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Abstract　The proposition “changing the world” inherently encompasses the value appeal 
that “the world ought to be changed” and the scientific cognition that “the world can be 
changed.” Together, they embody a practice-grounded methodological principle that 
integrates fact and value. Retracing the argument from “changing the world” back to “the 
world ought to be changed” illuminates both Karl Marx’s theory of justice and the distinctive 
methodology he employed in addressing justice. Marx did not begin from an abstract notion 
of “natural rights”; instead, he derived the principles of justice from an investigation of real 
human needs. The theory of the mode of production and its evolution provides the most 
appropriate instrument for analyzing those needs and their transformations. Accordingly, 
the historical materialism pioneered by Marx does not exclude normative theories of 
justice; rather, it inaugurates a new theoretical paradigm for thinking about justice. Marx’s 
assertion—what corresponds to the mode of production is just—must be read within this 
paradigm.
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Over the past two to three decades, scholarship on Karl Marx’s theory of justice has generated 
a number of novel issues that the previous interpretive frameworks of Marxist philosophy 
largely obscured. A paradigmatic example is the reconciliation of normative and scientific 
dimensions of the materialist conception of history. 

1　An Investigation Originating in the Philosophical Revolution of “Changing 
the World”

Recent discussions on “Marx and justice” concern the relationship between philosophical and 
scientific knowledge, specifically, how Marx’s philosophical reflection on the justice of social 
institutions relates to his scientific investigation of socio-political issues. While this issue was 
sparked by some analytic Marxists’ scientistic interpretations of historical materialism and 
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their consequent rejection of Marx’s theory of justice, its roots can be traced back to the 19th-
century challenge posed by positive science to metaphysics. Only by tracing this genealogical 
background can we clearly discern how the issue emerged.

Amid the rapid scientific and technological advances of the 19th century, academic 
disciplines focused on human life, such as economics, sociology, and history, sought to build 
explanations of human society on natural science methodology. In this context, political 
science, rooted in empirical research, gradually displaced speculative philosophical theory 
as the primary form of political knowledge production. Particularly during the 1830s and 
1840s, positivists, styling themselves “scientific philosophers,” championed the importance 
of factual cognition under the slogan “against metaphysics” and sought to undermine the 
epistemic legitimacy of political philosophy grounded in normative knowledge. However, 
human society differs fundamentally from the natural world, as does human history from 
natural change. The primary distinction is that everything in human society is established 
through human activities which are carried out by individuals holding diverse value positions. 
Consequently, the inevitability of the natural world cannot adequately explain various 
social issues, and the methodology of natural science that excludes value positions is ill-
suited to account for human society and its historical development, which are constructed by 
human activities. In light of this recognition, anti‑positivist currents emerged within social 
science, providing the impetus for a revival of normative political philosophy. Marked by the 
publication of John Rawls’ A Theory of Justice in the 1970s, the debate over justice that began 
in the late 20th century continues into the 21st, restoring normative political philosophy to the 
center of political discussions. Rawls’ significance in this revolution of political philosophy 
is widely recognized: He effected a thematic transition from “liberty” in Enlightenment 
political philosophy to “justice” in contemporary political philosophy, proposed principles 
of justice as the basis for contemporary political institutions, and, crucially, reestablished the 
epistemic legitimacy of normative justice theory, thereby reinstating a philosophical approach 
to the study of political issues. However, Rawls’ theory of justice and his broader political 
philosophy rest ultimately on the justification of capitalist private property, which limits his 
capacity to offer a practicable route to the substantive realization of social equity and justice 
in contemporary society. This involves the practical function of political philosophy, which 
must be examined from the perspective of the relationship between “interpreting the world” 
and “changing the world” as posited by Marx. Rawls devoted his life to devising a way for his 
two principles of justice to be implemented in practice to remediate injustice, yet his project 
remained largely in the realm of ideas precisely because it aimed primarily to interpret rather 
than to transform social reality. Appearing in the United States at a time when the tension 
between equity and efficiency was especially acute, A Theory of Justice reflects the severity 
of social justice issues within contemporary capitalist societies. Rawls’ theory is ultimately 
constructed on a defense of the liberal institution of private property—the very foundation 
that sustains much of that inequality. A theory that justifies the “roots of injustice” cannot 
fundamentally resolve the issue of social equity and justice; at best, it provides a theoretical 



155Karl Marx’s Theory of Justice and His Philosophical Revolution

framework for interpreting such inequality and injustice.
To substantively address the contemporary issues of equity and justice requires a political 

philosophy that examines the basic structure of society from the standpoint of “changing 
the world”—a standpoint that can only be fully realized within a Marxist framework.  
Rawls’ contribution—restoring the legitimacy of inquiry into political issues through a 
philosophical approach—helps us move beyond partial or fragmented interpretations of 
Marx’s thought and thus invites a more comprehensive engagement with the historical 
materialism he developed. This, in turn, opens the way for constructing a contemporary 
Marxian theory of justice. Marx’s famous remark, “... the philosophers have only interpreted 
the world in various ways; the point is to change it” (Marx & Engels 2010, Vol. 5, 5, italics 
original), has long served as a key for scholars of diverse perspectives to understand his 
philosophical revolution. However, scholars often overlook a crucial twofold presupposition 
implicit in that assertion: “The world ought to be changed” and “the world can be changed.” 
The former is the moral motive that grounds the task of changing the world; justifying it is 
the theoretical task of philosophy in the normative dimension. The latter is the conviction that 
such a moral motive is practicable; demonstrating it is the theoretical task of science in the 
cognitive dimension. These two dimensions are mutually indispensable and integrally unified, 
together constituting a complete theoretical system of the materialist conception of history. 
However, since the era of the Second International and particularly after Karl Kautsky’s (2008) 
claim that the materialist conception of history is a pure science, which effectively excised 
the value dimension from Marx’s philosophy, a protracted controversy has unfolded within 
Marxist philosophy. The controversy has taken different forms over time: the “epistemological 
break” thesis that distinguishes an ideological Marx from a scientific Marx, the dichotomy 
between an early, humanist Marx and a later, more scientistic Marx, and others. Recent 
debates over normativity and scientificity, sparked by discussions about Marx’s thought on 
justice, are linked to these previous controversies and also push them further, opening a new 
perspective on the Marxist philosophical revolution. In short, “changing the world” contains 
both a value dimension, “the world ought to be changed,” and a scientific dimension, “the 
world can be changed.” Only by understanding historical materialism as a doctrine that unites 
fact with value can one fully appreciate the significance of Marx’s philosophical revolution, 
and only on this basis can one truly understand the fundamental difference between a Marxian 
theory of justice and other contemporary theories of justice.

Are “normative” theories of justice and “scientific” historical materialism opposite? 
Or, to put it another way, can a “normative Marx” and a “scientific Marx” coexist within 
Marxist theory? This dichotomy is largely spurious: Marx himself did not posit a strict 
opposition between normativity and scientificity. The question should be approached from 
the perspective of Marx’s philosophical revolution. In ancient Greece, Aristotle divided 
philosophy into “first philosophy” (metaphysics) and “special philosophy” (concrete sciences) 
based on their differing objects of study. As human knowledge differentiates, “special 
philosophy” gradually detaches from “first philosophy” as it addresses its own inquiries, 
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eventually forming independent knowledge systems. In this sense, the development of 
philosophy is a process in which the grand, all‑encompassing philosophy contracts as concrete 
sciences peel away. In the 18th century, Immanuel Kant confined the task of philosophy to 
the self‑reflection of reason, thereby further consigning metaphysics to a domain beyond 
the immediate reach of science. Marx noted, “In the seventeenth century metaphysics still 
contained a positive, secular element. It made discoveries in mathematics, physics and other 
exact sciences which seemed to come within its scope” (Marx & Engels 2010, Vol. 4, 126, 
italics original). In the 18th century, “the positive sciences broke away from metaphysics and 
marked out their own independent fields. The whole wealth of metaphysics now consisted 
only of beings of thought and heavenly things” (Marx & Engels 2010, Vol. 4, 126). Thus, 
the advance of human knowledge necessarily leads to the differentiation of concrete sciences 
from all-encompassing philosophical knowledge. However, this does not signal the decline of 
philosophy; rather, it marks the fulfillment of metaphysics as an all‑encompassing philosophy. 
As Marx put it, “Where speculation ends, where real life starts, there consequently begins 
real, positive science” (Marx & Engels 2010, Vol. 5, 37). Martin Heidegger (2014) clarified 
that this notion of “end” is not a negative termination nor does it imply that philosophy has 
reached a final perfection; instead, it indicates that metaphysics, understood as an “ontology,” 
has had its tasks taken up by concrete sciences as their own. Metaphysics stands in the 
same relation to the world as mythology does to the forces of nature. Marx declared, “All 
mythology subdues, dominates and fashions the forces of nature in the imagination and 
through the imagination; it therefore disappears when real domination over these forces is 
established” (Marx & Engels 2010, Vol. 28, 47). Once humanity can understand the world 
scientifically, an explanatory metaphysics that merely interprets the world must recede. 
Consequently, the re‑emergence of philosophy requires a reconciliation with science. It was 
precisely by establishing a mode of reconciliation between philosophy and science that Marx 
achieved his philosophical revolution.

Starting from contemporary discussions on Marx’s theory of justice, we can deepen our 
understanding of the philosophical revolution Marx effected in two aspects. First, Marx’s 
revolution dissolves the Humean fact–value dichotomy by affirming a dialectical unity of the 
two, thereby rendering possible the integration of a normative theory of justice with cognitive, 
scientific knowledge. Second, by adopting a philosophical stance oriented toward “changing 
the world,” Marx reset the foundations of critique by internalizing the justice of capitalist 
private property within the theory of justice. In this respect, Marx’s framework transcends 
the limits faced by theorists such as Rawls when addressing distributive justice. What is 
the path for philosophy after the “end of metaphysics?” Regarding this, Heidegger (2014) 
posed whether there is a thinking that can be neither metaphysics nor science. He sought an 
intellectual route between metaphysics and science, stating that the task of thinking would 
then be the surrender of previous thinking to the determination of the matter of thinking. 
Perhaps this is precisely what Marx achieved through his philosophical revolution. Scholars 
have rightly observed that Marx put an end to the speculative method of metaphysics, not to 
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the metaphysical dimension of human thought itself. That metaphysical dimension—what 
some describe as the human being’s metaphysical nature—appears in the form of negating the 
given and striving for ideals (He 2009; Sun 2011). Marx wrote, “Man must prove the truth, i.e., 
the reality and power, the this-worldliness of his thinking in practice” (Marx & Engels 2010, 
Vol. 5, 6). Traditional metaphysics failed to provide a concrete, worldly foundation for human 
metaphysical nature, leaving it confined to the metaphysical dimension of human thought and 
consigning it to abstract conceptual realms. Given this, Marx understood the human beings 
from the standpoint of human needs and the practice of satisfying them, thereby grounding 
human metaphysical nature in reality. On this basis, Marx’s materialist conception of history, 
whose hallmark is the unity of fact and value, discloses the real foundation of justice. Justice 
thereby moves from the sphere of pure speculation into the lifeworld. If one seeks a theory 
that combines metaphysical ideals with scientific insight, Marx’s materialist conception of 
history, together with his theory of justice, provides the paradigmatic example. Marx salvaged 
philosophy precisely by bringing metaphysical speculative philosophy to an end. When 
philosophy is committed to changing the world, it must integrate—rather than segregate—
concrete sciences that directly engage empirical reality. The strict separation exemplified by 
David Hume is therefore inadequate. By terminating metaphysical speculative philosophy, 
Marx also rehabilitated normative political philosophy. Under his new philosophical 
principles, normative principles of justice are not deduced from an abstract notion of human 
nature but are derived from scientific understandings of human needs and material production.

In short, whether emphasizing the normative or the scientific dimension of Marx’s theory, 
we are operating within the framework of a new conception of philosophy. The unity of 
these dimensions rests on the philosophical revolution Marx achieved when he moved from 
interpreting the world to changing it.

2　Marx’s Distinctive Methodological Approach to Justice
In Marx’s theory of justice, two distinct but interrelated principles can be identified: 
transcendent principles of justice and class‑based principles of justice. The former embodies 
Marx’s pursuit of ideal justice and serves as his normative articulation of the ideal of justice, 
while the latter represents his normative articulation of historical justice. These principles are 
different yet organically united and together constitute the core of Marx’s theory of justice. 
The unity of these principles and our capacity to apprehend that unity through scientific 
inquiry are a defining feature that distinguishes the Marxist theory of justice from others.

For Marx, principles of justice are not moral principles deduced from an abstract notion 
of “natural rights” but are rooted in the needs of real individuals. Therefore, an analysis of 
the principles of justice should begin with “human needs.” Accordingly, the most universal 
principles of justice are associated with “the most basic human needs”: It imposes a normative 
requirement concerning each person’s needs and the system of social cooperation upon which 
satisfying those needs depends. Such principles address both interpersonal relations and the 
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relation between the individual and society. Methodologically, it proceeds from the particular, 
historically situated needs of real individuals to the recognition of general human needs and, 
on that basis, functions as the general principles of justice that human society, as a system 
of cooperation, ought to observe. Hence, general principles of justice can both illuminate the 
principles of justice operative in particular historical stages and, insofar as they rest on basic 
human needs, transcend specific historical forms to serve as universal criteria for assessing 
justice. For Marx, class society based on private property is a distorted form of the social 
system meant to satisfy human needs, and this distortion is the root of injustice. Only by 
abolishing private property can social unfairness and injustice be fundamentally eradicated. 
Consequently, the communist society Marx envisaged, whose realization presupposes the 
elimination of private property, must be understood from the standpoint of the most general 
moral principles, not by reference to the historical principles of justice of class society.

Human needs are manifold; which of these qualifies as the most fundamental? Marx 
answered unequivocally: “The first premise of all human history is, of course, the existence 
of living human individuals” (Marx & Engels 2010, Vol. 5, 31), and “the first historical act is 
thus the production of the means to satisfy these needs, the production of material life itself” 
(Marx & Engels 2010, Vol. 5, 42). In other words, among the plurality of human needs, the 
“production of material life itself” is the most fundamental. Only on this basis can other 
human needs arise and be satisfied. The satisfaction of human needs occurs within a complex 
social system. Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, therefore, described civil society as a “system of 
needs,” and Marx, proceeding from the principle that civil society determines the political state, 
identified a theoretical approach within concrete social life to explain superstructures such as 
morality and religion. If abstract moral principles resist scientific cognition, the “system of needs” 
remains amenable to cognitive inquiry. Marx derived principles of justice from a cognitive inquiry 
of the historical transformations of that system, thereby articulating a methodological approach 
that surpasses the methods of all previous idealist philosophies, which either deduce principles 
of justice from abstract concepts or grasp them through moral intuition.

To grasp Marx’s methodological approach, it is necessary to review the development of his 
thought on justice. Canadian scholar David Johnston (2018) posed a question for the study of 
the theory of justice: Why, over the course of human history, have the sense of justice and the 
concept of justice remained in persistent tension? In other words, why does people’s sense 
of justice always conflict with the concept, principles, and practice of justice? The formation 
of Marx’s methodological approach to justice originated precisely from his reflection on this 
contradiction. Marx’s decisive break with Hegelian idealism occurred during his tenure at the 
Rheinische Zeitung (Rhenish Newspaper). Scholars have rightly noted that Marx “first found 
himself in the embarrassing position of having to discuss what is known as material interests” 
(Marx & Engels 2009, Vol. 2, 588), a challenge that pushed him toward the study of political 
economy; less often noticed, however, is that this difficulty stemmed from the tension 
between his sense of justice and the existing conception of justice. As the editor-in-chief of 
the Rheinische Zeitung, Marx defended the oppressed in pieces such as the “Debates on the 
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Law on Thefts of Wood” and “Justification of the Correspondent from the Mosel,” arguing 
from the standpoint of the oppressed and contesting the relation between “state reason” and 
“private interests.” It was then that Marx recognized the limitations of Hegelian philosophy 
when confronted with concrete social life and concluded that only by re‑grounding ideas in 
social reality could they both explain and change that reality. This realization led Marx toward 
Ludwig Feuerbach and a humanistic search for higher moral ends. Hence, in the Economic 
and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844, Marx characterized communism as “fully developed 
humanism,” and in The Holy Family, he called it “real humanism.” While the Economic and 
Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844 still employs Feuerbachian vocabulary to defend the value 
of communism, The Holy Family deconstructs Feuerbach’s humanism and rejects the method 
of deriving social moral principles from abstract human needs. In the “Foreword” to The 
Holy Family, Marx and Friedrich Engels pointed out that speculative idealism’s danger is 
that “it substitutes ‘self‑consciousness,’ or the ‘spirit’ for the real individual man” (Marx & 
Engels 2010, Vol. 4, 7, italics original). This marks both Marx’s affirmation of communism’s 
legitimacy and desirability, as well as his divergence from Feuerbach. At this stage, Marx 
had not yet developed a more adequate way of articulating justice. Thus, he described his 
investigatory approach using “real humanism,” “true humanism,” or “humanism compatible 
with materialism” to characterize his inquiry into the general moral principles governing 
human society. Even so, his inquiry into moral principles was already being closely tied to 
real human needs.

As Marx’s study of political economy deepened, he grew increasingly convinced that a 
purely theoretical discussion of “what justice is” is futile, as discourse systems concerning 
rights, justice, and morality—as components of the superstructure—are shaped by the 
economic base and socio-historical factors. Over time, private property-based “juridical 
justice” has become a “lived belief” and an integral part of the superstructure corresponding 
to the capitalist economic base. Marx stated, “Just as one does not judge an individual by 
what he thinks about himself, so one cannot judge such a period of transformation by its 
consciousness” (Marx & Engels 2009, Vol. 2, 592). Likewise, a critique of capitalist injustice 
cannot rest on the moral discourse that capitalism itself has long woven. Consequently, Marx 
rejected the attempt to morally evaluate capitalist society by appealing to the discourse logic 
of traditional justice. That rejection is at the heart of a major interpretive fault line: Should 
Marx’s early moral ideals be separated from his later thought of historical materialism, or 
should they be seen as continuous with it? Louis Althusser argued that Marx underwent an 
“epistemological break” during this period and thus viewed Marx’s early pursuit of morality, 
justice, and other values as ideology, asserting that these elements were incompatible with 
his later thought. This approach severs the connection between Marx’s early value positions 
and his materialist conception of history, excising the normative dimension from Marxism 
and interpreting it as a theory of pure scientific cognition. Althusser’s view has significantly 
influenced the interpretation of the formation and development of Marx’s thought, and by 
extension, the understanding of Marx’s theory of justice. This article contends, however, that 
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this perspective of scholars, represented by Althusser, is untenable. After the formation of the 
materialist conception of history, Marx abandoned only the humanistic mode of interpretation, 
rather than the normative ideal of justice itself. His opposition was directed at employing 
bourgeois concepts of justice to analyze problems, rather than at utilizing normative ideals 
of justice to critique capitalism and envision a future society. Examining human society and 
history through the principle of the unity of fact and value is the defining characteristic that 
distinguishes the materialist conception of history from all other conceptions of history.

Marx’s intellectual turn consisted in “descending from the world of thoughts to the actual 
world.” He stated, “The philosophers have only to dissolve their language into the ordinary 
language, from which it is abstracted, in order to recognise it as the distorted language of the 
actual world” (Marx & Engels 2010, Vol. 5, 447). In Marx’s view, “they [the communists] 
only strive to achieve an organisation of production and intercourse which will make possible 
the normal satisfaction of all needs, i.e., a satisfaction which is limited only by the needs 
themselves” (Marx & Engels 2010, Vol. 5, 256).1 Marx criticized Max Stirner for elevating 
socially rooted concepts like “duty” and “task” into sacred abstractions and pointed out that 
“in the real world, on the other hand, where individuals have needs, they thereby already have 
a vocation and task,” and that “the proletarian, for example, who like every human being has 
the vocation of satisfying his needs” (Marx & Engels 2010, Vol. 5, 289, italics original). From 
this standpoint, Marx articulated a discourse logic that departs decisively from traditional 
theories of justice: Justice is not inferred from a hypothetical state of nature, nor deduced 
from abstract human nature, nor grounded in transcendent glory; rather, justice is rooted in 
real human needs. Therefore, justice is not a matter of moralizing; instead, it is realized by 
exposing the actual ills masked by mystified and abstract principles of justice. To this end, 
it is sufficient to register a simple fact revealed through the analysis of capitalist society: 
“Surplus value consists of unpaid labor.” Stating this fact demonstrates the structural injustice 
of capitalist society, fuels proletarian indignation toward the system that produces it, and 
helps to bridge the long‑standing gap between the sense of justice and the concept of justice. 
Precisely because this sense of justice and indignation against injustice are grounded in the 
real needs of every concrete individual, this sense of justice belongs not only to the proletariat 
but also to every rational human being; it is an actual and universal sense of justice. In other 
words, because these needs are simultaneously particular to individuals and common to all 
humans, they can give rise to both the principles of justice persued by individuals and the 
shared social principles of justice that govern collective life.

In sum, while Marx did not systematically theorize justice, his normative pursuit of it 
permeates all his discussions of capitalism and a future society. His theory of justice emerges 
through a sustained critique of speculative philosophy and represents an intellectual trajectory 
in search of an appropriate mode of articulation. From the simple sense of justice in his 

1 Although Marx later deleted the passage, its context indicates that it reflects his depiction of communist society and aligns 
with his subsequent account of the fulfillment of proletarian needs.
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youth, where individual perfection and human happiness were seen as interdependent, to the 
unity of the “is” and the “ought” in law grounded in Hegelianism, and then to the affirmation 
of the value of communist justice through “real humanism,” Marx ultimately established 
the scientific cognition of the ideal of justice within historical materialism. In doing so, he 
reconciled the disjuncture and contradiction between the sense of justice and the reality of 
injustice. The crux of understanding this issue is that Marx shifted from an interpretation 
of justice to an investigation of real human needs, thereby providing a scientific account of 
justice norms.

3　How to Understand “What Corresponds to the Mode of Production Is Just”
The realistic foundation of principles of justice is the satisfaction of human needs. The 
satisfaction of those needs is historically conditioned, and the most appropriate analytic tool 
for tracing these historical changes is the theory of historical materialism concerning the 
mode of production and its evolution. Upon establishing the materialist conception of history, 
Marx inaugurated a new theoretical paradigm for discourse on justice.

For Marx, conceptions of justice are historically variable. Each epoch possesses conceptions 
of justice shaped by its specific mode of production, and these conceptions generate 
competing claims that, in class society, express the interests of different classes. Among 
these claims, the dominant one embodies the ruling class’s interests, presenting itself under 
the cloak of general or common interests. As Marx and Engels put it, “... communal interests 
which, within the existing mode of production and intercourse, are given an independent 
existence as general interests, and are conceived and vindicated in the form of ideal interests” 
(Marx & Engels 2010, Vol. 5, 247). For Marx, there is no class‑transcendent common interest 
within class society: “Throughout history the ‘general interest’ is created by individuals who 
are defined as ‘private persons’” (Marx & Engels 2010, Vol. 5, 247). The general interest “is 
constantly being produced by the other side, private interest, and in relation to the latter it is 
by no means an independent force with an independent history” (Marx & Engels 2010, Vol. 5,  
247). Consequently, it will disappear with the abolition of private property. Thus, justice in 
class society founded on this binary is conditional and historically specific.

Because principles of justice are to be understood through the satisfaction of human needs, 
and because those needs are shaped by the historical forms of the mode of production, an 
adequate account of justice as ideology requires a scientific investigation of the mode of 
production. Importantly, one must not proceed from abstract ideas to understand ideas; one 
must proceed from real human needs and the objective mode of production. Accordingly, so 
long as the mode of production that underpins the ruling class’s conception and principles 
of justice remains ascendant, the conception of justice that legitimates that mode will prevail 
until “this mode of production has already traversed a significant portion of its period of 
decline ... only then is this increasingly unequal distribution perceived as unjust; only then 
do people begin to appeal to so-called ‘eternal justice’ from the standpoint of obsolete 
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facts” (Marx & Engels 2009, Vol. 9, 156). As contradictions between productive forces and 
relations of production intensify and as the self‑consciousness of the oppressed awakens, the 
ruling class’s conception and principles of justice will come under attack, and the ensuing 
social transformation will yield two antagonistic conceptions of justice. One is immanent to a 
specific mode of production and functions as a ruling‑class ideology, namely, a constructive 
conception of justice aimed at maintaining class rule. The other arises from the nascent mode 
of production and takes the form of the oppressed class’s revolutionary consciousness, that 
is, a critical conception of justice aimed at overthrowing the existing social institutions. 
For the proletariat, the “recognition of the product as the product of labor power itself, and 
the judgment that the separation of labor from the conditions of its realization is unjust and 
coercive, is a tremendous awakening; this awareness is a product of the mode of production 
based on capital, and is precisely the death knell for this mode of production” (Marx & 
Engels 2009, Vol. 8, 112). In Marx’s view, although the proletariat arises within the capitalist 
mode of production, it is fundamentally opposed to the bourgeoisie. As the revolutionary 
agent tasked with abolishing class society, the proletariat embodies a conception of justice 
and corresponding principles that are qualitatively distinct from bourgeois ones. Because 
the proletariat serves as the agent for bringing an end to the last class society in human 
history, the justice it represents can claim genuine universality. This article contends that 
this conception of justice and its required principles, as the basic structure of society, should 
satisfy each person’s need for free and all-rounded development. While Hegel sought 
universal conceptions and principles of justice in the self-movement of the Absolute Spirit, 
and Kant located them in “pure practical reason,” the subjective faculty of thought that 
guides moral conduct, Marx discovered such universal conceptions and principles through an 
examination of concrete historical movements.

Some scholars invoked Marx’s assertion that “what corresponds to the mode of 
production is just” to conclude that he rejected normative critique of capitalism and even 
regarded capitalism as just. This is a misreading. The claim that “what corresponds to the 
mode of production is just” is Marx’s way of historicizing justice: It places conceptions 
and principles of justice within the scientific discourse of historical materialism. The 
misreading by Allen William Wood and others stems from neglecting the historically 
conditioned character of Marx’s conception and principles of justice and from conflating 
ideology with value positions, namely, equating the dominant ideological conceptions 
and principles of justice in capitalist society with the value position that “capitalist 
society is not unjust,” and then projecting that judgment onto Marx. Wood contended 
that “justice is not a matter of the universal harmony of human actions and interests, but 
of the specific requirements of a historically conditioned mode of production” and that 
“the justice of an action or institution consists in its concrete adaptation to the situation 
within a given mode of production” (Wood 2010, 42). He read Marx’s discussion of 
affirming the justice of capitalist transactions in Chapter 21 of the Capital, Volume 3 
(“Interest‑Bearing Capital”) as indicative of a functionalist conception of justice—one that 
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ties judgments of justice to the specific mode of production. However, Marx’s reference 
to the justice of transactions here is not an attempt to elaborate on the concept of justice 
but a polemical refutation of James William Gilbart’s assertion that “a man who borrows 
money with a view of making a profit by it, should give some portion of his profit to the 
lender, is a self-evidently principle of natural justice” (Marx & Engels 2010, Vol. 37,  
337). Marx’s critique is that Gilbart abstracted the real movement of money and derived 
real regulations only from the concept of “natural justice,” thereby inverting the relationship 
between ideal and real existence. In fact, Marx’s point is that the alignment between “what 
corresponds to the mode of production is just” and “bourgeois justice” exists only while 
the capitalist mode of production is ascendant. When a new mode of production emerges, 
the assertion that “what corresponds to the mode of production is just” equally indicates the 
historical rationality of the corresponding new conception and principles of justice; that is, the 
proletarian conception and principles of justice will be logically derived from this assertion.

It should be emphasized that, for Marx, the proletarian ideal of justice is oriented toward 
communism. Therefore, in contemporary societies that continue to employ markets and 
capital as instruments, this ideal remains transcendental. Marx attributed a dual mission to 
proletarian justice: a critical function—exposing the injustice inherent in capitalist justice; 
and a constructive function—guiding the construction of an equal and just society under a 
new mode of production that, in the long run, aims to realize a communist society in which 
“the free and all‑rounded development of each individual” is realized over a long historical 
process. This historical trajectory encompasses both the cumulative development of material 
civilization under a new mode of production and the progressive development of spiritual 
civilization under a new social institution. Contemporary China is comprehensively advancing 
the great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation through Chinese modernization, a historical 
process poised to produce a new form of human advancement distinct from the capitalist 
one. The realization of such a form depends on developing a socialist market economy that 
uses markets and capital as tools. Accordingly, the conceptions and principles of justice that 
emerge under market economy conditions will continue to play a significant role in social life 
for the foreseeable future. Crucially, Chinese modernization, which points toward a new form 
of human advancement, is grounded in a people‑centered philosophy, an economic system in 
which socialist public ownership plays the leading role, and a development model oriented 
toward common prosperity. Under these conditions, this path to modernization can be seen as 
advancing toward Marx’s ideal of transcendent justice.
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