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SPECIAL THEME

Marina F. Bykova

On the Philosophical Relevance of Marx’s Views
Today

Abstract This paper revisits some of Marx’s central philosophical ideas with
the attempt to understand the thinker’s real place in the history of the Western
philosophical tradition. It does not only show that the philosophical dimension is
central to Marx’s economic and political works, and therefore his contributions to
philosophy merit special investigation, but it also argues that Marx is a
descendant of classic German philosophy, and thus his views should be assessed
in the context of the development of the philosophical ideas that emerged within
that tradition.
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The appreciation of Marx and his intellectual legacy has a difficult history, which
is inseparable from and greatly influenced by the development of Marxism.
Beginning with Engels, who pioneered a variety of ideas later adopted into
official Marxist manuals, Marx has been consistently studied through Marxism.
This gave rise to numerous misconceptions and misrepresentations of Marx’s
own views when his essential insights were obscured and rejected. Such an
unfortunate situation continues to persist even after the decline of official
orthodox Marxism. Thus, as I have argued elsewhere, there is an urgent need to
recover Marx from all versions of Marxism and reassess his ideas by judging
them on their own merit.

In this paper I would like to address the question of Marx’s contributions to
philosophy. Despite the renewed attention to Marx in Western Marxism, in the
wake of the recent political changes in Europe and the present economic crisis
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worldwide, a skeptical attitude towards Marx’s stature as a philosopher persists.
Many wonder if Marx has introduced any essential ideas or theories pertaining to
philosophy or if he has anything philosophical to say at all. This paper is an
attempt to revisit some of Marx’s central philosophical ideas in order to fully
recognize his real place in the history of the Western philosophical tradition. Not
only do I claim that the philosophical dimension is central to Marx’s economic
and political works, and thus his contributions to philosophy merit special
investigation, but I also argue that Marx is a descendant of classic German
philosophy, and hence his views should be discussed and evaluated in the context
of the development of the philosophical ideas that emerged within that tradition,
particularly in the works of Kant, Fichte, and Hegel. By focusing on two
philosophical concepts—alienation and activity—that came into view in the
writings of the German idealists and which have undergone essential
transformations in Marx’s works, I will assess Marx’s contributions from a
contemporary philosophical perspective so that we can appreciate Marx’s ideas
that remain important in the twenty-first century.

1 Marx’s Philosophical Program

Karl Marx is without a doubt the most influential socialist thinker to emerge in
the nineteenth century. Trained as a philosopher, in his mid-twenties Marx
apparently left the traditional ground of philosophy and turned toward economics
and politics. However, philosophical concerns persist through all stages of the
development of his theoretical position. In addition to his overtly philosophical
early work, he developed a sophisticated philosophical methodology and used it
in his economic and political theories. Thus, it is not only impossible to isolate
the philosophical dimension of Marx’s position from its economic dimension, but
his philosophical views are crucial to understanding his economic, historical, and
political standpoints.

A careful analysis of the body of Marx’s economic and political works allows
for appreciation of the philosophical significance of his intellectual legacy. In
these works, he appears as an interesting and original thinker, who greatly
contributed to the Western philosophical tradition. Yet due to specific political
and ideological influences, Marx’s actual philosophical outcome has been largely
ignored or not sufficiently examined. A whole series of Marx’s ideas, discussed
in terms of such problems as practice, alienation, and the concept of personhood,
were not understood during his time and never properly reevaluated after his
death. While Marx was alive he was read primarily as a theorist of society and of
politics, whose most important ideas were those of class struggle, the dictatorship
of the proletariat, the proletarian revolution, and the critique of capitalism. It
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seems, however, that almost nobody was seriously pondering the question of why
Marx, who began as a Young Hegelian, turned to social issues and why social
relations became his main focus. These “why”-questions are crucial if we want to
understand Marx’s real place in the history of the (Western) intellectual tradition.
In order to answer those questions we need to reassess Marx as a social
philosopher. What is most interesting in Marx is his philosophical depiction of
human beings, of the interrelations and interactions between man and world,
individual and society, and among individuals. And I think that many of Marx’s
economic and political ideas need to be rethought in relation to these issues.

Indeed, Marx is a thinker whose interest and whose main topics arose out of
the problematic and unresolved issues of early modern philosophy. What I have
in mind is a failed attempt of Kant to connect the values of modernity and the
Enlightenment with the fabric of moral and social relations. Kant leaves us with a
series of unreconciled dualisms (of known and unknown reality, of empirical
intuition and rational understanding, of pure and practical reason, of freedom and
determinism, of theory and practice, and of phenomena and noumena). The task
of overcoming these dualisms becomes central to German idealists like Fichte,
Schelling, and Hegel, and to early German romantics, such as Friedrich Schlegel
and Novalis. Marx is one of the first to realize that not only do the moral values
of Enlightenment (that in his time appeared as bourgeois values) lack any
effectiveness and any connection to social relations, but what is more, they lead
to the degradation of those relations through the capitalization of social praxis.
Unsatisfied with his philosophical predecessors and their attempts to resolve
Kant’s problem by producing a new “mythology of reason,”’ Marx instead
focuses on social relations, which, he believes, are key to human nature. Hence,
the systematic critique of actual social praxis becomes his philosophical
program.

It is important to bear in mind that much of what Marx wrote was created in
specific historical and intellectual circumstances, in response to particular
theoretical challenges, and thus should be read in this context. Yet he never lost
sight of his philosophical goals, and he continued advancing his philosophical
program in his economic and political writings. For example, Marx’s
presentation of capitalism, although it is very powerful and has enormous
relevance today, was born of an analysis of English capitalism in the
mid-nineteenth century. Capitalism has changed substantially since then, and is
now not much like the capitalism portrayed in Das Kapital. Moreover, Marx

' This is how the task of philosophy was formulated in Das dlteste Systemprogramm des
deutschen Idealismus [The Oldest Program for a System of German Idealism] (1796/97), a very
short document probably written by young Hegel together with Schelling and Holderlin. Here
they stated: “We must have a new mythology; this mythology must, however, stand in the
service of ideas, it must become a mythology of reason” (Hegel 1969-71, 236).
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himself never attempted to draw a picture of any specific form that capitalist
society has taken. In the Grundrisse® he uses the term “rational abstraction” to
mean a useful general (philosophical) model that helps us to think about various
issues in the world and society.

Marx’s presentation of capitalism is just that: a general model of capitalism,
which has a few specific uses. First, it helps to show that any form of capitalism
will be unjust. Injustice under capitalism is not an accident; it lies at the core of
capitalism. Even a perfected capitalism will still generate immoral outcomes.
Second, it demonstrates some of the general dynamics of capitalism as a social
system—features that we can expect to see in capitalist societies. While both of
these points are useful, it is important that we do not mistake Marx’s model for
any actually existing mode of capitalism. Marx’s model does not just give us
what actually happened in the history of capitalism or present capitalism. It offers
some concepts that help us conduct an analysis of capitalism; and such concepts
serve as methodological principles for the study of specific forms of capitalism.
This methodologically-oriented approach lies at the core of Marx’s analysis of
history and society, known as historical materialism. While many consider
Marx’s theory of historic materialism to be both his highest achievement and a
vital recourse for trying to see how one might come to terms with the highly
contradictory modern reality, only a few realize that this theory was conceived as
an alternative to the “ideology” of German idealism, with its inevitable faith in
reason’s capacity for solving problems, including those relevant to individual and
social redemption in the distressing circumstances of modernity.

2 Marx and German Ildealism

It became a commonplace view that Marx’s thought shows the influence of
Hegel’s dialectical philosophy; there also seems to be a consensus that despite his
criticism of Hegel’s views, early Marx largely remains under the spell of Hegel
and his philosophical constructs. Yet what is not always realized and often
ignored in Marxist literature is that Marx is not just a Hegelian; he is also a
descendant of classic German philosophy, and thus his ideas need to be
understood in the context of the development of that philosophical tradition,
particularly in terms of the works of Kant, Fichte, and Hegel. This can be seen
both in the set of topics most important to Marx and in the ways that he interprets
them.

I would like to illustrate this point by briefly considering two important

2 See Marx, Karl. Grundrisse der Kritik der Politischen Okonomie (1858). In English, the
work is known under the title Outlines of the Critique of Political Economy.
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philosophical concepts—activity and alienation—comprehensive elaboration of
which in the context of social relations is considered to be one of the main
theoretical achievements of Marx. Both concepts have emerged from the German
philosophical tradition, and both lie at the foundation of Marx’s economic,
political, and social theories.

2.1 Marx’s Formulation of the Concept of Activity

Marx made a significant contribution to the interpretation of the concept of
activity by introducing the notion of practice that assumes the actual engagement
with social reality, the process through which man reshapes his world and makes
himself and his own nature. Yet it was Fichte who first developed the idea that
the subject determines itself only through its own objectifying activity, through
the creation of an object that externally confronts the subject and is at the same
time the sole possible means of constituting the subject itself. According to
Fichte, the creation of the non-self (not-I) is not simply the objectification of the
self (the I), not simply its replication, but its transformation from an
indeterminate into a determinate form—in fact, its emergence. For, it is only
through objectifying activity that the self is able to relate reflexively to itself, and
this is the necessary condition of its existence. Fichte’s ideas were further
advanced by Hegel in his notion of absolute spirit existing only insofar as it is
able to determine itself through the process of self-development. This
presupposes the shaping of a world of objects of human culture through labor
and other forms of mutual interactions of real social and moral agents, including
their physical and mental activity. It is activity of this kind that is the necessary
condition for the self-reflection of the Absolute and therefore for its
self-realization. But this is the necessary condition for the emergence of the
self-consciousness of each individual (and therefore for each becoming a real
self). It is precisely in the context of such ideas that Marx develops his own
understanding of activity. Instead of reading activity purely cognitively, as the
activity of consciousness, Marx introduces the notion of praxis, which he
understands as the concrete activity of human individuals with real objects in the
actual world. In the “Third Thesis on Feuerbach,” he writes:

The principal defect of all materialism up to now ... is that the external
object, reality, the sensible world, is grasped in the form of an object of an
intuition; but not as a concrete human activity, as practice, in a subjective
way. This is why the active aspect was developed by idealism, in opposition
to materialism—but only in an abstract way, since idealism naturally does
not know real concrete activity as such. (Marx 1975-2005, Vol. 5: 3)

Thus, when Marx indicates that self-change is possible only through “change in
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circumstances,” through object-oriented activity, this is an idea taken from
classical German philosophy and given a new interpretation. Marx is not talking
about Fichte’s “pure self” or Hegel’s absolute spirit. Instead, his focus is man as a
real empirical being, and the activity that he has in mind is practical activity in
the human world. This has enormous philosophical significance. For Marx,
praxis is an act of doing something, performing an action that requires the
individual’s practical engagement with the actual world. Notably, Marx uses the
word “praxis” both descriptively and prescriptively. In a descriptive sense, Marx
sees praxis as a practical activity that involves the changing not only of the object,
but also of the agent. This is the process in which the individual creates himself
by acting upon the object of his own activity. A fundamental proposition Marx
develops here is that man does not merely replicate himself in the world of
objects he creates, that he does not simply place in front of himself a sort of
mirror in which he is reflected, but that he creates himself for the first time. This
is what Marx explicitly sets out in the conclusion of the “Third Thesis,” where he
writes that practice must be understood as “the coincidence of the changing of
circumstances and of human activity or self-change” (Marx 1975-2005, Vol.5: 3).
In an almost identical formulation this idea also occurs in The German Ideology:
“In revolutionary activity the changing of oneself coincides with the changing of
circumstances” (Marx 1975-2005, Vol. 5: 214).

In a prescriptive sense, praxis, according to Marx, should—through action—
test an available theory or thought while simultaneously providing data for a new
one. Thus, this is not a kind of activity involving “action without thought and
thought without action” (Marx 1975-2005, Vol. 5: 45). The correspondence or
mediation of changing oneself through changing circumstances requires a
complex activity in its totality. This cannot be a partial activity that is directed
either toward the world or toward changing oneself. Theory cannot by itself
transform the world. Likewise, spontaneous, unconscious activity can have only
limited effect on the doer and will not lead to a substantial transformation of the
human agent. Hence, the unity of changing oneself and of changing
circumstances requires a unity of theoretical and practical activities. This is how
Marx secures the sought-after unity of theory and practice that German idealists
failed to establish. Formulated as a criticism regarding the inadequacy of abstract
thinking, this dialectical unity gives theory an important place in the practice of
political activity.

Despite the important advance of Marx’s account of activity over those
developed in the preceding tradition, it is worth noticing that his account of
activity is marked by a number of essential defects. One of them is his
understanding of labor as an initial and privileged form of activity. This, however,
involves a specific conception of activity that becomes largely reduced to man’s
relation to the thing created by him. Such reductionism in the interpretation of
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activity undermines the role of this phenomenon in the emergence of
self-consciousness, and it also leads to a rather narrow understanding of the
natural world that we inhabit. These issues are beyond the scope of this paper,
but they certainly merit special discussion and examination.

2.2 On Marx’s Concept of Alienation

Perhaps the most significant part of Marx’s contribution to philosophy is his
insightful theory of alienation, which forms a principal part of his philosophical
views, not only providing a framework for understanding reality, but also
informing his political and economic theory.

While some of the principal themes of modern theories of alienation first
became notable in European thought centuries ago, Hegel and Feuerbach
exercised the most direct influence on the formation of Marx’s theory of
alienation. For Hegel, alienation is a key to the phenomenological development
of consciousness towards self-understanding. It is experience of alienation that
drives consciousness to alter its understanding of itself and its object until it
overcomes its own alienation in Absolute Knowing.

Contrary to Hegel, for whom alienation has significance as a purely
psychological concept, Marx views alienation as a real and concrete issue, not
merely an intellectual one. For him alienation is a result of actual interactions
between humans in their concrete historical developments in the actual world.
Thus, he sees the true seat of the alienation experienced by humans as being
rooted in the economic structure of society. He treats alienation as the
fundamental political economic fact from which a variety of relations between
labor and other facets of the political economy is derived. Proceeding “from a
present fact of political economy” (Marx 1998, 73), he examines how alienation
is at the core of the relation between labor and production, thus making his
philosophical insight inseparable from political and economic practices. For this
is exactly how he believes philosophy should be: political practice, or praxis, is
the end toward which all philosophy should strive.’

Marx points out that history is governed by material forces: it is man’s
engagement with his material world that shapes his life and forms his history.
“The worker can create nothing without nature, without the sensuous external
world” (Marx 1998, 72). This is not to say that man’s life is determined strictly
by material resources, but that it is his use of the material resources which he
encounters in the world that determines his life. From this, the allocation and

> Marx’s famous line from the Theses on Feuerbach, that “philosophers have hitherto only
interpreted the world in various ways; the point is to change it” sums up the practical intention
of his philosophy (Marx 1975-2005, 3).
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displacement of resources causes a discrepancy of not only the labor-power of
individuals, but also of the relations of production in a society. Some individuals
may possess greater means of production than others, resulting in a material
inequality and a form of power deriving from man’s material existence. Marx
refers to the relations of production within a society as the base out of which the
superstructure emerges. This superstructure consists not only of political
relations and structures, the state for example, but of other social relations and
institutions, including those of education, religion, culture, communal life, etc.
Thus, man’s material engagements provide the basis of not only his life, but of
society’s as well.

Marx argues that relations of production allow man to create and sustain his
life function as a form of power. Since only one or a few persons possess all the
material means, he reasons, “to gain what is minimally needed to stay alive, [man]
must work” and do that on “the conditions of labor ... determined by the
capitalist” (Marx 1994, xxiv). This gives rise to the alienation of labor and the
alienation of the worker, which occurs on four levels: alienation of the product of
the worker’s labor, alienation of the labor process itself, alienation of the worker
from his own human nature or “species-being,” and the worker’s alienation from
his fellow man (Marx 1998, 74—79).

Hence, alienation is the process through which man becomes estranged from
the world—mnot only from his outside world, from the product he creates as well
as from his fellow man, but also from his internal world, his own life activity and
his human nature. Marx’s thorough examination of alienation serves as a solid
foundation for his philosophical-anthropological analysis of political economy.
The German critical theorist Herbert Marcuse, finding Marx’s merit in his
anthropological concern and emphasizing the importance of the fundamental
anthropological dimension of Marx’s political economy, openly expresses his
critical attitude toward traditional theories of political economy that lack the
anthropological element. He writes, “Because bourgeois political economy does
not have human beings and their history in its conceptual scheme, it is in the
deepest sense not a “human science,’ but is a non-human science of an inhuman
world of things and commodities” (Marcuse 1973, 9). According to Marcuse,
Marx’s philosophical anthropology puts his theory above the level of reductionist
economism, which would see humans merely as “homo economicus,” as much of
orthodox economics does (Marcuse 1973, 9).

The detailed analysis of alienation lends not only a certain strong
anthropological foundation to Marx’s political economy; it also reveals an
important point about the intentions behind Marx’s thinking. As Marx’s political
economy is based on the phenomenon of alienation, and since one of the core
aspects of alienation discussed by him is this anthropological side, it becomes
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clear that the primary feature of Marx’s vision was not the equalization of
income or some other economic socialistic feature, but rather a philosophical
one.

By putting value on humans’ species-being that is able to flourish without
constraint, Marx invokes the Kantian theme that humans must be ends in
themselves, not means to an end. Not only does Marx imply this much, he
amplifies this principle and gives it even more prominence by saying that the
fundamental humanity of humans should not even become a means for individual
existence. Indeed, when labor is alienated and that which makes someone
human becomes only a means to an end, there will be no meaning seen in being a
human, or wanting to be a human, i.e., in engaging in productive activity and
creating oneself.’

The idea of the liberation of man is central to Marx’s position. And while he
holds that the secrets of this liberation lie in the changing of economic and
political conditions as elaborated in his political economy, his philosophical
investigation into alienation both provides an important foundation for the
derived conclusions and explains struggles driving the progress of history. Yet
the significance of Marx’s discussion of alienation is not limited merely to its
paradigmatic relation to other concepts in his economic and political theories.
Critically examining different modes of man’s acting in the world, Marx puts into
focus issues of humanity and human life. His questioning of the fundamental
assumptions of our lives, his ideas about human nature, and his insights into the

* Here is the dramatic contrast between Marx’s own view and the position of communist
totalitarianism that he would often be associated with. Marx rejects the very idea of
considering man as a means toward any ends, even noble ones. Opposed to the attempt to treat
man as a means toward his individual existence, he will never approve using man as a means
for the state, the class, or the nation.

> It is worth noticing that Marx’s conception of alienation, especially in its connection to
humanism, has become a focus of profound philosophical debates in the twentieth century—
which is a testimony to topical significance of the issue and to the continuing impact of Marx’s
thoughts. After Marx, the notion of alienation was developed extensively in the works of such
authors as Georg Lukacs, Erich Fromm, Louis Althusser, and others. While Lukacs and
Fromm saw in Marx’s account of alienation a strong foundation for humanism, Althusser
openly criticized what he called the “ideology” of alienation in Marx that is found everywhere
in human relations (See Althusser 1969, esp. 196-230). Deriving this critique from his idea of
the epistemological break in Marx’s development, which finds that Marx underwent
significant theoretical and methodological change between his early and his mature work,
Althusser believes that the well-articulated conception of alienation is a part of Marx’s early
program when he was under the spell of Hegel. Once Marx worked out his own position, the
notion of alienation lost its methodological significance and instrumental role in the
justification of his humanism. Althusser’s essay “Marxism and Humanism” is a strong
statement of anti-humanism in Marxist theory, condemning ideas like “human potential” and
“species-being,” which are often put forth by Marxists as outgrowths of a bourgeois ideology
of “humanity.”
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nature of society and human activity are important contributions to
anthropological philosophy. Vigorously arguing for man and his emancipation
from the alienation and the exploitation of labor, Marx advocates for a free
society where man can create without coercion. This vision of a better tomorrow
is what makes Marx’s philosophy so optimistic and life-affirming. It also offers a
new angle for thinking about Marx’s own overall project, a new vantage point
that could lead to uncharted areas of thought and discourse.

3 Conclusion

As I argue above, Marx made original and lasting contributions to the
philosophical field, and his philosophical writings are not limited just to his
Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844, the early work where he
“settled a score” with his Hegelian past and provided his still preliminary
philosophical analysis of economics. In his later writings, such as Das Kapital
and Grundrisse, the philosophical dimension is more central than is often thought,
and it substantially grounds and complements his economic theory. It is ironic
that Engels largely ignored Marx’s early works when he tried to establish
Marxism after Marx’s death. He thereby threw away so much from
philosophically interesting and potentially rich ideas. What became known as
Marxism was not only a very long way from Marx, but also from the German
philosophical tradition. What Engels created in the name of Marxism, in works
like Dialectics of Nature, has more in common with the positivist ideas of nature
and society so popular in the late nineteenth century in Spencer, Darwin, and
others. While this version has indeed aged badly, Marx’s insightful thoughts have
not.

Marx was a thinker who confronted some very deep and challenging problems,
and, like any great philosopher, such as Kant or Hegel, the problems he
addressed are eternal problems. We read Kant and Hegel, and each time we
discover something new, because they raise the deepest and most important
questions of human existence, questions that do not go away over time, but that
require new answers. The same is the case with Marx. He too poses questions
that have not disappeared, which continue to have great significance today and to
influence our ways of thinking about ourselves and the world around us.
Undoubtedly, Marx will continue to be a rich source of vivid ideas, and in this
sense Marx is not a thinker of the past, as many of his concerns remain central to
the contemporary philosophical and intellectual discourse. His profound ideas
and approaches rightly count among the most important theoretical achievements
of humanity and thus have already secured their proper place in the history of
thought. Providing us with rich philosophical insights, his theories have many
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points of contact with philosophical debates today, especially in the philosophy
of history and of the social sciences, as well as in moral and political philosophy.

I think that Marx is the philosopher for the future and that he needs to be
adequately read and reassessed in the new historical and social context. The
present hostile attitude to his legacy exercised by some social and political
groups in a number of countries—which is largely a result of the misuse and
abuse of his ideas for varying ideological purposes—should not obstruct or halt
our inquiry into Marx’s philosophical insights. Not only should his contributions
to philosophy be closely examined and reappraised, but he should also become a
fully legitimate and actively engaged participant in contemporary philosophical
debates. It seems undeniable that he has something very important to say about a
broad range of issues of interest to all of us.
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