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Philosophy: Marx's 

Formulation 

DEONTOLOGICAL G R O U N D S FOR REVOLUTION 

The ambition of philosophy of praxis is to link the fulfill-
ment of the "demands of reason" to revolutionary political 
goals. The establishment of this link implies that the practice 
of a rational life includes revolutionary political action, and 
that revolution itself can be rationally justified. These are in 
fact fundamental conclusions of Marx and Lukács in their 
early Marxist work. In his early works Marx develops a 
meta-theory of political philosophy and derives original 
grounds for revolution from it. In History and Class Con-
sciousness, Lukács constructs a meta-theory of classical Ger-
many philosophy from which he too derives a rationale for 
revolution. This chapter will be primarily concerned with 
Marx's early justification of revolution, while a later one will 
take up Lukács' related argument. 

By way of introduction to the concept of revolution in 
philosophy of praxis, it will be helpful to consider the tradi-
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tional idea of the right of revolution. Of course throughout 
most of its history political philosophy has been more con-
cerned with rational grounds for obedience to government 
than with the right of revolution. Usually obedience has been 
justified by reference to functions performed by the state to 
the benefit of the individuals. However, the expectation of a 
fair return for obedience may easily be disappointed. Then, 
when the state fails to fulfill its function, grounds for obedi-
ence may become grounds for revolution. Similarly, most 
justifications of revolution imply a theory of obligation to the 
post-revolutionary state. This dialectic of obedience and re-
volt is not a sign of inconsistency in political philosophy, but 
on the contrary results from its consistent commitment to 
rationality in a world of contingencies, and its ever enlarging 
claims for the individual. These observations are confirmed by 
the early revolutionary theories of Marx and Lukács. In both 
cases conservative political doctrines, taken as the basis of a 
meta-theoretical critique, are transformed into their revolu-
tionary opposites precisely in the name of reason. 

We can gauge their originality by comparison with earlier 
revolutionary political theory. The classic ground for revolu-
tion, formulated for example by Locke, is teleological or 
utilitarian in character. Locke believes that "the end of gov-
ernment is the good of mankind."1 Although Marxists only 
rarely offer utilitarian arguments for revolution, a vaguely 
utilitarian concern for human happiness constitutes the moral 
aura of most Marxist discourse. Marxists implicitly add to 
Locke's critique of political relations a parallel critique of 
property relations, both of which, in their view, should be 
instrumental to human happiness. Locke's main point is 
conserved: society, as a common creation of human beings, 
should serve their interests and not the contrary. 

Socialism undoubtedly originated in some such sense of 
revolution as a legitimate collective means to happiness. 
However, if the early Marx had presented a simply humanita-
rian justification of revolution, he would have fallen beneath 
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the level of the philosophy of the Aufklärung in which he was 
so deeply schooled. For Marx it is not enough to show that 
revolution is a means to happiness, since Kant and Hegel 
question the ethical status of happiness itself. Kant shows that 
as a rational being man has higher interests than those discov-
ered through a utilitarian calculus, including duties of obedi-
ence to the state regardless of "material" consequences. By 
conceptualizing this "higher" sphere of duty in terms of a 
dialectical theory of individuation and mutual recognition, 
Hegel succeeds in basing similar conclusions on a far richer 
social theory. Thus in Kant and Hegel traditional speculative 
philosophy takes a conservative turn, denying the pertinence 
of the utilitarian grounds for revolution put forth in progres-
sive theories such as Locke's. 

Marx revives revolutionary theory not by a "regression" to 
utilitarianism, but rather by developing a new deontological 
ground of revolution, based on the intrinsic nature of ration-
ality. Deontological grounds for revolution flow from the 
demand for rational political action, independent of the use to 
be made of the freedom won by revolution, whether it be the 
pursuit of happiness, morality, or any other end. The chief 
representative of this position is Rousseau, who assumes that 
the citizens of a rational society would use their freedom to 
achieve happiness, but for him freedom as the actual exercise 
of self-determining rationality is an end in itself. 

The difference between teleological and deontological 
grounds for revolution is especially clear in Locke and Rous-
seau's discussions of slavery. Both are against it, of course, but 
for very different reasons. Locke argues that slavery is il-
legitimate because "this freedom from absolute arbitrary 
power is so necessary to, and closely joined with a man's 
preservation, that he cannot part with it but by which forfeits 
his preservation and life together."2 Rousseau, on the con-
trary, makes no appeal to the right to life, but claims an 
obligation to moral self-responsibility incompatible with slav-
ery. He argues that "when a man renounces his liberty he 
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renounces his essential manhood, his rights, and even his 
duty as a human being. . . . It is incompatible with man's 
nature, and to deprive him of his free will is to deprive his 
actions of all moral sanction."3 

Deontological grounds for revolution are usually explained 
as Rousseau does here, by reference to an absolute value 
placed on human dignity, the right of each individual to 
determine himself freely, to secure respectful treatment from 
others. It is argued that where political conditions prevent 
this they ought to be overthrown. Here we pass from the 
mere right of revolution, which flows from a concern with 
human happiness, to an obligation to revolution in the name 
of dignity and freedom. This is very much the sort of problem 
that preoccupies the young Marx. He writes in one early 
essay: "To be radical is to grasp things by the root. But for 
man the root is man himself. . . . The criticism of religion 
ends with the doctrine that man is the supreme being for 
man. It ends, therefore, with the categorical imperative to 
overthrow all those conditions in which man is an abased, 
enslaved, abandoned, contemptible being . . ."4 For the 
young Marx, a revolution "à la hauteur des principes" is a 
revolution for freedom and dignity.5 

Basic to this theory of revolution is the idea that the rational 
subject is not fulfilled merely in thought, nor even in private 
morality, but also requires a sphere of public activity. But 
where rationality must be deployed, there freedom too is 
necessary, for "Freedom is the 'formal element' of rationality, 
the only form in which reason can be."6 Thus for Marx, as for 
Rousseau, revolution is a condition for the full exercise of 
reason. It is comparable with Cartesian doubt or the En-
lightenment struggle against superstition as an attack on 
contingent obstacles to rationality, as a methodological pre-
liminary to the flowering of humankind's highest faculty. 

Marx's concern with the problem of revolutionary rational-
ity is formulated explicitly in some of his earliest writings. He 
tries to show that revolution can satisfy what he calls "the 
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demands of reason," that through it reason, or philosophy, 
can be "realized" in social reality.7 This terminology is of 
course Hegelian. It was Hegel who first proposed to show that 
"reason" was "realized," that the contradiction be tween the 
rational concept of the state and its historical reality had 
finally been overcome. This philosophical tour de force was 
intended to lay the revolution to rest, to deprive it of the halo 
of rationality with which the eighteenth century had sur-
rounded it. Starting from such premises, Marx's task is laid 
out for him: to demonstrate that reason is not in fact realized, 
that it continues to produce "demands" transcendent to the 
given state of affairs, that revolution is therefore still a rational 
act. 

But after Kant and Hegel, it is not possible for Marx to 
renew revolutionary theory by re turning to the speculative 
methods of a Rousseau. Kant's conservative political 
philosophy is based precisely on the implicit grounds for 
obedience to government contained in the Rousseauian 
revolutionary theory. This theory itself must therefore be 
submitted to a radical cri t ique in order to discover how 
political philosophy had been reconciled—prematurely—with 
an unjust society, and to find in it elements that can be 
reformulated to again ground a revolutionary struggle against 
this society. The core of this effort consists in overcoming the 
antinomy of need and reason Marx identifies as constitutive of 
the entire tradition of political philosophy. Marx subjects the 
concepts of need and reason to a crit ique and a revision in the 
course of which he develops his metatheoretical approach. I 
will show later that the ant inomy of need and reason in Marx 
is only a particular instance of the antinomy of fact and value 
with which Lukács is centrally concerned in his early work. 

Marx's meta-theory of political philosophy is based on a 
specific construction of the relation between need and reason 
in political philosophy, one which derives largely from an 
interpretation of Rousseau as seen through the eyes of Kant. 
This of course limits the bearing of Marx's analysis, which 
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simply assumes that the essence of the whole tradition is 
revealed in what is presumably its highest stage. Neverthe-
less, the analysis is at least an interesting hypothesis about 
political philosophy in general; furthermore, Marx's approach 
is sociologically justified because it is the doctrine of Rousseau-
Kant that underlies the democratic ideology of the French 
Revolution and later German liberalism. 

Marx assumes with Rousseau and Kant that freedom is not 
whim but "obedience to self-given law."8 With them he also 
assumes that the rules of conduct cannot be derived from 
happiness as an end, but must be derived from the concept of 
reason: the rational individual owes it to himself to maintain 
his autonomy from both his own needs and the power of other 
men. Happiness is not, however, a matter of indifference for 
Rousseau, nor even for Kant. In Rousseau, for example, 
freedom is essentially the right and the power to do what is in 
one's own interests as a member of the community. Freedom 
is a value in itself, but it is also bound up with the pursuit of 
collective self-interest in the higher sphere of politics. 

It has been argued that in Kant too right conduct estab-
lishes general forms of social interaction which maximize the 
freedom of each individual to follow his merely "natural" end, 
which is happiness. What Kant does is not so much to reject 
the pursuit of happiness as to reduce it to an "anthropological" 
or empirical consideration, thereby clearly delineating the 
boundaries between deontological and utilitarian grounds for 
political action.9 The basis of this philosophical distinction is 
the praxeological one between ethics and economics. In the 
ethical form of action, the behavior of all subjects is intrinsically 
compatible and harmonious, while in the economic form of 
action, behavior may be conflictual and competitive. Only 
ethical action, which achieves harmony through conformity to 
a universal rule, can be granted the dignity of reason. The 
pursuit of material welfare is mere "content" of experience, 
determined by nature and therefore contingent, compatible 
in principle, Kant would argue, with ethical behavior but 
subordinate to it by right. 
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For Marx this construction of the relation of reason and 
need results in a disturbing split between the ideal of freedom 
and the actual motives which, in real life, freedom serves. 
This split is particularly significant because it undercuts the 
protest against poverty in a formally "rational" society, re-
ducing such protest to a marginal concern of merely empirical 
interest. Life becomes, in fact, a means to rationality in a 
topsy turvy vision likely to satisfy only those for whom the 
means of life are assured. What is required is a reformulation 
of political theory to establish the intrinsic rationality and 
universality of the pursuit of happiness and the satisfaction of 
the needs on which happiness depends. 

Marx worked out this program in three stages, to which 
correspond three important early works. In the first part of 
the essay "On the Jewish Question" he attacks the problem of 
need, in order to show that the conflictual form of action 
associated with it is not natural and necessary, but historical 
and subject to revolutionary change. This essay culminates in 
a new formulation of the concept of freedom, in line with the 
revision of the concept of need. The second stage of the 
analysis is developed in the "Introduction" to the "Contribu-
tion to the Critique of Hegel's Philosophy of Right." There 
Marx arrives by a deduction from principles at the political and 
social conditions for a realization of his new concept of free-
dom. This argument leads to the proletariat, which he 
identifies as the agent of a revolution that will abolish 
philosophy in realizing it. The last stage is reached in the 
Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844. There Marx 
follows the thread to its beginning in the concept of reason 
itself, which he now sets out to revise. 

THE ANTINOMY OF REASON A N D N E E D 

Marx's essay "On the Jewish Question" is an attempt to 
overcome the antinomy of form and content opposing the 
ideal of the bourgeois-democratic state to the facts of capitalist 
social and economic life. Marx conceptualizes this antinomy 
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through the split between moral-political rationality (the basis 
of the state) and utilitarian-anthropological goals (the basis of 
the economy) as it appears in Rousseau and the French 
Revolution, filtered through Kant and Hegel. He argues that 
this split is reflected in the distinction between "man" and 
"citizen" in French revolutionary theory, and that this distinc-
tion in turn depends on that between civil society, the sphere 
of private activity, and the state, the sphere of cooperative 
activity. 

Marx shows that the state accumulates all the functions of 
rationality: consciousness, reflexivity, morality, universality, 
and "species-life," this last being a term derived from Feuer-
bach which signifies the consciously social and cooperative 
nature of man. The merely empirical functions of natural 
human existence are then consigned to the sphere of civil 
society, where the individual lives his "real" life, as opposed 
to his ideal rational life as a citizen in the state. In civil society 
the egoism of private individuals creates a hell of competition 
in the pursuit of happiness through economic aggression. 
There human action does not achieve rational universality, 
but is rather mere nature. Marx writes: 

The perfected political state is, by its nature, the species life of man 
as opposed to his material life. All the presuppositons of this egoistic 
life continue to exist in civil society outside the political sphere, as 
qualities of civil society. Where the political state has attained to its 
full development, man leads, not only in thought, in consciousness, 
but in reality, in life, a double existence—celestial and terrestrial. 
He lives in the political community, where he acts simply as a 
private individual, treats other men as means, degrades himself to 
the role of a mere means and becomes the plaything of alien 
powers.10 

In presenting the problem in this manner, Marx is not 
simply criticizing the egoism of bourgeois society. There is 
that, but more important is the fact that "species life" is 
decisively linked to reason in the concept of the state. In the 
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political domain, rationality is exemplified by the cooperative, 
communal aspect of human nature, which takes refuge in the 
state once it has been driven from the intensely competitive 
civil society. As Marx put it in his letter to Ruge: "Reason has 
always existed, but not always in a rational form. . . . As far as 
actual life is concerned, the political state especially contains 
in all its modern forms the demands of reason, even where the 
political state is not yet conscious of socialistic demands."1 1 

The problem now is to criticize the "irrational" and contradic-
tory form in which reason exists in the modern state in order 
to understand why reason has been confined to this limited 
domain, why actual life continues to persist as an empirical 
and natural residue antagonistic to reason in a civil society 
alongside the state. 

Marx seeks a solution through a critique of the limits of the 
concept of political revolution, which at this point is equiva-
lent for him with the French Revolution.12 Political revolu-
tion aims to change the principles governing social interaction 
in order to maximize individual freedom in private life. In 
practice, the revolution accepts the given basis of private life 
as received from the ancien régime, namely private property, 
and attempts to lift the burden of feudal restrictions weighing 
on this basis. "This revolution," Marx says, "regards civil 
society, the sphere of human needs, labour, private interests 
and civil law, as the basis of its own existence, as a self-
subsistent pre-condition, and thus as its natural basis."13 

Civil society appears essentially as a sphere of "nature" 
because it lacks the two most important determinations of 
rationality, which are reflexivity and universality. On the one 
hand, the political revolution does not conceive of civil society 
as a historical result, as the outcome of a process of mediation, 
hence as a self-reflected and self-developed sphere of reason. 
Instead, it is seen as the product of the egoistic individuals 
whose natural inclinations govern it once all feudal restric-
tions have been eliminated. These egoistic individuals 
are simply received by the revolution as "the passive, given 
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result of the dissolution of society [of the ancien régime], an 
object of direct apprehension and consequently a natural 
object."14 

On the other hand, as a "natural" man, the merely given 
product of instinct and need, the egoistic individual of 
bourgeois society is plunged into a bellum omnium contra 
omnes. The activity of this egoistic individual can consist only 
in degraded competitive strife. Its form is not rational or 
universal and no process of mediation can raise it to rational 
universality. The contradiction between reason and need, the 
one necessary and universal, the other contingent and par-
ticular, cannot, Marx claims, be resolved on the ground of 
capitalist society. 

Marx goes on to show that the bourgeois split in the 
individual between need and reason, man and citizen is a 
dialectical one in which each polar opposite requires the other 
for its existence. The polarity of man and citizen reflects a split 
in human nature inevitable in capitalist society, a split 
between its empirical content and its rational essence. The 
empirical man of civil society is the really existing human 
being, an egoistic residue standing in perpetual contradiction 
with its own rational instantiation as citizen. But only through 
the citizen can the man exist, that is, can the individual freely 
pursue private interests in private life under the protection of 
the state. Meanwhile, the ideal citizen, member of the state, 
is the essence of what it is to be human, a rational political 
animal. Yet the citizen is there only to protect and defend the 
rights of man. Existence and essence require each other and 
also stand in contradiction. Marx says, "Man as he really is, is 
seen only in the form of egoistic man, and man in his true 
nature only in the form of abstract citizen."15 

Political revolution founders on this antinomy. It confines 
itself to liberating a pregiven "nature" that bears within it the 
irrationality of private competition. In the face of this nature, 
reason has a bare "artificial" existence as an "allegorical, moral 
person" in the citizen.16 Most abstractly formulated, the 
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dilemma is an example of the fundamental antinomy of form 
and content with which philosophy of praxis is concerned: 
rational form here presides over empirical content not by 
mediating it and raising it to rational universality, but by 
leaving it to be in its given condition. 

At this very abstract level, Marx's critique of formal de-
mocracy is structurally similar to Lukács' critique of Kantian 
ethics. In Lukács' terms, the antinomy of reason and need 
that Marx identifies would be an example of the more general 
antinomy of value and fact, of "ought" and "is," that arises 
from the formalistic concept of reason. This concept of reason 
is based on the acceptance of "immediacy,'' that is to say, on 
the failure to discover in the given facts those potentialities 
and tendencies embodying rationality and driving them to-
ward a rational end. Instead, the given is defined as indiffer-
ent to reason and value, as the merely empirical, factical 
residue of the process of formal abstraction in which the 
concept of reason is constructed. As Lukács put it, "Precisely 
in the pure, classical expression it received in the philosophy 
of Kant it remains true that the 'ought' presupposes an 
existing reality to which the category of 'ought' remains 
inapplicable in principle."17 This is the dilemma of bourgeois 
democracy as Marx explains it: political rationality presup-
poses as its material substratum an irrational social existence 
which cannot be made to conform to rational principles. 

Marx and Lukács, then, arrive at similar solutions to the 
problem they have identified. In the more abstract terms of 

Lukács, this solution "consists in annulling [aufzuheben] that 
indifference of form towards content . . ." which is the basis 
of reified rationality.18 More concretely, for Marx, it is neces-
sary to transform civil society into a sphere of rational interac-
tion. Mere political revolution is not adequate to the task. 
Marx writes, "The political revolution dissolves civil society 
into its elements [egoistic individuals] without revolutionizing 
these elements themselves or subjecting them to criticism."19 

What is required is precisely the "revolutionizing" of private 
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and individual existence so that it too conforms with the 
demands of reason. The content of free activity must no 
longer stand in contradiction with freedom itself. 

At this point Marx derives what might be called a new 
"concept" or Begriff of free society from the Aufhebung of the 
contradictions he has identified between the concept and the 
object of traditional democratic political theory. He does not 
yet know concretely in what rational social activity would 
consist, but he knows the condition for such activity, namely, 
the transcendence of the opposition between private egoism 
and rational common action. For this it is necessary that 
collective action in the common interest, action based on the 
reciprocal recognition of the humanity and needs of all indi-
viduals, transcend the narrow boundaries of politics and 
extend to economic life as well. Then economic activity would 
have a rational form and human needs would partake of 
rational universality through their reciprocal recognition by 
all. Marx concludes: 
Human emancipation will only be complete when the real indi-
vidual man has absorbed into himself the abstract citizen; when as 
an individual man, in his everyday life, in his work, and in his 
relationships, he has become a species-being; and when he has 
recognized and organized his own powers ( forces propres) as social 
powers so that he no longer separates this social power from himself 
as political power.2 0 

This new condition for the fulfillment of the "demands of 
reason" is contained already in abstract form in the modern 
state. It is the new basis for deontological grounds for revolu-
tion and for what Marx calls the "realization of philosophy." 

In sum, Marx has shown that political philosophy accepts 
the irrational form of the pursuit of happiness (civil society) as 
a natural fact, and so applies the demands of reason only to the 
state. These demands concern, among other things, the es-
tablishment of a true community through the reconciliation of 
antinomial opposites such as individual and society, private 
interest and common good, and all the similar displacements 
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of the antinomy of content and form in the political domain. 
But Marx is able to demonstrate that community cannot be 
realized in a partial domain, such as the state, alongside a civil 
society based on a conflictual form of action. 

To fulfill the demands of reason, then, it will be necessary 
to extend them to civil society. To accomplish this, in turn, it 
is necessary to overcome what Lukács calls the "immediacy" 
of the sphere of need, its philosophically naturalized form, 
which admits of no possibility of change and progress. This 
Marx succeeds in doing when he arrives at the concept of a 
social revolution which would not just change the state, 
but also bring about the "revolutionizing of the elements 
themselves." Community can be realized at all levels of 
society, including the material level of the sphere of need, 
when the system of practice governing the pursuit of happi-
ness in class society has been transformed. 

THE AGENT OF R E V O L U T I O N 

The next step in Marx's analysis consists in finding a 
possible agent for the radical transformation of man and 
citizen he proposes. This proves to be a more delicate matter 
than would first appear. On the one hand, Marx must base his 
new concept of freedom on some actual social force to escape 
the merely abstract ethical relation of philosophy to reality he 
has already rejected in his letter to Ruge. On the other hand, 
in attempting to base his philosophy on a real social force, 
there is the danger that he will reduce historical action to a 
mere instrument of philosophy, which later would then be the 
real "subject" of the revolutionary process. 

In Marx's "Introduction" to the "Contribution to the 
Critique of Hegel's Philosophy of Right," when he first ap-
proaches this problem in a highly speculative form, he does 
indeed fail to resolve the dilemma posed above. There he 
arrives at an undialectical construction of the relation of 
theory to practice which does not so much overcome the 
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abstract character of ethical demands as impute this very 
abstractness to the demands of an entire social class. Lucien 
Goldmann suggests that this failure is not of merely bio-
graphical interest in the study of Marx's development, but that 
the undialectical conclusions of this text anticipate the later 
undialectical construction of the theory-practice relation in 
the socialist movement: "In fact, it suffices to replace the word 
philosophy in the 'Introduction' with the word Party (and at 
bottom in the two cases we are concerned with an ideology-
elaborating group) in order to obtain a position very close to 
that expressed by Lenin in his work What is To Be Done?"21 

The discussion of class consciousness in a later chapter of this 
book will explore Lukács' solution to precisely this problem. 

Marx's failure in this essay is due in part to his method, 
which differs radically from that of his later sociological and 
economic work. He does not start from an analysis of society 
but from philosophy. He takes his new philosophical concept 
of freedom and tests it against the various classes of society to 
find one which can serve as its representative in practice. As 
he puts it, "Revolutions need a passive element, a material 
basis . . ."22 Or again, "Theory itself becomes a material force 
when it has seized the masses."23 Marx's essay has the ap-
pearance of a class analysis and indeed some features of it 
anticipate his later theory of class. Marx tries to prove that 
previous, merely political revolution have failed to achieve 
human emancipation because they have liberated not man but 
particular classes from oppression. The bourgeoisie, for 
example, was oppressed by the nobility in France as a class, 
in terms of its particular interests in the society. The wrongs 
done to the bourgeoisie appeared to all other classes to 
exemplify the general injustice of the society and so they 
supported the bourgeoisie in its revolution. But the liberation 
of the bourgeoisie from these wrongs was not human emanci-
pation but only bourgeois emancipation. It did not free man 
but the bourgeoisie to pursue its interests, which in turn came 
into conflict with the interests of society as a whole. 
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Thus it is the very principle of class which is the source of 
the limits of political revolution. Marx concludes, and this 
distinguishes his method from that of the later works, that his 
philosophy cannot be realized by a social class in the usual 
sense but only by "a class in civil society which is not a class of 
civil society, a class which is the dissolution of all classes."24 

What he is seeking, in other words, is a class that is not a class, 
a "universal" class in something like Hegel's sense of the 
term, with no particular interest at all, hence none opposed to 
that of society as a whole. Having arrived at a rather Hegelian 
formulation of the problem in his earlier essay, it is not 
surprising that he here reaches a variant of the Hegelian 
solution. 

Marx argues that the proletariat alone of all classes can go 
beyond a limited, merely political revolution to a general 
human revolution, a social revolution, for it has no status 
within the existing system at all. It is, Marx claims, and here 
he was right for his time if not for ours, the product of the 
"disintegration" of other social strata, with no traditional 
status of its own to defend. For this reason its protest can be 
truly universal in character, and can bring down the system of 
class which Marx now identifies as the source of egoistic 
individualism and the basis of civil society. 

The proletariat, Marx concludes, can alone "revolutionize 
the elements themselves," that is, transform what it is to be 
an individual in society. For it has no interest in conserving a 
particular status opposed to the whole, hence no interest in 
perpetuating the split between civil society and the state to 
ensure itself a domain of free competitive aggression. The 
proletariat thus appears as the appropriate instrument of 
Marx's philosophy and the demand for revolution is now 
addressed to this class. Marx writes, "Philosophy is the head 
of this emancipation and the proletariat is its heart. 

Philosophy can only be realized by the abolition of the 
proletariat, and the proletariat can only be abolished by the 
realization of philosophy."25 
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In spite of the elegance and symmet ry of this solution, it 
falls far short of resolving the p rob lems Marx has posed for 
himself. H e r e theory and practice are seen to arise indepen-
dently, and if social revolution satisfies essential demands of 
theory, it is by no means clear that the proletariat intends this 
result in revolting. Lukács remarks: 

The issue turns on the question of theory and practice. And this not 
merely in the sense given it by Marx when he says in his first 
critique of Hegel that "theory becomes a material force when it has 
seized the masses." Even more to the point is the need to discover 
those features and determinations both of the theory and the ways of 
seizing the masses which convert the theory, the dialectical method, 
into a vehicle of revolution. We must extract the practical essense of 
the theory from the method and its relation to its object. If this is not 
done that "seizing the masses" could well turn out to be a will o' the 
wisp. It might turn out that the masses were seized by quite 
different forces, that they were in pursuit of quite different ends. In 
that event, there would be no necessary connection between the 
theory and their activity, it would be a form that enables the masses 
to become conscious of their socially necessary or fortuitous actions, 
without ensuring a genuine and necessary bond between conscious-
ness and action.26 

Lukács goes on to point out that in this same text Marx 
briefly lays down the basic condit ion for achieving a real unity 
of theory and practice. Marx writes, "Will theoretical needs 
be directly practical needs? It is not enough that thought 
should seek to realize itself; reality must also strive toward 
thought ." 2 7 Both Marx and Lukács thus arrive at the conclu-
sion that it is not only the " indif ference of form towards 
content" that must be overcome, bu t also the indifference of 
content towards form. 

Marx has so far seen the necessity of creating a form of 
rational interaction in the pursui t of happiness and to this end 
he has identif ied an agent capable of implement ing the "de-
mands of reason." But still the form-content distinction per-
sists, because the pursuit of happiness itself has not been 
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raised to rational universality, only its form. The proletariat 
appears as a passive instrument of philosophy because in 
revolting to achieve happiness, it unconsciously serves the 
"cunning of reason" by realizing rational form in actual life. 
An ungenerous observer could still insist that Marx is tossing 
"the roasted pigeons of absolute science" into the mouth of 
the proletariat. Marx now seems to realize that there is no 
solution within the framework of a concept of reason as pure 
form, and so he proceeds to a radical critique and revision of 
the concept of reason itself. 

REVISION OF T H E CONCEPT OF REASON 

In the third phase of his early work, in the Economic and 
Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844, Marx sets out to unify 
theory and practice through revising the concept of reason as 
it is formulated both in the philosophical tradition and his own 
previous writings. To accomplish this, Marx must return to 
the study of need from a new angle. In the early essays, Marx 
found a form of rational interaction in the pursuit of happi-
ness. But the content of the concept of need with which he 
worked remained unthematized and unanalyzed; it remained, 
in fact, immediate and hence irrational for Marx as it had for 
earlier political philosophy. This dimension of the problem 
now becomes the decisive one. 

If there was a still dogmatic element in the earlier essays, it 
lay in Marx's failure to derive rational social interaction, the 
"revolutionizing of the elements themselves," from the needs 

it was to help satisfy. Instead, social revolution still appeared 
as a philosophical exigency from which the needy could 
incidentally benefit. The antinomy of need and reason is not 
abolished in the accidental convergence of philosophy and the 

proletariat, but rather reproduced in a new guise. The an-
tinomies of philosophy and reality, theory and practice which 
appear in Marx's discussion of historical agency are simply 
displacements of the original antinomy of political philosophy. 
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To resolve these antinomies, Marx will now reverse the terms 
of the problem and attempt to found the demands of reason in 
the very nature of need. But this amounts to demonstrating 
that the content of the sphere of need is rational, is, in fact, 
the essential sphere of rationality for a meta-theoretically 
reconstructed concept of reason. 

In developing this meta-theoretical approach to rationality, 
Marx is greatly aided by Feuerbach, who treads a similar path 
with more maturity and assurance in the same period. Feuer-
bach's central idea is that philosophy is secularized theology. 
He says, "What lies in the other world for religion, lies in this 
world for philosophy."28 This is particularly true of the 
philosophical concepts of subject and object. When 
philosophy identifies the subject with reason, with thinking, it 
brings the theological idea of "spirit" down to earth. Similarly, 
the concept of the object as an object-of-thought, constituted 
by thought or obeying rational laws, is a homely transcenden-
tal equivalent for Biblical Genesis. 

This is on the face of it a crass and reductionist interpreta-
tion of the essence of philosophy. What makes Feuerbach 
interesting and important is his attempt to go beyond this 
basic thesis toward a reconstruction of philosophy. There is a 
parallel here with Marx's method in the essays discussed 
above. Marx took certain general formal principles of political 
philosophy—the demands of reason—and detached them 
from their accustomed object, in this case the state, to apply 
them to another object, society. Feuerbach does something 
similar for philosophy in general, detaching its formal struc-
ture from its concept of the subject and object. The 
"philosophy of the future, " as Feuerbach calls it, will conserve 
these formal traits but attach them to a new subject-object 
concept. This is a meta-theoretical approach to the critique 
and revision of fundamental philosophical concepts because in 
it these concepts are relativized through contact with the 
concrete existential domains from which they were first 
abstracted in their initial construction as philosophical. This is 
particularly clear in Feuerbach. 
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Feuerbach calls Hegel's thought, which he sees as the 
culmination of the philosophical tradition, a "philosophy of 
identity." The identity referred to is that of thought and 
being, reason and reality. This identity Feuerbach sees as a 
theological principle and to it he opposes what he calls "the 
true and absolute viewpoint": "the viewpoint of the distinc-
tion between I and thou, subject and object."29 Yet although 
Feuerbach rejects the philosophy of identity, he tries to 
conserve its formal principles on another plane. 

He first redefines the concepts of subject and object, 
arguing that they are both sensuous, natural things in the 
world which cannot be brought together merely conceptually. 
The identity achieved in and through thought is spurious and 
ideological, but there is another kind of subject-object iden-
tity which can be achieved in nature through sense perception 
and love. Feuerbach writes, "The identity of subject and 
object, which in self-consciousness [in other words, in Hegel] 
is only an abstract idea, is truth and reality only in man's 
sensuous perception of man."3 0 Thus the formal principle, 
subject-object identity, is taken from Hegel and conserved, 
while its content in Hegel's own thought is rejected. 

The upshot is an enlargement of the concept of the subject 
to include more than thinking, to include the whole man, so 
to speak. This enlarged subject retains what might be called 
an "ontological pathos" through its continued submission to 
the formal principles of idealistic philosophy. Feuerbach ex-
pressed his conclusion in ringing phrases which certainly 
influenced Marx. 

The unity of thought and being has meaning and truth only when 
man is comprehended as the ground and subject of this unity. Only 
a real being recognizes real objects; only where thought is not the 
subject of itself but a predicate of a real being is the idea not 
separated from being. . . . 

From this result the following categorical imperatives: Desire not 
to be a philosopher as distinct from a man; be nothing else than a 
thinking man. Do not think as a thinker, that is, with a faculty torn 
from the totality of the real human being and isolated for itself; think 
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as a living and real being, as one exposed to the vivifying and 
refreshing waves of the world's oceans. Think in existence, in the 
world as a member of it, not in the vacuum of abstraction as a 
solitary monad, as an absolute monarch, as an indifferent, super-
worldly God; then you can be sure that your ideas are unities of 
being and thought.31 

That is precisely Marx's starting point in the 1844 Manu-
scripts. There he attempts to obey Feuerbach's injunction by 
a heroic effort to overcome the gap between thought and life. 
As Marx puts it, "One basis for life and another for science is a 
priori a falsehood."32 Elsewhere in the text, Marx expresses 
himself in the first person in a manner which indicates his 
personal stake in the matter. 

My universal consciousness is only the theoretical form of that 
whose living form is the real community, the social entity, although 
at the present day this universal consciousness is an abstraction from 
real life and is opposed to it as an enemy. That is why the activity of 
my universal consciousness as such is my theoretical existence as a 
social being.33 

However, Marx is a better dialectician and a more rigorous 
thinker than Feuerbach. He is not content to retain simply 
the most general form of the philosophy of identity, while 
giving an anthropological twist to the concepts of subject and 
object. He takes far more than this from Hegel in order to 
accomplish far more ambitious goals than Feuerbach's. Marx 
follows Hegel in requiring that subject-object unity be 
grasped as the actual constitution or production of the object 
by the subject. He also agrees with the Hegel of the 
Phenomenology of Mind that this production takes place in 
the historical process. He accepts, in other words, what 

Lukács describes as "Hegel's programme: to see the absolute, 
the goal of his philosophy, as a result remains valid for 
Marxism with its very different objects of knowledge, and is 
even of greater concern to it, as the dialectical process is seen 
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to be identical with the course of history."34 The formal 
principles Marx retains are thus richer and more complex 
than those that survive Feuerbach's critical blast. 

As Marx works out his program in the Manuscripts, it 
becomes clear that he is attempting not just a "reform of 
philosophy"—Feuerbach's phrase—but a rigorous A u f -
hebung, or transcendence, of Hegelian idealism, and with it 
of philosophy generally. To accomplish this Marx develops a 
meta-theoretical critique of Hegel, designed to show that the 
latter's attempt to found reason as absolute knowledge is a still 
theological attempt to overcome social alienation in thought. 
The "ordre des raisons" must be reversed: when alienation is 
overcome in real life, then and only then will it be possible to 
overcome the alienation of reason. In line with this approach, 
which subordinates the truth of reason to a philosophical 
anthropology, Marx praises Feuerbach, who "founded 
genuine materialism and positive science by making the social 
relationship of 'man to man' the basic principle of his 
theory."35 Simultaneously, in contra-distinction to Feuer-
bach, Marx believes that it is capitalism which is responsible 
for the degradation of the relation of "man to man." Thus the 
Manuscripts do not achieve their end in a mere philosophical 
reformulation of the concept of reason. Revolution becomes 
the basis for a new identity, overcoming the opposition of 
thought and life, thinker and society, by founding reason in 
life and community in practice. The retention of the formal 
structure of Hegel's thought infused with this new content 
yields a philosophy of praxis. 

How does Marx go about it? I will first sketch the three 
dialectical "moments" of Marx's meta-theoretical approach 
and then elaborate each in some detail. Marx begins by 
showing that philosophical categories are "in reality" dis-
placements of social ones. This demonstration involves the 
elaboration of new theoretical categories in terms of which to 
explain the failure of the traditional theory to understand its 
own relation to reality. For example, Marx is convinced that 
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the problem of alienated labor is the real foundation of 
Hegel's philosophy, but that Hegel fails for not posing it 
clearly. Marx argues that "Hegel's standpoint is that of 
modern political economy. He conceives labour as the es-
sence, the self-confirming essence of man. . . . [But] labour 
as Hegel understands and recognizes it is abstract mental 
labour. Thus, that which above all constitutes the essence of 
philosophy, the alienation of man knowing himself, or alien-
ated science thinking itself, Hegel grasps as its essence."36 

The whole artificial, speculative and ultimately theological 
structure of Hegel's system results from just this inability to 
thematize real labor as the ontological core of history. 

Having relativized the philosophical categories with respect 
to social ones, Marx proceeds to the second "moment" of the 
meta-theory. This consists in casting the social categories in 
the form of the philosophical ones, as does Feuerbach in the 
passages discussed above. Finally, in a third phase, the 
meta-theory demonstrates the philosophical pertinence of 
social action in resolving the contradictions of the philosophi-
cally recast social categories. In this phase Marx is able to 
show that the problem of the alienation of labor is a funda-
mental problem within philosophy, and not just a contingent 
problem of practice. This is impossible within Hegel's own 
thought, which encounters the alienation of labor in history as 
no more than a passing concern. 

In sum, Marx redefines the terms of Hegel's philosophy, 
while retaining in part the relations Hegel establishes be-
tween these terms. Marx can then set the entire system in 
motion in history itself because of the social redefinition to 
which he has submitted it. It is clear that these new defini-
tions do not correspond with Hegel's. It is also clear that Marx 
shifts back and forth in the Manuscripts between his own 
concepts and Hegel's, using the same terms in different 
senses. But this is not just an ambiguous use of terms. Marx's 
substantive thesis is that Hegel's concepts are a misconstruc-
tion of a reality better described by Marx's own, that Hegel 
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attempts in a mystified way to solve the very problems that 
concern Marx. 

The first phase of Marx's meta-theory is developed in the 
conclusion of the Manuscripts, in his "Critique of Hegel's 
Dialectic." There Marx argues that Hegel's term "alienation" 
stands for the uncomprehended object of thought. To found 
reason, that is, to demonstrate the unity of subject and object, 
"It is necessary, therefore, to surmount the object of con-
sciousness. Objectivity as such is regarded as an alienated 
human relationship which does not correspond with the es-
sence of man, self-consciousness."37 The return of the alien-
ated, the demonstration of its unity with the conscious sub-
ject, consists for Hegel only in surpassing the cognitive im-
mediacy of the object. The appropriation of alienated reality is 
in fact its comprehension by which this immediacy is over-
come. But, Marx argues, in its social application this method 
leaves the world exactly as it was before, tacking a certificate 
of rationality onto every form of oppression. Since alienation 
is, at least for Hegel, really overcome in philosophy, the need 
to change the world has vanished. Thought can congratulate 
itself on having produced the reality and thereby justified it. 

This is once again what Lukács means by philosophy re-
maining in the standpoint of immediacy. In The Holy Family, 
Marx describes it as "the mystery of speculative construc-
tion." He says, "Speculation on the one hand apparently 
freely creates its object a priori out of itself and, on the other 
hand, precisely because it wishes to get rid by sophistry of the 
rational and natural dependence on the object, falls into the 
most irrational and unnatural bondage to the object, whose 
most accidental and most individual attributes it is obliged to 
construe as absolutely necessary and general."38 

Hegel's conservatism, Marx believes, results from de-
scribing real alienation as the phenomenal appearance of the 
alienation of reason. For Hegel the alienation of the individual 
in the ancien régime did not consist in the fact that he was 
reduced to an "abased, enslaved, abandoned, contemptible 
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being," but in the fact that the state did not correspond with 
its concept, that, in practice, it could not command the 
rational obedience of its subjects. Once the state has been 
reformed, then it can command rational obedience even from 
an "abased, enslaved, abandoned, contemptible being." 
There is thus a merely contingent relation between 
philosophy and Marx's "real" alienation, which consists in 
human misery and dependence. The philosopher becomes 
the "enemy" of the human community in demonstrating to it 
that it should accept its fate without protest. He withdraws 
the moral credit of the oppressed by rationalizing the estab-
lished order. 

Marx argues that Hegel falls into "uncritical positivism and 
uncritical idealism" because he begins by narrowing the 
subject to a mere function of thought. Marx writes, 

For Hegel, human life, man is equivalent to self-consciousness. All 
alienation of human life is, therefore, nothing but alienation of 
self-consciousness. The alienation of self-consciousness is not re-
garded as the expression, reflected in knowledge and thought, of the 
real alienation of human life. Instead, actual alienation, that which 
appears real, is in its innermost hidden nature (which philosophy 
first discloses) only the phenomenal being of the alienation of real 
human life, self-consciousness.39 

Hence for Hegel, "It is not the fact that the human being 
objectifies himself inhumanly, in opposition to himself, but 
that he objectifies himself by distinction from and in opposi-
tion to abstract thought, which constitutes alienation as it 
exists and as it has to be transcended."40 

In opposition to the formula he ascribes to Hegel, "man= 
self-consciousness," Marx argues that man is sensuous natural 
existence, that, therefore, the subject is a natural being.41 Its 
essential mode of activity is also natural: labor, not thinking. 
Similarly, Marx proposes to redefine the concept of the object 
as an essential correlate of this subject, as a sense object, 
existing proximally for the human senses as an object of need. 
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Note that Marx does not return to Locke. He does not found 
knowledge on the senses in the empiricist manner, but 
applies the general formal principle of subject-object identity 
to a redefined subject and object. Thus Marx's "sense object" 
is not a Lockean "idea" but the actual object itself, as it exists 
for the senses and especially as it exists as an object of need. 
With the establishment of these new definitions of the 
philosophical subject and object, the first phase of Marx's 
meta-theory is completed. 

The second phase of the meta-theory then proceeds to 
reconstitute the formal structure of philosophy of identity 
with the help of these redefined terms. It is in this phase that 
Marx revises the concepts of need and reason to overcome 
their antinomial formulations in political philosophy. This 
revision consists, essentially, in transferring the formal attri-
butes of reason to need. In Hegel, reason is self-reflexive, it 
mediates itself in the course of its own self-development in 
history; again, for Hegel reason is also universal, both in the 
narrow sense that its ethical postulates apply equally to all, 
but also in the broader sense that its unconditioned categories 
apply to the whole of reality. The formal principles of the 
philosophy of identity, such as the exigency of a unity of 
subject and object, are the foundation of this concept of 
rationality, their fulfillment the essential demand of reason 
which establishes reason's imperium. For Marx all these 
determinations of rationality are simply transferred wholesale 
onto "man." And since "man" in Marx's sense is a being of 
need, this remarkable substitution results in the attribution of 
the characteristic traits of rationality to the sphere of need. 
Need therefore no longer appears as the irrational content of a 
formalistic rationality, but is itself charged with the functions 
of rationality. 

For Marx the philosophical subject is now a natural being, 
man. As such, this subject encounters its object, nature, in a 
natural way. The proximate relation of subject to object will 
be need, which motivates labor for the satisfaction of need. 
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"As a natural, embodied, sentient, objective being he is a 
suffering, conditioned and limited being, like animals and 
plants. The objects of his drives exist outside himself as objects 
independent of him, yet they are objects of his needs, essen-
tial objects which are indispensable to the exercise and 
confirmation of his faculties."42 Were this simply a statement 
about human physiology it would of course be completely 
banal. It is no news that hunger requires food. However, 
Marx is attempting to make a statement about being in 
general, about ontology, and not just about the empirical 
being of the animal man. He writes, "Man's feelings, 
passions, etc., are not merely anthropological characteristics 
in the narrower sense, but are true ontological affirmations of 
being (nature) . . ."43 

Bertell Ollman has suggested that we use the concept of 
"internal relations" to describe Marx's theory of need. In-
deed, Marx rejects empiricism's nonteleological, external and 
accidental concept of relatedness. The ontologically primori-
dal sphere is not that of mechanistic natural science, in which 
such external relations prevail, but the sphere of need, in 
which "the need of a thing is the evident irrefutable proof that 
the thing belongs to my being, that the existence of this thing 
for me and its property are the property . . . of my being."44 

Hence Marx says that "Nature is the inorganic body of man," 
to express the idea that man and nature, subject and object, 
are joined in essential interdependence.4 5 

Now too the labor through which need is satisfied will also 
appear as an ontological category in the forms of philosophy of 
identity. Labor is in fact the actual process of unifying subject 
and object, man and nature in the self-development of a 
humanized rationality. Here Marx passes from the abstract 
and immediate positing of the unity of subject and object in 
need, to a reflexive, mediated unity through the production of 
the object by the subject in labor. 

Such philosophically reconceptualized labor Marx calls 
" objectification, " the natural activity of the naturalized sub-



The Meta-Theory of Philosophy: Marx's Formulation 53 

ject, man. When human beings transform their environment 
through labor, they "objectify their needs and faculties. This 
they must do, for as a natural being man must "express and 
authenticate himself in being as well as in thought."46 The 
result is a "humanized" nature within which human beings 
can fulfill themselves and unfold their potentialities in a 
continuous process of self-creation. There too they can recog-
nize their own existence confirmed and universalized in the 
transformed objects of labor and, by extension, in all of being. 
Marx writes, "It is only when objective reality everywhere 
becomes for man in society the reality of human faculties, 
human reality, and the reality of his own faculties, that all 
objects become for him the objectification of himself. The 
objects then confirm and realize his individuality. They are 
his own objects, which is to say that man himself becomes the 
object."47 

Finally, the third phase of the meta-theory derives 
philosophical and political consequences from these formula-
tions, consequences that appear once the terms of philosophy 
have been reconstituted within the domain of history where 
they can be set into motion through social practice. At stake 
here is the meaning of the concept of alienation which, 
Marx argues, stands in contradiction to the "human essence." 
Hegel's concept of alienation is now revised to mean a 
specific, degraded type of objectification in which the trans-
formed world turns around and dominates its creators instead 
of serving them. Here the individuals cannot recognize or 
develop themselves through their objects, but are crushed 
and oppressed by them. Because alienation, as "loss of the 
object, is not just a social category but also a determination of 
being generally, this condition can be reformulated as the 
antinomy of subject and object. In alienation, subject and 
object stand in conflict, as opposed principles requiring medi-
ation. 

The fundamental exigency of philosophy of identity is that 
the object appear as a product of the subject, but for Marx the 
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process of this production is now a real one, occurring in 
history and not in the head of a philosopher. Alienation is a 
problem for philosophy, splitting subject from object, but not a 
problem that could be solved in pure thought through a 
speculative construction. Marx notes that "the medium 
through which alienation occurs is itself a practical one."48 Its 
transcendence will also have to be practical, requiring a 
reversal in the relations between human beings and the 
products of their labor. This then is the "real" alienation 
which must be overcome and which Hegel confounds with 
objectivity itself. 

Philosophy now appears for Marx not as a means through 
which a subject-object unity is achieved, but rather as the 
reflection in thought of their unity in history through labor. 
And where this unity is obstructed by alienation, the conse-
quences will be felt by philosophy too as failure of its project. 
Thus where Hegel saw actual alienation, alienation in Marx's 
sense of the term, as the phenomenal form of the alienation of 
self-consciousness, Marx reverses the terms and defines the 
alienation of self-consciousness as the phenomenal form of 
actual alienation. 

This alienation of self-consciousness consists for Marx in 
religion and idealistic philosophy. The human species creates 
a world through labor which dominates and dispossesses it; in 
thought too the products of the mind become powers over it, 
The species' spiritual and intellectual struggle to understand 
and reconcile itself with its own alienation gives rise to myths 
and speculative constructions. In them the individuals 
rationalize their powerlessness and learn to accept its inevita-
bility as a positive good, as "the rose in the cross of the 
present."4 9 In Hegel this form of artificial reconciliation with 
alienation nevertheless points toward the solution by 
mythologizing the unity of subject and object in labor. 

Such alienated thought, Marx believes, cannot resolve its 
own antinomies. The concept of reason cannot be founded so 
long as alienation is accepted immediately in reality. It is the 
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fact that philosophy remains in immediacy, that its transcen-
dence of alienation takes place merely in thought and not in 
real life, that is responsible for idealism's theological turn 
toward a supra-sensible reality. But if the overcoming of 
alienation in practice is essential to the liberation of reason 
from theological myths, then revolution itself is a 
methodological necessity for philosophy. 

A characteristic theory-practice relation now emerges, 
quite similar to that which Lukács establishes in his early 
work. If theory attempts to overcome alienation in pure 
thought, it will fall into various secularized forms of religion. 
Yet alienation is the obstacle which must be overcome in 
order to found reason, for to accept it as it is means to fail to 
unite subject and object, to demonstrate the production of the 
latter by the former, and this Marx continues to believe is 
necessary. Thus theory can found itself only by passing into 
practice to destroy alienation in reality. This can be done 
through socialist revolution. Marx writes: 

It is only in a social context that subjectivism and objectivism, 
spiritualism and materialism, activity and passivity, cease to be 
antinomies and thus cease to exist as such antinomies. The resolu-
tion of the theoretical contradictions is possible only through practi-
cal means, only through the practical energy of man. Their resolu-
tion is not by any means, therefore, only a problem of knowledge, 
but is a real problem of life which philosophy was unable to solve 
precisely because it saw there a purely philosophical problem.5 0 

The purpose of theory on these terms is to provide the 
proletariat with the "intellectual arms" it needs to solve not 
only its own problems but those of philosophy as well. No 
longer does theory appear as the real subject of this process, 
representing rational form to the proletariat, which latter, as 
mere need or factical content, can only be a "passive," 
"material" base for reason. Rather, the domain of need and 

labor in which the proletariat moves is also the element of 
reason itself. The contradictions the proletariat experiences in 
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its existence are not accidentally related to the contradictions 
of philosophy, but are one and the same. Theory and practice 
have been united. 

In reaching this conclusion Marx finally derives a wholly 
new type of ground for revolution: the ultimate demand of 
reason is rationality; revolution alone can satisfy this demand 
by resolving the antinomies of philosophy. If this is true then 
reason itself requires revolution, and every rational individual 
is committed by the very nature of reason to lend a hand. 

FROM MARX TO LUKÁCS 

The preceding discussion has shown that Marx's early 
meta-theory of philosophy is in fact a critique of formalism, 
both in politics and more generally in the theory of rationality. 
In the next chapter, I will show how this critique of formalism 
is further elaborated in Lukács' early Marxist philosophy. 

Lukács' theory is deeply dependent on Marx's, even though 
the most important early philosophical writings of Marx were 
still unpublished at the time. Insofar as the theory presented 
in the Manuscripts is concerned, this dependency is therefore 
indirect, mediated by Marx's Capital. It is precisely because 

Lukács studied Capital to find in it the basis of a meta-theory 
of formal rationality that he was able to reconstruct and extend 
its philosophical dimension in a manner paralleling Marx's 
own early philosophical work. 

Marx arrived at the study of the economy not merely 
through a change in interests, but through a rigorous 
philosophical argumentation in the course of which he dem-
onstrates that economics is the science of alienation, the 
discipline in which is charted the original and basic alienation 
from which the more complex philosophical forms of it are 
derived. Although Marx later abandoned the philosophy of 
praxis of his early works, the trace of this original discovery of 
the economy is preserved in his later ones. This trace appears 
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most clearly in the continuing use of a meta-theoretical ap-
proach. 

Marx's Capital continues to criticize formalistic abstractions 
by bringing them into relation to the social substratum from 
which they were originally abstracted. It is true that these are 
no longer philosophical abstractions but economic ones; how-
ever, Marx treats these latter in much the same way he had 
treated the former in the Manuscripts. The social contradic-
tions he discovers are, in effect, philosophical antinomies 
reconstructed in a domain where they can be resolved 
through social action. The "secret" of Capital, its frequent 
obscurities, the "coquetting" with Hegel, the significance 
Marx attached to it as the basis of a theory of socialist 
revolution, all this is to be explained in terms of his fidelity to 
the original meta-theoretical project. Thus Capital is more 
than a scientific work on economics; it is also a chapter in the 
history of philosophy. 

However, given its exclusively economic focus, Capital 
cannot adequately formulate and resolve the philosophical 
problems to which it is implicitly addressed. This is damaging 
to the coherence of Marxism; most importantly, it leaves a gap 
between the critique of capitalism and the socialist solution, a 
gap often filled by making pseudo-scientific and determinist 
claims for the theory of the economy. Whatever Marx himself 
may have said along these lines on occasion, Marxist 
economics establishes no causal connection between 
capitalism and socialism. As I will explain in more detail 
below, socialist revolution and the transition to a socialist 
society involve a type of cultural change that cannot be 
theorized on the model of those processes of "natural history" 
to which the mature Marx once compared them. On the 
contrary, the meta-theory of philosophy comes much closer to 
anticipating in philosophical terms the kind of cultural ap-
proach that can alone connect the critique of capitalism with 
socialism. 
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This was Lukács' great insight: the understanding that the 
critique of formal rationality implicit in Marx's economic 
works is the key to developing an adequate Marxist theory of 
revolution. Lukács thus began with a work, Capital, that 
responded only implicitly, methodologically to his own preoc-
cupations. He made this implicit dimension of Marxist 
economic theory explicit by reconstructing its meta-
theoretical premises. Then, generalizing Marx's concepts, 

Lukács reformulated the philosophical implications of the 
economic theory as the basis of a theory of revolution. To 
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Marx, Lukács developed an original philosophy of praxis. 
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