David Leopold, The Young Karl Marx 

Andrew Chitty, University of Sussex 

Paper given at the Marx and Philosophy Society seminar, 23 February 2008

Draft only - not for citation please

David Leopold’s book
 is an important contribution to our understanding of the young Karl Marx. In particular, it focuses almost entirely on Marx’s ‘political’ writings of 1843: the three letters to Ruge, the ‘Critique of Hegel’s Doctrine of the State’, ‘On the Jewish Question’ and the so-called ‘1844 Introduction’ (probably written at the end of 1843). Most of the literature on the young Marx has focused on the 1844 Manuscripts, i.e. ‘Economical and Philosophical Manuscripts’ and ‘Notes on James Mill’, in which Marx for the first time engages with the nature of the market and capital, and too often these earlier writings have been explored only as a source of anticipations of the ideas in the 1844 manuscripts. It is a great merit of David Leopold’s book that it focuses on the early political writings in their own right. 

The book examines these writings for their own coherence and plausibility, and does so in an admirably judicial way. As he puts it: ‘There are those who confuse Marx’s endorsement of a claim with that claim’s being true, and those who confuse Marx’s endorsement of a claim with that claim’s being false. I have tried to resist the attractions of both these poles …’ (14). It also engages in some selective investigations into the intellectual sources of some of Marx’s ideas in these writings.

Leopold makes his claims on every areas he investigates very clear, but they often are detailed and precise. For example, rather than agreeing with the commentators who say that Marx dismissed the utopian socialists, or those who say that he was a utopian socialist himself, Leopold specifies in just what respects Marx admired and condemned the utopian socialists, and in just what respects he himself could be called a utopian. In other places Leopold’s claims are simpler, but still limited to a specific issue. For example, he argues  that Marx cannot be accused of anti-Semitism, and that he is not opposed to the idea of rights as such, in ‘On the Jewish Question’. All this makes the book a difficult one to summarise. However it does have two central arguments:

Firstly, it argues that the 1843 writings are essentially concerned not with the contemporary political situation in Germany, or with Hegel’s political philosophy, or with the emancipation of the Jews, but with ‘the emergence, character, and replacement of the modern state’ (12). Second, it argues that for Marx the replacement of this state did not mean the abolition of the state and politics as such. Here I shall focus on these two claims.

The interpretation of Marx’s ‘Critique of Hegel’s Doctrine of the State’ (hereafter ‘the Critique’) is inevitably central to these claims, for the manuscript is far longer than all the other 1843 writings put together. At the same time it is surely also the most difficult of them to interpret, since it consists of a paragraph by paragraph commentary on the last part of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right in which Marx was clearly working out his ideas as he went along, and of which in addition the first few pages are missing. Leopold argues that the ‘Critique’ has two distinct objects of criticism: Hegel’s metaphysics, and the modern state as exemplified in France or the American states. The two are both addressed in the same manuscript because for Marx although German political reality lags far behind that of France or America, contemporary German political philosophy ( and specifically Hegel’s political philosophy ( expresses the nature of the modern state that has come into existence in those countries. Yet this political philosophy is at the same time grounded in Hegel’s metaphysics. Therefore Marx aims to do two things in the ‘Critique’: (1) to criticise the modern state through a critique of its image in Hegel’s Philosophy of Right, and (2) to criticise the metaphysics through which Hegel ultimately justifies this state. Leopold skilfully teases these two projects apart and discusses them separately. 

With regard to Hegel’s metaphysics, first of all Leopold, in common with Marx, although against the trend of recent interpretations, argues that Hegel was a metaphysical thinker. In this I think he is basically correct. He then finds in Marx five criticisms of Hegel’s metaphysics, of which first two are the crucial ones (51-52). What they amount to is the criticism that Hegel’s basic metaphysical categories, which he purports to derive a priori in the Logic, are in fact derived from empirical reality, and specifically from the social and political reality of the modern world. When Hegel then portrays that social and political reality as the institutional realisation of the basic categories he ends up by uncritically sanctifying that that social and political reality as an incarnation of the basic metaphysical categories. Hence, as Marx puts it a year later: ‘the uncritical positivism and the equally uncritical idealism of Hegel’s later works – that philosophic dissolution and restoration of the existing empirical world’ (EPM
 385)

What about the idea of Hegel as a portrayer of the modern state? It might seem at first hard to justify such a view of the Philosophy of Right, or of Marx’s interpretation of it. For example, Hegel’s state has medieval-style corporations, a monarch, and an assembly based on estates (roughly, sectors of the economy) rather than a parliament elected by the people on a representative system as the American and French states did. But Leopold makes a good case for viewing Marx’s interpretation of the Philosophy of Right ( and perhaps the book itself ( in this way. 

His claim is that for Marx the modern state has certain essential characteristics which are replicated in the state described in the Philosophy of Right: the modern state has separated off from civil society as a ‘political state’, which is a system of the universal or universal interest in counterposition to, and in antagonism with, civil society as an atomistic system of particular interests, and this political state is ‘abstract’ in that it is separated off, not just from civil society, but also from ‘the  life and influence of ordinary citizens’ (67). Therefore the modern system of civil society and political state involves an alienation – in the sense of an unnatural separation – both between citizens and each other (the theme of atomism) and between citizens and the political state (the theme of abstractness) (67-68). For Marx all these features are present, explicitly or implicitly, in Hegel’s description of the state in the Philosophy of Right (69-74). Of course Hegel also attempts to heal the splits which he diagnoses in modern social and political life, through incorporating into his description of it institutions like the corporation and the assembly of estates which in fact did not exist in modern states in France and America. But for Leopold’s Marx what is interesting and insightful in Hegel is his diagnosis of the divisions between humans, and between the spheres of particularity and universality of the modern society-state system, rather than his efforts, which Marx considers as failures, to reconcile those divisions (77-79). As Leopold puts it, for Marx ‘Hegel’s achievement is to have identified, and not to have overcome, the atomism and abstraction of modern social life’ (79).

Leopold goes on to draw out some further features of Marx’s view of the modern, political state from ‘On the Jewish Question’: that it realises an essential human attribute of ‘communality’ (144), but that at the same time that it allows private property, now given its own sphere in civil society, to flourish (147), and that it itself becomes contaminated by the individualism of civil society (14, 147, 247, 249, 252).

Undoubtedly this is a very illuminating way of looking at the ‘Critique’, and Leopold supports his claims with his claims with enough textual evidence to make it hard to resist them. It enables him to give a much fuller picture of Marx’s 1843 view of the modern state than could be got from relying on ‘On the Jewish Question’ alone. However I have several related worries about his picture.

The first is that Leopold pays very little attention to the fact that for Marx civil society is not just the sphere of particularity but also the sphere of private property. This is clear in Hegel’s account of civil society, where it essentially consists of the market and by institutions designed to counter its worst effects, namely corporations and the ‘police’ (or welfare state). Accordingly in the ‘Critique’ Marx sees the modern state is not only contaminated by individualism, for example in the way that members of the bureaucratic class focus on their private careers, but also by the principle of private property, for example in the way that the hereditary monarchy follows the principle of primogeniture intrinsic to private property so that ‘at its highest levels the state appears as private property’ (CHDS
 180) 

The second is that I think Leopold fails to properly acknowledge the asymmetry that Marx sees in the relations between civil society and the political state. He points to passages in the ‘Critique’ and ‘On the Jewish Question’ where Marx draws an analogy between the political state and Christianity, but does not acknowledge that through such analogies Marx is suggesting an analogy between the state and the God of traditional Christianity. Just as for Marx of 1843 this God is a product of the divisions and unhappiness of this world, who is supposed to heal those divisions at a transcendent level (an idea that comes from chapter 6 of the Phenomenology of Spirit), so the political state is a product of the divisions within  civil society, which is supposed to heal those divisions at another level. And in each case the second level is for Marx deeply derivative and dependent on the first and ‘unreal’ by comparison with the first. This is why the features of civil society infect the political state rather than the other way round. In the overused language of his later writings, civil society and state are related to each other as ‘base’ and ‘superstructure’. At one point Leopold acknowledges that for Marx ‘civil society has a primacy in its interrelationship with political life’ (147) but this fails to do justice to the deep asymmetry between them implied by Marx’s analogies between the political state and Christianity.

The third is that for Marx the modern, political state is above all the product of the French Revolution, a point that Leopold neglects but which is central to, for example, Stathis Kouvelakis’s account of the 1843 writings in his Philosophy and Revolution: From Kant to Marx. As such, the political state does not simply realise human ‘communality’ or universality but also human freedom. For it is not just a sphere of the universal interest, but also a sphere based paradigmatically (as Leopold himself says (158)) on universal suffrage, thus on the idea of the common self-determination of all citizens, for this is the idea on which every modern state bases its legitimacy. Therefore as citizens of the modern state human beings for the first time realise themselves as ‘species-beings’, that is, as beings characterised essentially not just by universality but also by freedom (in fact Marx treats these two terms as virtually interchangeable). Yet this realisation of human freedom takes place only in a derivative and unreal sphere which is separated from people’s individual lives and is therefore not a genuine realisation. For the Marx of 1843 the pathos of the modern society-state system is not essentially that of divisions between particulars or between spheres of particularity and universality. It is rather that of an uncompleted self-emancipation of humanity, of which these divisions are the symptoms. 

The fourth is that Leopold’s account of alienation as unnatural separation does not seem to do justice to at least one of the German terms that he uses it to translate, namely Entausserung (68), which literally means ‘externalisation’ or ‘relinquishment’. In the Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts Marx describes capital as a product of the self-externalisation of labour, a process in which workers produce a mass of products which take on a life of their own and dominate the very workers who produce them. As he says there, this act of self-externalisation is parallel to that whereby human beings create gods out of their own imagination and then become dominated those very gods. In a similar way, I suggest, Marx in the 1843 writings sees the political state as the result of an act of self-externalisation on the part of human beings, their own product which has come to dominate them. When combined with the idea that the political state brought into existence by this self-externalisation is a realisation, albeit a partial one, of human universality and freedom, this means that externalisation has a positive as well as a negative character. It is the necessary first step towards human emancipation. Admittedly Leopold says at one point that ‘the development and actualisation of essential human powers requires a detour through alienation’ (141) but this scarcely captures the vital role of externalisation in constituting humans for the first time as universal and free beings.

Furthermore, if we look at the act whereby the political state is created in this way, then it becomes possible to see a connection between Marx’s critique of Hegel’s metaphysics and his critique of the modern state in the ‘Critique’, two critiques which Leopold rightly distinguishes but does not attempt to relate to each other. For the process in which Hegel derives categories from modern social and political reality and then posits them as ontologically fundamental and modern social and political institutions as incarnations of them is a process of externalisation exactly parallel to those we have already described. Hegel’s justification of the modern state is therefore, for Marx, a justification which mirrors on the level of thought the act of human self-externalisation which has created this state, and so is a justification supremely suited to that nature of that state itself.

The corollary to any interpretation of Marx’s 1843 account of the modern state is an interpretation of his views about what should or will replace it. Here Leopold proceeds by developing an account of Marx as a perfectionist, who measures social and political arrangements by the extent to which they enable the realisation of our genuine nature as human beings, a realisation which in turn for Marx consists in the development and deployment of our ‘essential capacities’ (184). Leopold identifies this process with that of our becoming species-beings (184), and the resulting exercise of our essential powers with human flourishing (227), and then draws on Marx’s 1843 and 1844 writings to list the physical and social needs that Marx says must be fulfilled for such flourishing. He then moves straight to an account of Marx’s future community, conceived as  one within which such needs can be met. It will be a community in which people participate in collective decision-making regularly rather than exceptionally, and do so with a concern for the common good rather than as a means of advancing their private interests (247-8); in which the role performed by the bureaucracy in the modern political state will be carried out by the whole population (249-251); in which the divide in the modern society-state system between electors and representatives who are cut off from them and motivated by self-interest is replaced by a system of deputies who are directly authorised by their electors and motivated by the common good (252-4); and in which economic life would be marked by a concern for others rather then unmitigated egoism (260). In short, it will be the kind of community called for by civic republicanism. The state will not disappear (254-9), and nor will conflicts of interest, or the distinction between the private and the public (261-2).

My reaction to this account is that, disappointingly, it fails to make any connection between Marx’s account of human self-realisation and his account of the community which is supposed to enable it. By contrast, there is a clear connection between the views of Leopold’s Marx on the nature of the modern, political state and on that of the future community. For Leopold’s Marx the fundamental problem presented by the modern society-state system is that of how to overcome the ‘abstractness’ of the political state ( its separation from civil society and from the life of ordinary citizens ( an concomitantly the atomism of civil society, and in the future community, through its thorough democratisation and the transformation of its inhabitants’ mentalities, the abstract character of the political state is supposed to disappear (260).  The result is that Leopold’s account of Marx’s view of human nature begins to look superfluous to the basic narrative of the book.

More fundamentally, however, such a conception of the future as Max envisaged it in 1843 seems to me lacking in two basic ways.

First, and most surprisingly, it does not include the abolition of private property, yet already by the 1844 introduction Marx was calling quite explicitly for ‘the negation of private property’ (1844I
 156), and it is not difficult to find passages in ‘On the Jewish Question’ which imply the same demand. [In his defence Leopold might say that he is here only interested in Marx’s conception of the state in future society, but surely for Marx this society will be one in which both civil society and the political state will be transformed in interrelated ways, so it seems odd to focus exclusively on one transformation without mentioning the other.]

Second, just as Marx sees the fundamental problem of the modern society-state system as consisting in the fact that it is an only partially completed self-emancipation of humanity, brought about by the French Revolution, so he sees the future community essentially as the full achievement of this self-emancipation, through which humans will realise universality and freedom in their individual lives rather than just qua citizens of an ‘unreal’ state. And this achievement will have to be brought about by a second revolution, what he calls ‘the approaching revolution’ in his letter of Ruge of March 1843 (EW 200) and a ‘radical German revolution’ in the 1844 Introduction (EW 252). To my mind the last sentence of the 1844 Introduction refers precisely to the connection between these two revolutions: ‘When all the inner conditions are met, the day of the German resurrection will be heralded by the crowing of the Gallic cock’ (EW 257). The imagery suggests that French Revolution will be only be a harbinger of this far deeper and more radical revolution, a revolution that, as he says in the previous pages, will be led by an alliance between the philosophers and the most degraded and propertiless class in society, the proletariat. The idea that what is required is such a radical revolution seems at odds with Leopold’s quite modest view of Marx’s future community.

Third, along with the idea of an ‘approaching revolution’ as the completion of the French Revolution in Marx’s 1843 writings there goes the idea that history is being driven forward by the human urge to self-emancipation, in a dynamic to which his own writings can somehow contribute by making that urge transparent to itself (see his letter to Ruge of September 1843, EW 208-9). By contrast Leopold’s Marx looks very static: a sober theorist who examines the modern society-state system, finds it wanting because of its division or its failure to properly enable human flourishing, and suggests an alternative which would remedy these failures.

In short, by the end of 1843 Marx sees history as heading in the direction of a  revolution far more radical than the French Revolution, which will abolish private property. I think it is in the light of this that we need to try to interpret Marx’s difficult remarks about the ‘supersession’ (Aufhebung) of the political state once full democracy is achieved within it; about a ‘true democracy’ in which ‘the constitution, the law, the state, so far as it is political constitution, is itself only a self-determination of the people’ (CHDS 89); and about a human emancipation in which

real, individual man re-absorbs in himself the abstract citizen, and as an individual human being has become a species-being in his everyday life, in his particular work, and in his particular situation, [in which] man has recognized and organized his “own powers” as social powers, and, consequently, no longer separates social power from himself in the shape of political power (OJQ
 234)

These are passages which I think Leopold tends to play down. By contrast Stathis Kouvelakis has suggested that what Marx has in mind in them is a  transition to state of ‘permanent revolution’, in which all fixed institutions, and therefore a fortiori any kind of state, will be abolished in favour of a continuous process of collective human self-determination. I do not know whether Kouvelakis is right, but it seems to me that in these passages Marx is groping toward the idea of a far more radical transformation of society and state than Leopold is willing to allow.
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