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Abstract Scholars of Marx often spend much effort to emphasize the
socio-historical characteristics of Marx’s concept of nature. At the same time,
from this concept of nature, one seems to be able to deduce a strong sense of
historical anthropocentricism and relativism. But through an exploration of
the results of Rorty’s discarding the distinction between “natural” and
“man-made” and Strauss’ clearing up value relativism in terms of the
concept of nature, people will find that historicism is a world outlook that
brought its historical circumstances on itself. It neglects the fundamental role
of nature in the structure of the relationships between nature and history. A
modern result of it is that it fails to offer any universal norms.
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“The entire so-called history of the world is nothing but the begetting of man
through human labour, nothing but the coming-to-be of nature for man.”
(Marx 1959, p.113) This aphorism is frequently quoted in Marx’s works.
Regardless of whether one agrees or disagrees with him, this aphorism is
taken to be a typical description of the relationship between history and
nature, and humans and nature by Marx. But regardless of historicism’s
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defenders, or so-called “fake-historicism™', they endorse or criticize the main
idea of this aphorism so hastily that they never grasp any of its necessary
conclusions. In the 160 years since Marx wrote this aphorism, the questions
within it have remained constant, but interpretations of the questions have
changed along with history. What do these changes tell us? The relationship
between the concept of nature and historicism in Marx will be discussed in
this article.

In his famous remark on Karl Marx, “A Contribution to the Critique of
Political Economy”, Friedrich Engels said: “The essential foundation of this
German political economy is the materialist conception of history” (Engels
1980, p.469), which originated with Marx. But without the underlying
“exceptional historical sense” of Hegel, this concept of history is
unbelievable. Engels pointed out that Hegel “was the first to try to
demonstrate that there is a development, an intrinsic coherence in history,
and however strange some things in his philosophy of history may seem to
us now, the grandeur of the basic conception is still admirable today,
compared with either his predecessors or those who following him ventured
to advance general observations on history.” (Ibid, p.474) Here, we may
conclude that Hegel’s predecessors’ and even his successors’ in the history
of philosophy, that is, philosophy in the Platonian framework, touch on the
trivial and concrete and link them together. These interpretations are loyal to
describing the relationship between human and non-historical matters, such
as god and humanity. The goals they pursue are unavoidably ordinary
compared to Hegel’s grand narratives. This is because Hegel believed in an
absolute spirit, a rational spirit and revelatory spirit rolled into one, which
bridged the gulf between historical subjectivity and objectivity. But this
pursuit of grandiose historical purpose intoxicated Hegel with “the final
realization of history”. Engels, however, explained Hegel’s dialectics more
generously and sympathetically: dialectics in practice — although not in
theory — discards the idea to reach the ultimate truth and arrives at the
opposite point that each school of philosophy is an expression of the spirit of

' The Chinese word “JJj 2 % 3{” comes from the English word “historicism” or “historism”, both of
which are translated from the German word “Historismus”. Historicism here at first is a contestable
concept, for example, in K. R. Popper, historicism is a kind of methodology of social sciences that aims at
seeking certain historical rules in history and hence forecasting history events. It is thus in the last century
discussed as the “problem of historicism”, which is first in the form of positivism and then as a
consequence of the former in the form of relativism. The word “historicism” which I mention here should
have different meanings in different contexts.



632 Front. Philos. China (2006) 4: 630-642

its age. All this encouraged Engels to register this intellectual property, the
concept of history, under Hegel’s name. Engels emphasized the succession
of Hegel and Marx concerning the historical growth of thought and the
growth of world history.

Engels thought that Hegel’s epoch-making concept of history was a
“direct theoretical pre-condition” of the new materialist outlook. Its
shortcoming is that Hegel’s dialectics proceeds from “pure reasoning”. Marx
undertook the work of extracting from Hegel’s conclusions and establishing
them on materialism. In fact, the thought expressed by Engels simply
repeated what Marx once said, “With him (Hegel) it (the dialectics) is on its
head. It must be inverted, in order to discover the rational kernel within the
mystical shell.” (Marx 1977, p.103) But, in actuality, Marx’s philosophy not
only overturned Hegel’s, but also accomplished what Hegel did not — Marx
deconstructed the traditional order of logic and history, nature and history,
mind and action.

Speaking of the relationship between Marx and Hegel, Marx did not
completely abide by his own words. According to our understanding of
Hegel, nature has no history, so he refused to use nature in his study of
history. From Hegel’s point of view, changes in nature and the origin of
nature are the processes and logical consequences of the conceptual world;
logical precedence is the foundation of chronological precedence. Like us,
Hegel believed that spirit world appeared after nature world, but, he also
believed that this was true from scientific epistemology, not of ontology.
This is because logic precedes nature. So the pattern of historical progress is
determined by logic, and nature is merely the environment in which history
progresses. To the contrary, Marx confirmed that the idea of nature in the
field of ontology differs from that in natural science, but it is not a historical
idea, either. Here, Alfred Schmidt mistakenly distinguished Marx’s concept
of nature from that of others by taking the former to be of socio-historical
character. Different from Schmidt, we must point out: nature is not only a
part of the development of mankind, a condition for the survival of mankind,
or a means to satisfy human needs. Because if Marx stressed the unity of
history, humanity, and nature, and their high degree of integration, then in
the structure containing these three items, nature is the most basic. History
takes nature as its model. History is a natural progression, but nature takes
itself as its model. Annotators of Marx have paid less attention to these ideas.
For example, Schmidt insouciantly observed, “in his works, Marx seldom
mentioned the nature in itself.” (Schmidt 1971, p.1)

What we say next will demonstrate this: in German Ideology, when Marx
perceived something, even the most simple, “sensibly reliable” object, such
as a cherry, unlike Feuerbach who took a cherry to be a natural product; the
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most important thing was, it is a series of facts: it was imported to Europe at
some time; it was a commodity; it had such and such exchange value, and so
on. In discussing nature, Marx’s annotators usually spiritualize man and
demystify nature. Moreover, it is a noticeable fact that Marx’s concept of
nature has been within the framework of the modern era since the day it
came into being. So people always suppose that the nature that they know
and control is the same as Marx’s concept of nature, such as Rolf Gruner,
who thought that Marx was only interested in this concept of nature.

What we have to point out is, the label attached to Marx by Gruner, “Marx
was as anthropocentric and anthropotheistic as his predecessor Hegel and his
contemporary Comte” (Gruner 1985, p.71), accurately describes Marx’s
predecessors. In other words, in order to satisfy mankind’s basic necessities,
people should remake nature, or humanize nature through economic
activities. But this idea is not exactly the same as Marx’s. If we attributed
these modern ideas to Marx, we would miss out on Marx’s real points.
Setting the practice of presenting one point of view with two different
thoughts aside, if the thinkers who preceded Marx by one or two centuries
were not thinking about how to conquer nature, then what were they doing?

To understand this better, we may refer to Leo Strauss. This political
philosopher first noticed changes in the moral and political world and then
how changes in the natural world gave rise to the crisis of modernity. But he
repeatedly emphasized that the worst crisis in philosophy was during the 17"
century when the concept of nature was completely revised. Since the 17"
century, nature has been turned into an object of study in the natural sciences
and something to be conquered by labor, worthless economically before it is
processed. Those thinkers who successfully broadcasted the establishment of
a “modern world” in the 17" century clearly defined mankind’s liberation
and charted an “extraordinary blueprint”. The sagacious Bacon suggested:
What makes for our concepts (through observations and experiments
rebuilding and expanding our knowledge) a solid foundation on which
philosophy can base itself sufficiently, may be something steady and
compact, something inseparable from and compatible to the phenomena of
things; thus nature has been understood, controlled, tempered and utilized to
serve human beings (Schabert 1983, pp.110—24). To Strauss, modern science
has made a pretension of viewing nature so that natural laws and natural
things alternate according to the human will. In philosophical reflections
after Kant, this has been expressed by objective regulations that have
become more subjective, even completely subjective. This is one main
difference between classical and modern thought.

To this end, if we set aside Marx’s opponents, it does not appear difficult
for us to confirm the modern meaning of the concept of nature according to
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Marx. But this is a hasty confirmation, such as in Antonio Gramsci’s Marxist
historicism and Ggorgg Lukacs’s historic ontology. These effects are rooted
in the modern impulses of metaphysics. It is in this context that a modern
interpretation of the concept of nature in Marxist thought makes it difficult
to avoid the “special feature” of Collingwood’s explanations of Marx’s
“scientific history”, especially his interpretation and defense of the “strong
points” of Marx’s concept of history compared to Hegel’s. Collingwood
states that “for Marx himself nature was more than the environment of
history, it was the source from which its pattern was derived.” (Collingwood
1946, pp.124-5) In Marxist thought, it is undoubtedly wrong to insist on the
dualism between nature and man, and nature and history, because it slips
into an idealistic view of nature which belongs to religious philosophy and,
in fact (except when it is sugar coated) never actually integrates humanity
and nature. But if Marx’s view of nature is simply a kind of civilized nature
(Wataru 2003, p.17) which has been transformed by the behavior of human
beings, then humans will once again misunderstand history. This
misunderstanding holds that nature and history are opposites. This has led to
the belief that the history of the relationship between humans and nature is
not a part of nature’s history, and on the contrary, nature is a part of human
history. Everyone has seen through this explanation of history, in which
history is not considered to have anything permanent and all of its ideas are
simply the result of mankind’s creative activities.

Even nowadays, people still treat the relationship between humans and
history in such a basic context. They use Marx’s assertion that “man creates
his own history” to construct a non-Marxist point of view. This is because
people have not yet adequately considered that humans do not create history
arbitrarily. Humans act in situations that are not of their choosing and are
provided with limited options. This situational logic opens the possibility of
the collapse of the traditional way of thinking, especially for Marx’s
deconstruction of the strong ‘“anthropocentricism”. In order to avoid the
impulse of strong anthropocentricism, the Frankfurt school has touched on
this question and indicated that the independent state of nature has to be
preserved, but not by ignoring the interaction between nature and humans.
Marx’s idea of the “naturalization of humans” and the “humanization of
nature” was necessary, but not at the expense of abrogating the differences
between human and nature (Jay 1973, p.268). In our opinion, the crux of the
question is the identification of modern consciousness, which was believed
to have achieved control of the human subject long before, with real control
over humans, and will unquestionably result in the imprisonment of the
modern consciousness.

This statement shows that the opposite side of nature is that people have
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historically wished to get rid of nature rather than that history and nature are
opposites. But it is not this easy, because the gain or loss of historical
circumstances depends on the historical development of the relationship
between humans and nature. These are not all within the reach of human
ingenuity. Human history has a natural boundary. For example, according to
Collingwood, Marx was restricted by nature so he analyzed historical
movements in this sequence: primitive communism, capitalism, and
socialism. And everything he did revolved around the principle that “all
historical events have reasons based in nature”. Engel’s words can also be
used to explain Marx: “The point where this history begins must also be the
starting point of the train of thought” (Engels 1980, p475). According to this
view, the road to fulfilling the purpose of world history, as designed by
Hegel, the German spirit reflected the world spirit of a particular time and
was a successor of the progress of world history. Hegel was contaminated by
“nativism” because he logically abstracted models from history, not from the
natural world. Hegel did not realize that the German spirit could not serve as
a universal rule, just as his understanding of history was only limited to local
knowledge.

But, what things are universal? In the history of Western philosophy, why
are things that are particular always subject to universalism? Although
different philosophers have different explanations, most of them treat things
that come from a specific society and life and from a particular local
circumstance as being a universal model for explaining history. To Hegel,
the transition from particularism to universalism is a sublation process from
which nations and countries can determine and arrange themselves according
to the level of their self-consciousness abilities. Which nation will be left at
the end of history, Germany or America, depends on who is the judge: Hegel
or Francis Fukuyama. Obviously, to Hegel, the movement of the spirit of
freedom in world history from Asia to Europe was sublation of the
constrained universality constrained in a concrete body or individual in the
development of the philosophy of world history. Hegel compiled such an
end to the story and never reflected on his particular circumstances: that he
belonged to the West Nothing but Karl Lowith’s demonstrations can make
people think of the failure of dialect sublation. To Lowith, the first true
instance of universalism in the Western thought system was Christianity and
Hegel based his understanding of the sequence of secular history on God’s
vision of the future. The result is that providence has been recognized as a
historical precondition. Without providence, Hegel could not propose any
historical schemes. But, as_ Lowith has seen, providence is “too uncertain and
too narrow” to use on trivial matters. For example, it is explicit when an
individual unexpectedly meets misfortune, but when used to explore nations
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and states in world history, we are not satisfied by this “huckster of Belief”
(Lowith 1953, p.57). On the other hand, Hegel’s historical model is not
rooted in natural facts which arouse “radical historicism”. Comparing Hegel
to early editors (such as Fontenelle and Condorcet) of a universal world
history, Fukuyama states that in Hegel who “believes that truth bears
fundamental historical relativity”, there is no acceptable or deniable
reference point outside of history (Fukuyama 2003, p.69), and people only
reach profound self-consciousness at the very last minute of history.
Therefore, Fukuyama ascribed Hegel’s philosophy to historicism and labeled
him as the first philosopher of historical relativism. As “the first”, the
profound self-consciousness obtained by Hegel at the absolute moment in
history, has been taken away by Fukuyama. Fukuyama’s Hegel does not
have an absolute moment in history; the historical process becomes a process
of the imagination which cannot be completed, or a rootless and evil idea.

Fukuyama’s Hegel is almost the same as Strauss’ Hegel (Strauss 1953,
p-29), as interpreted by Strauss in Natural Rights and History. Both of them
regard Marx as the biggest heir to Hegel. If we penetrate Fukuyama’s
explanations of Hegel and place them above Strauss’s criticism, we will find
that “the historical sense” or “the historical consciousness” of the nineteenth
and twentieth century is the result of our “reject as mythical the premise that
nature is the norm” (/bid, p.11). Thereby, the struggle by humans to wriggle
free from the shackles of nature has begun, and so has the dawn of the
history envisaged by the modern world.

In the dawn of the history envisaged by the modern world, there is a new
picture of the world: the separation of nature and history has become an
existential tension between the modern and the ancient. It is primarily
represented by the rise of natural science and as the modern meaning of
“history” becomes a cultural category. According to Strauss, the discovery
of nature is the work of philosophy, not the work of natural science.
Philosophy began when philosophers, perhaps it was Thales, discovered
nature, i.e., when people distinguished between natural phenomena and
customs created by man. From this aspect, unlike customs, nature is not
always derived from humans. Mansfield, a student of Strauss, once used an
example to illustrate this. He said that when people say, “this is a sacred
white ox”, in this sentence, white and ox are from nature, but sacred is
man-made. Before the discovery of nature, ancient people did not distinguish
between customs or ways that have been like this forever and are like this
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everywhere and those customs or ways of different tribes. The “Old
Testament” is a standard or norm for people’s behavior. In other words,
“culture” or “civilization” in the pre-philosophic period did not consider the
relationship between the world and humans in light of distinctions between
nature and man-made customs. Strauss pointed out that the word “nature”
never appears in the Hebrew Bible. The birthplace of the concept of “nature”
is ancient Greece (/bid, pp.81-2). Greek philosophers believed that nature
and world cannot come into being until chaos has turned into kosmos, which
is the origin of the universe. But “history” is a completely modern word. The
modern world is the link between the ancient world and the contemporary
world, but it is also the junction where differences between these two worlds
meet. There was no place for the concept of “history” in ancient Greece.
Knowledge about history was not at all important to the Greeks. On the
whole, there was a clear and definite interest in ancient Greek thought: not
only a different path from that of historical thought, but moreover was based
on the “metaphysics of non-history” (Collingwood). This implied that
philosophy began with our common sense and natural understanding of the
natural world. Kosmos, in Greek philosophy, was not a concept of the human
world, but merely an expression of the natural world, and lacked the
characteristics of humanity. The concept of “humanity” was so foreign to the
intellectual structure of the Greeks that they never named it.

Arendt points out that “the reason for the absence of the word humanitas
from Greek language and thought was that the Greeks, in contrast to the
Romans, never thought that man is the highest being there is. Aristotle calls
this belief atopos, *absurd’.” (Arendt 1968, p.265) This demonstrates that if
a culture is to cut short its old way of thinking which has existed for a long
time and begin a new way of thinking, this change is very likely the result of
interference “from the outside world”. It is clear that “humanity” is not a
given in nature, but is a purely historical product. Towards this point, Marx
said that man’s form of existence and regulations have “maintained itself and
developed through history, in and with history” (Marx and Engels 1975,
p-109). Since humanity is historical, people presume that rules of behavior
can only be created, designed and found in the historical process. This
implies that, on the one hand, humanity’s history makes it possible for
people to freely create and plan a life looking towards the future. In this
sense, the history of humanity has become a precondition for man’s freedom.
On the other hand, because humanity is historical, accidental, and open to
the future, these historical factors do not belong to the natural world, but
belong to the human world.

Here we must pay attention: excessive emphasis of the historical
significance will lead to the belief that man’s freedom cannot have a higher
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footing independent of history. This is why Rorty pointed that it is pointless
to establish a “philosophical foundation” for freedom, because this attempt
assumes that a foundation based on “natural order” exists. What Rorty could
not make sense of was: thinkers during the Enlightenment who advocated a
liberal culture believed that a liberal culture should have a foundation; so
these Enlightenment thinkers tried to make a connection with the most
promising cultural department of the day, the natural sciences, in order to
find truths not related to humans and an “absolute” foundation that is
permanent and non-historical. To Rorty, although it was natural to appeal to
the sciences, it was largely a “useful tactic in its day”, but less useful
nowadays due to the “increasing difficulty of mastering the various
languages in which the various sciences are conducted” (Rorty 1989, p.52).
But Rorty fulfilled another version of the Enlightenment thinker’s dream: an
appeal to a liberal society. Rorty thought that an appeal to liberal society
required historical comparisons to see which case was the most attractive. In
Rorty’s description of the ideal, future liberal culture, warnings about “value
relativism” and “nihilism”, and his skepticism of whether modern social
institutions were “reasonable” are completely strange and queer ideas. In a
word, Rorty allows us to abandon our search for a ‘“philosophical
foundation”. From then on, Rorty’s ideals will no longer be bothered by
those “unbearably outdated” and “should be rejected” words, “relativism”
and “irrationalism”.

The inspiration that Rorty’s philosophy has given us it that
post-modernism is not all the same. Post-modernist thinkers are difficult to
differentiate in some aspects, but they are very similar in other aspects.
Rorty’s objection to foundationalism, essentialism and universalism is, in a
certain sense, similar to that of Marx’s. However, even though both Marx
and Rorty were opposed to foundationalism, universalism and essentialism,
they investigated different philosophical questions. It is apparent that Rorty’s
opinions are not as readily acceptable as he promised. This is because his
philosophy is regulated by negativism. As a pragmatist, Rorty supports
historicism and believes that all thought processes are the products of
historical accidents and the beginning and end of all ideas reflect social
history and intellectual traditions. One of the tasks of his works is to
abandon the vocabulary used by Plato and metaphysicians in order to free us
from the divisions between absolute beings and relative beings, nature and
convention, and objectivity and subjectivity. More generally speaking, it is
to give up the ancient Greek distinction between natural existence of things
and their relations to other things, especially in relation to human needs or
interests (Rorty 2003, p.94). According to Rorty’s philosophy, originally, the
division in the framework of ancient Greek philosophy between nature and
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convention, i.e., between absolute beings and relative beings, is merely an
outdated dogma. This dogma thought that “discovered” nature was in
actuality “created” or “invented”. “Invented” means “contrived”, “artificial”,
“out of man” and endowed with meaning by human beings.

But, we must recognize that Rorty just took something that people
discovered from nature as something that actually came from humans
themselves. It is difficult for other people to seriously accept this point of
view. In his opponents’ eyes, Rorty cannot mask his attempt to ingratiate
himself to “relativism” and “subjectivism”. But Rorty seemed unwilling to
argue with his opponents. He said, the most important thing here is that we
that are criticized as relativists, should stop using distinctions between search
and make, discovery and invention, objectivity and subjectivity (/bid, p.96).
Here, Rorty defined his position as contextualism and hoped to deliver
people from the false belief that there is a foundation beyond history. When
we say that there is no such foundation or basis, it does not imply that there
is no evidence. So when he insisted on giving up the difference between
natural and artificial, he did not feel comfortable. So it seems necessary for
us to add a sentence about him which will bewilder people: “I withdraw my
words”. This shows that Rorty sensed that his adherence to historicism and
relativism was leading him to make the same mistake he criticized others for.
Isn’t the assertion that “everything is historic and relative”, “universal” and
“absolute”?

Starting from this train of thought, Strauss’ critique of value relativism
and nihilism is appropriate to Rorty. Strauss said, “Historicism asserts that
all human thoughts or beliefs are historical, and hence deservedly destined to
perish; but historicism itself is a human thought; hence historicism can be of
only temporary validity” (Strauss 1953, p.25). In the process of pondering
the choices of modernity and comparing them with the ancient, Strauss
clarified the ancient meaning of nature and reminisced about a return to
ancient ideas. Strauss had been thinking about what he called “the three
waves of modernity”: the rise of natural rights in modern times not only did
not mean a return to the classical natural world, but meant a drive towards a
completely historical and modern direction. When Strauss refuted
historicism and value relativism, he advocated that we needed to understand
ancient philosophy as those people in ancient times understood it and not
understand it from our understanding of today’s philosophy. But Strauss
knew that returning to ancient ideas would be difficult, not to mention nature
and its relation to “natural right “or “natural just”, which had been excluded
to cater to history. Pursuant to Strauss’ idea, each of the great waves yearns
for a return to the Greeks at its beginning and is diluted by modernity at its
end. It is nearly impossible to retrieve the ancient meaning of nature and
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make it the standard meaning. It so happens that Strauss and Engels are of
the same opinion here. Engels reminded us that “the materialist outlook on
nature means nothing more than the simple conception of nature just as it is,
without alien addition and hence among the Greek philosophers it was
originally understood in this way as a matter of course. But between those
ancient Greeks and us lie more than two thousand years of an essentially
idealist outlook on the world, and so the return to self-evident understanding
is more difficult than it appears to be at first sight. For it is by no means a
matter of simply throwing overboard the entire thought content of those two
thousand years” (Engels 1987, pp.478-9). From a linguistic point of view,
Heidegger insisted that Latin and the scientific languages based on Latin
suffered serious consequences and irretrievable losses as the Greek concept
of nature was translated.

In this kind of philosophical context, we can appreciate that Marxism tried
to subvert the tradition of rationalism so as to transcend views of abstractism,
essentialism and objectivism by placing the concept of nature in its
“original” position. But it cannot be translated into the language of
philosophy. Marx said that nature, understood abstractly and separately,
independent of man, is nothing (Nichts) to man. This argument, with
post-philosophical connotations, is interchangeable with Heidegger’s
explanation of nature. The common point in Marx and Heidegger is that we
can only draw from humans the existence—thought—Ilanguage, but we
cannot derive the existence of nature in itself-thought-language from humans.
Nature is the common basis for humans (including history, arts, and so on),
animals and plants. It is the root of their common existence. So, in the
German ldeology, Marx insisted on the natural order and the existence of
nature as a precondition to social history; Marx never gave “history a
pantheistic ‘independence’.” (Schmidt 1971, p.35)

Admittedly, Marx was not concerned about abstract problems of the
natural existence of mankind and society. In Marx’s view, people can ponder
these questions after they have a grasp of nature theoretically and practically.
But this does not imply in the least that Marx “treated nature economically”
(Strauss), because what were in Marx’s mind were some major problems of
the relationships between human and nature, and history and logic. These
major problems were foundational problems and they themselves have no
further foundations; so they had to support and be each other’s foundations.
In this sense, we may conclude that Marx’s concept of nature has
socio-historical characteristics and conversely, the socio-historical has
nature’s characteristics. If the opinion that philosophy is an exploration of
“the eternal question” is correct, the exploration of “nature’s characteristics”
in social history seems appropriate. Marx always discussed “the eternal and



Front. Philos. China (2006) 4: 630642 641

natural inevitability” of human history in the sense of material
transformation. The critical point where Marx diverged from all historicists
and post-modernists was whether or not it was possible for philosophy to
grasp the eternal. If whether or not eternal knowledge or prediction of the
eternal was possible was the belief of nineteenth century Marxists and
historicists, then people in our era must first pay attention to things that are
not eternal or universal, things that are changeable and individual. Early on,
Marx described a picture of modernity in which the many different thoughts
and beliefs of people vanish.

But, the crisis in philosophy and belief cannot prevent us from talking
about the “nature” of man or the “natural spirit” of man. Generally, we
discuss the “nature of things”, the “thing itself”, etc., and even talk about the
laws that regulated historical progress in the scope of this category. This not
only illustrates that philosophy’s crisis does not mean a Marxist crisis, but
also shows that neither the world nor life will completely change because of
the modeling of time and history.
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