficult for these opposing views to
understand each other and begin a dialogue. We believe that this point of view is
not tenable. Creativity in thought is completely different from the advancement
of material production: the latter is achieved by changing modes of material
production. The more thoroughly an out-dated mode is destroyed by a new one,
the greater the progress. Here, it is not continuity but discontinuity that is
necessary. However, creativity in thought is achieved by renewal of the method
of thought, whose rationality lies in how thoroughly it resolves previous problems.
Here, creativity in thought does not involve discarding old methods or problems,
but absorbing and incorporating them in a broader sense, namely, the accumulation
of cultural thoughts. According to this standard, the reason why scholars who
support “Return to Marx™ find it difficult to be understood and communicate
is that the way they think has not allowed the previous philosophical questions
to be included and solved. To be exact, from the very beginning they wanted
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to abandon pre-existing questions and explore new ones. However, unless
pre-existing questions have been explored, there cannot be any new ideas in
philosophy. In the same way, thinking that does not resolve previous problems is
not philosophical at all. Therefore, when faced with problems, defensiveness and
complaining is not called for. Instead, it is necessary to examine methodology.

From another perspective, those scholars who are opposed to “Return to Marx”
are not out-dated, but they put more emphasis on the historical aspect of
philosophy. Therefore, the questions they raise often concern the essence of
philosophy, and are challenging in terms of particular periods of time. Here,
I am inclined to side with those who oppose “Return to Marx,” and give the
phenomenon a methodological examination.

First, there is a problem of the relationship between reading of a text and
creation of the history. One of the major arguments made by scholars who are in
favor of “Return to Marx” is that Chinese textbooks on Marxist philosophy,
which were popular throughout the country, deviate from Marx’s originals.
Therefore, the reform of Chinese Marxist philosophy must return to Marx’s texts
and search for their original meaning. These scholars have come up with various
ways to “understand Marx”, refuting each of the Marxist philosophies from
Engels onwards. The one that attracts the criticism is “the Soviet Marxist
paradigm.” They believe that the current task is to “understand Marx through his
original.” It is our belief that separating the reading of a text from history allows
for too much subjectivity. Consider the problem this way: if we “understand Marx
through his original”, then who qualifies as an authority on Marx? Marx passed
away more than a century ago. Today, who is qualified to “understand” him?
Here is another hypothesis: if Marx were still alive, how would he judge his
views that were formed in the nineteenth century? Would he be able to
“understand” himself? Historically speaking, “understanding Marx through his
original” severs Marx’s text from history. The relationship between Marx’s
philosophy and later interpretations is that between text and history. A piece of
writing can only be read in the context of history, yet history itself is an open text.
Thus, reading a text and the creation of history cannot be separated from each
other. Words reveal their meaning to history while they are being read. The
relationship between Marx’s philosophy and later Marxist philosophies is the
same. Marx’s philosophy is the text for Marxist philosophies, yet the latter
are open texts of the former. The reading of Marx’s words by later Marxist
philosophers, whether their understanding is right or wrong, is a kind of historical
creation of Marx’s philosophy, and must be considered as a part of Marxist
philosophy. Therefore, when we read texts on Marxism, we cannot entirely deny
it, but see it as a foundation and starting point. Those Western Marxist philosophers
who most fervently advocate “Return to Marx” always adhere to this point. The
reason Western humanitarian Marxists study Marxism is to criticize the system of
Soviet Marxist philosophy, not to deny all Soviet Marxist theories. They criticize
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Soviet Marxist philosophy for not completely understanding Marx and trying to
represent him. Similarly, the mention of “Return to Marx” by existential Marxists
is simply to recover a missing theory on individual existence and the value of
Marx. Marx’s philosophy, together with its contemporary value, unfolds through
the development of Marxist philosophies. All these facts indicate that, whether
logically or historically speaking, “understanding Marx through his original” is
not tenable. A methodological reflection is needed.

Next is the problem of individuality of Marxist philosophy. In Marxist
philosophy, the topic that is most frequently discussed in Chinese academia is the
relationship between Marx’s philosophy and existentialism or phenomenology.
Existentialism and phenomenology have nearly become tools for understanding
Marx. We do not deny that Marxism, contemporary existentialism, and
phenomenology share common characteristics, yet we cannot neglect the
individuality of Marxism. As a matter of fact, when Marx developed his
philosophy, he always maintained his distinctiveness. For example, when
considering the study of philosophy, he insisted on criticizing capitalism, and
distinguishing his particular philosophy from other philosophical, historical, and
economic thoughts of the age. As for philosophical concepts, he gradually stopped
borrowing Hegel’s words, and used explicit terms, such as “mode of production”
and “social formation”, to express his own thoughts and theories. We can also
examine the research methods used by existentialist Marxists: reading Marx’s
original, they consistently follow the theme of the alienated human existence
under capitalism, distinctively expressing the respective character of Marxist
philosophy and demonstrating the fundamental difference between Marxism and
existentialism. They have even refused the title of “existentialist Marxists” to
stress the individuality of Marxist philosophers. Compared with existential
Marxism, the academia in China focuses excessively on the common character
of Marxist philosophy and existentialist philosophy, and neglects the individual
character of the former. For example, in reading Marx’s philosophy by appealing
to Heidegger, the main theme of Marx’s philosophy is dispelled, and it is the
same for its conceptual and discourse system. I think that this is not an explanation
of Marx’s philosophy, but instead is a dismissal of it. If study is conducted in this
way, the principles of Marxist philosophy will not be found. Hence, how to
understand the relationship between the general and individual characteristics in
both Marxist philosophy and contemporary Western philosophy is an important
methodological problem for us in our interpretation and reconstruction of Marx’s
philosophy.

Finally, there is the problem of how to understand the development of
Chinese Marxist philosophy in the twentieth century. Currently, scholars, whether
they support or oppose “Return to Marx”, who criticize textbooks on Marxist
philosophy, all equate them with Chinese Marxist philosophy. This does not
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accord with historical facts. No doubt, Chinese Marxist textbooks are similar to
Soviet textbooks; however, Chinese Marxist philosophy incorporates a lot more
than Soviet Marxist philosophy. In addition to standard textbooks on Marxist
philosophy, Chinese Marxists also created many other theories, such as the
Marxist philosophies of Li Da, Li Dazhao, Mao Zedong, etc. (He 2002)
The differences between Chinese Marxism and Soviet Marxism are crucial to
the development of Chinese Marxist philosophy and represent the character of
Chinese Marxist philosophy. We can disagree with these philosophies, but we
cannot avoid them or deny their existence. Therefore, it is a prerequisite for the
academic construction of Chinese Marxist philosophy to systematically sort
through and thoroughly study the history and problems of Chinese Marxist
philosophy. Otherwise, the academic construction of Chinese Marxist philosophy
will lose its historical foundation.

This methodological examination of the above three aspects reveals a major
defect in the research methodology of Chinese Marxist philosophy. Specifically,
there is too much emphasis on logic and too little on history. Such a defect has
confined our study to conceptual abstractions: once a new philosophical problem
is raised, because its own logic cannot be found, researchers revert to the old
paradigm. The consequence is that different people talk about different problems
yet they come to the same conclusions. Many articles are the same; they have
overlapping viewpoints and identical conclusions. New philosophical questions
are suffocated by the old research paradigm. This research method is no different
from the conventional method in the research of Marxist philosophy. Since this is
the case, its negative effect does not need to be mentioned because it is all too
apparent.
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