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Marx’s Theory of Democracy in his Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of the State.

(Presented to the Marx and Philosophy Society, 28 May 2005; not for citation without the author’s permission.)

Georgios Daremas, University of Indianapolis – Athens campus g_daremas@ath.forthnet.gr
    Marx’s theory of democracy is one of the most developed critiques of the “political state” in political philosophy. It is a perennial theme in Marx’s writings throughout his intellectual (and practical) life since it is inextricably tied to Marx’s conception of the good society. Discussion of ‘democracy’ is confronted with a series of difficulties which make its disentanglement a perplexing issue. Two difficulties are significant. Firstly, the idea of ‘democracy’ can be assigned a multiplicity of meanings depending on one’s perspective. It can even be attributed a content in blatant opposition to its human essence as in the recent Imperial promulgation on the export of democracy as a packaged set of political conditions imposed on the ruled by a dominant alien ruler. In such dictatorship disguised as ‘democracy’ there is a grand inversion of form and content where democracy as the self-determination of the societal whole by itself for itself  is presented as being the product of One’s will over the communal self of an heteronomous many.  

    The second difficulty concerns the historical conditions of mid-19th century where democratic institutional life was completely absent in practice. Universal enfranchisement, political parties, public trials and the independence of justice,  parliaments as representation of the general will, open and publicly accountable state bureaucracies and other political institutions associated with ‘representative democracy’ were unimaginable and only some theoretical stirrings had arisen demanding the adoption of the principles of the political republic temporarily instituted by the French revolution. Demand for a democratic state based on popular sovereignty was considered an ultra-revolutionary demand and in Prussia and the German principalities, official state censorship did not even permit to write or speak its name, i.e. Republic. In this political context dominated by centralized absolutisms and an anemic civil society, Marx’s 1843 critique of the principles of the modern constitutional state through a detailed critical examination of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right is prototypically original. He had already criticized in 1842 the exclusivist forms of political representation of the monarchical state arriving at his core idea that if there is to be true political representation it “must be conceived only as the people’s self-representation [Selbst-vertretung]”.
 But he goes even further in his Critique. Political “universal enfranchisement” is a necessary political precondition in order to overcome the “abstract political state” itself as a separate realm from civil life so as to restore to society its real human form as a unified societal community of all.
  

    I will explore two social relationships which constitute the foundational core of Marx’s theory of democracy. These are the relationship between civil (bourgeois) society and the political state,
 and the relation between state sovereignty and the people as the theoretical condition that undergirds the process of instituting ‘political democracy’ in a first phase and then its supersession into human societal democracy.
 

    In the Critique of Hegel’s Doctrine of the State 
 Marx does offer an initial conceptualisation of social class formation even though the proletariat as an organised class has not yet entered the scenery. What is significant in this regard is that Marx has not yet developed any notion of social class determination of individual existence. His critical challenge of the contours of Hegel’s State will sensitize him to the possible existence of supra-individual structures of relation that shape individual formation as determinant forces, a notion he will formulate explicitly in later writings. 

    Since the Critique is wholly based on a detailed examination of Hegel’s text, the tentative relation between Marx and Hegel becomes a prominent issue. Is early Marx a Hegelian, strongly influenced by Hegel’s framework as it has been traditionally asserted by ‘dialectical materialism’ and more recently by Avineri
 or is he a Feuerbachian who employs in a systematic fashion the “double move of transformative critique”, i.e. substitution of Man for the speculative/theological subject and then critique of the hypostatisation of the alienated essence of Man?
 Or is he a Kantian materialist who adopts the premise of materiality as an ontic existence which cannot be extinguished by absorption into its logical form as predicate as Colletti has eloquently argued?
 Or is he nothing of the above but a sui generis thinker who constructs innovatively the components of his own “methodic critique”?
 To put my cards on the table, Marx is a Hegelian and he is not a Hegelian. He is both at the same time. He both adopts and concurs with basic conceptual suppositions from Hegel but he also negates major Hegelian theoretical consequences through logical inversions and by his use of a social materialist perspective that supersedes the Hegelian prevalence of Spirit as universal self-consciousness with the notion of society as the essence of the human species-being, its “species-life itself, society”.
 Lastly, as subtext in my approach, I privilege the standpoint of presentism, of focusing on the issues under discussion having in mind their current relevance, their significance for us today or in Marx’s words “our criticism centres on the very questions of which the present age says: that is the question.”
 For this reason I try to respond to the query on how far or near is Marx’s conception of democracy from our contemporary concerns and problems in social life. 

The State against Civil society

    Marx launches his critique of the Hegelian State in the Critique by focusing on §§ 261-313. Hegel starts the 3rd section of the Philosophy of Right
 from § 257 and the four paragraphs omitted in the Critique are considered as missing in Marx’s manuscript.
 Marx engages with the hard core of the Philosophy of Right which deals with the constitution of the “inner sovereignty” of the ‘modern’ State that being the political state proper. Hegel’s State (der Staat) is an ethico-political organism that realises as its universal end the unity of “subjective and objective freedom”.
 In contradistinction to the State the “political state” (politische Staat) is the plexus of political institutions (the three Powers of monarchy, the executive and the legislative) that in their espousal of the universal aims of the community as State secure objective freedom as the highest end and as a prerequisite for the exercise of the subjective freedom of the particular individuals who constitute the members of civil society.   

    Marx in the unfolding of his critique follows Hegel’s exposition which is always structured as a movement from the general to the concrete, from the most abstract to the most specific and this obliges Marx to face on from the very start the essential blueprint of Hegel’s conception of the ‘modern’ state, these being §§ 261 and 262. Marx immediately identifies “an unresolved antinomy” in the organic connection that Hegel posits between “family and civil society” and the political state in § 261. “On the one hand, the state stands opposed to the sphere of the family and civil society as an ‘external necessity’” to which family/civil society “are subordinate… and … dependent”. On the other hand, Hegel counterpoises to the relation of “external necessity” that “other relationship in which the family and civil society are related to the state as their ‘immanent end’”.
 To talk of the State as an organic unity of civil society and the political state and at the same time to see it composed by a dual relationship of “external necessity” and “immanent end” is to posit an unsurpassable conflict in the conceptual articulation of the State. And since “Hegel makes no mention of empirical conflicts” this clash must concern “the essential relationship between these spheres themselves.”
 So, it is not only a logical contradiction that lurks in Hegel’s theorisation of the State but also an antinomy in the very essence of the modern state that Hegel ‘describes’ in his usual speculative mode of philosophising. Two observations are in order. First, it becomes evident here that Marx, from a methodological viewpoint, employs the mode of immanent or internal critique that rests on holding accountable the theorist under criticism for the logical contradictions and inconsistencies which derive from his/her own premises.
 These are self-contradictions that result in the self-destructive negation of the coherence of the system in the eyes of critical Reason. This is a mode of critique that works by negation, via determinate negation of the opponent’s premises and presuppositions and of course of socio-historical reality itself.
 Later on Marx will assign to the proletariat the role of being the living negativity
 of civil (bourgeois) society, “the negative representative of society”, the principle of its negation, in its existence as “a class in civil society that is not of civil society” and at the same time as the class “having a universal character because of its universal suffering…[to which] unqualified wrong is perpetrated on it;”
 

    The second observation concerns the character of the “unresolved antinomy”. The philosophical crux of Marx’s rebuttal is that no organic unity can exist as such if it is internally divided in a way that its membra adjecta are perennially in conflict, unified through an opposition that continually tends to explode “the internal essence of the thing”
 , to disintegrate it into its component member parts. Hegel’s concept of the divided identity of the State has unduly privileged “one side” of the identity, “the aspect of estrangement within the unity”
 and this estrangement as separation has turned the political state into a despot over civil society, “a merely external compulsion exerted by the ruling power upon private life”
 instead of providing a “rational system” that harmoniously resolves their mode of imbrication. 

    Let us examine this “unresolved antinomy” a bit closer. Hegel’s idea of the rational state as an “ethical organism” is premised on two conditions. Firstly, that the state is actually ethical and it does not just pretend to be so. This means that the citizens of the state have self-consciously accepted and internalised as “second nature” and thus they recognize the necessity of existence of a political authority that takes care of the universal interests since they themselves in their particularity are mainly engaged with their private concerns. This political authority both recognizes and guarantees their rights and insures their free exercise. The consequence of that is that they should also respect and be committed to the duties they owe to the state. As he says: “[The state’s] strength consists in the unity of its universal and ultimate end with the particular interest of individuals, in the fact that they have duties towards the state to the same extent as they also have rights”.
 The very strength of the (political) state itself rests on the degree of agreement between the universal aims it pursues and the particular interests of the individuals. The more consonant they are with each other the greater the strength of the state, the more they diverge the less its strength and the greater the loss of its ethical character. On this basis Marx’s critique of the state’s executive power as bureaucracy which follows its own particular interests (the state as its private property)
 under the pretext of promoting the universal end may be absolutely right as far as the actual bureaucratic policies of the Prussian state or other empirical states are concerned but it cannot invalidate per se this Hegelian presupposition of the rational state. But if the ethical bond of duty which grounds the legitimacy of the political state in itself and as a universalistic agency over the particular interests of individuals in their eyes is not to remain an empty ideal, introduced externally then it has to face up to the presence of its absence in the actual civil society. For such an ethical bond to subsist which unifies the particular with the universal after their divorce, the members of civil society themselves must not be inherently divided into private selves and public personae in their empirical social existence. They should not be intrinsically split into self-seeking egoists and other-directed human beings opposed to their “communal essence” (Gemeinwesen) as an adversarial sociality which at the same time is the social precondition of their formation as individuals and the absolute structure of social interdependency through which only they can ‘satisfy’ their human needs and personal interests. But it is precisely the dissolution of this ethical bond that we see as being realised in contemporary liberal ‘democracies’, encapsulated in the ‘image’ of what we may call the schizophrenic citizen. In his/her political/public identity as member of the state s/he understands that taxation is necessary to provide for social welfare and the other collective functions (education, public health, pension, defense, material infrastructures) needed to maintain the social integration of the whole society intact. But in his/her private/egoistic identity s/he does not want to pay any taxes (or the less the better) ‘feeling’ taxation as an ‘oppressive’ burden on his/her ‘free’ individuality. Instead, in a self-contradictory fashion s/he desires everyone else to pay his/her taxes (the “free rider” strategy) or in the form of a ‘false universality’ no one to pay any taxes in blatant opposition to his/her citizen status and its concomitant political and ethical obligations.           

    The second condition of the ethical/rational state is the universality of laws. Laws in their generality must not discriminate against citizens nor privilege any special interests.
 Of course, equal treatment via universal laws of socially unequal citizens results in the reproduction of inequality not equality as Marx with acuity would argue later in life.
 In spite of ‘formal rationality’ the principle of universalistic law is in itself defective within the context of bourgeois civil society. The modern constitutional state which operates on the principle of the ‘rule of law’ and thus prima facie treats its citizens universalistically still it suffers from the “absolute” contradiction that it reduces human beings to “legal persons” in order afterwards to recognize their ‘essential human rights’ as supposedly intrinsic in their very individuality. Within bourgeois social life ‘legal personality’ is divorced from and thus opposed to the actual existence of human beings with the consequence that “legal existence” becomes the absolutist presupposition of being human rather than the inverse. In late modern capitalism this general condition is seen starkly in the predicament of refugees, of stateless persons who in not having their human existence recognized ‘legally’ by a state they are reduced to a sub-human existence.

The two Hegelian presuppositions of the rational state may have been properly identified by him but this in no way does it secure their validity.
  In opposition to the constitutional, law-based political republic, Marx’s “[d]emocracy relates to all other forms of state as its Old Testament. In democracy, man does not exist for the sake of law, but the law exists for the sake of man, it is human existence, whereas in other political systems man is a legal existence. This is the fundamental distinguishing feature of democracy.” (Underlining is mine).
 In real democracy, law-making together with the constitution, the political state tout court ought to be re-appropriated by the people as a societal whole and be its “determinate content” as an expression of the “self-determination of the people”.
         

    The political state as the organising force of society was fused with its respective community in all past states whether these were feudal monarchies, the Roman polity or the ancient Greek city-states. This condition of an undifferentiated unity between the ethico-political constitution and the communal life of past states, a condition that conferred on them an organic character is accepted by both thinkers. Previous states differed in between them primarily on the basis of the specific form of political constitution, the type of sovereignty, exercised in the communities. Following Aristotle, Hegel accepts the classification of all forms of political constitution into three basic ones, monarchy, aristocracy and democracy, or into those whose sovereign is the one, the several or the many. For Hegel the transition between forms of political constitutions is an historical (non-linear) process that leads increasingly to the universalisation of human freedom since “[t]he end of the world spirit is realised in substance through the freedom of each individual.”
 As a consequence the modern state emerges as the culmination of a long historical process, actually as the very embodiment of freedom. The differentia specifica of the modern state vis-à-vis all previous state forms is the differentiation of civil society as an autonomous complex of socio-economic relations from the political state within the State. In Hegel’s conception this differentiation is a positive achievement since it permits the universal expression of subjective freedom of the particular wills of the individual members of civil society. The autonomy of civil society from its political tutelage under feudalism or from its subservience to the collective political power of res publica in the Greeks and the Romans introduces the most vexing socio-political question of our times. What keeps political society together, how does it secure its social integration? What kind of institutions should exist that can maintain the unity of the social whole, that can reconcile the centrifugal tendencies of the modern particularistic, self-centered civil society with a system of political organisation that caters to the universal concerns of the societal community?

    Hegel responds by building a tri-partite institutional edifice (family as “natural life”, civil society as “artificial life” and the political state) which embodies the rational state, the latter not being necessarily identical with the contemporary ‘modern’ states of his time. Marx who examines meticulously all the pillars of Hegel’s edifice and tears it apart at its seams, counter-proposes to the internal differentiation of the modern and presumably rational state, the solution of the de-differentiation of the political state from civil/bourgeois society into a novel societal configuration where “political power” is absorbed into “social power” with the resultant transcendence of both prior abstract forms of the political and the civil. This is his conception of democracy. Democracy as state or the state of democracy supersedes the divided essence of communal social life rent into the private, egoistic individual, the “self-enclosed monad” on the one hand and the universalistic, “abstract” political existence of the citizen on the other. Democracy ceases to be one species of political constitution among other alternative and opposing species of political constitutions and it is elevated to the genus of political constitution per se.
 Oddly enough, this most radical pronouncement amidst a swarm of tyrannical and undemocratic regimes of the mid-19th century has turned out to be the ‘conventional political wisdom’ of the self-definition of almost all current polities in the 21st century. In tragic irony, the more the form-ality of democracy is advertised the more its substance appears to evanesce.   

    Hegel’s own conception of the rational political constitution is an original synthesis vis-à-vis the hitherto political philosophy. Although he designates its empirical form as “constitutional monarchy” it does not privilege any one ‘form of government’ among their plurality but it incorporates all the essential principles of the three forms of political constitution, i.e. monarchy, aristocracy and democracy as internal “moments” in a “substantial unity” which has attained “inner differentiation” by having “progressed to its absolute development [Entfaltung] within itself”. The historical transfiguration of the essential political principles into the unity of the modern political state results into the “[t]he monarch is one; several participate in the executive power, and the many at large participate in the legislative power.”
 Marx attacks all three Powers as fundamentally incapable of supplying the mediating links which could make civil society cohere with the political state in an organic whole.

    The butt of criticism is received by the institution of the monarch presented by Hegel as the apex of the state’s power system. The major defect of the monarchical principle concerns the issue of incumbency. Hegel wants to support hereditary monarchy and this commits him to an anacolouthon, a grand logical jump from the natural (biological) to the social. The institution of the sovereign is an invention of society ultimately secured by agreement if it is to be legitimate. In no way the sovereignty of a state incarnated in a person can ever be derived immediately from the accident of natural birth. To reduce the impersonation of state sovereignty to the natural features of the incumbent results in making the actual people who form the state appear as by-products of his ‘naturally’ held sovereignty. The people instead of being the actual basis of constituted sovereignty appear to be constituted by the sovereign as if he is the state incarnate as in the case of absolutism. The fundamental political relation of representation of the constitutional state binding the people to their sovereign or the sovereign to ‘his’ people has been inverted. If “he is sovereign only as the representative of the united people, then he is himself only a representative and symbol of the sovereignty of the people. The sovereignty of the people is not based on him, but he on it.”
 

    The second deficiency concerns the exclusive attribution of the state’s will, the ultimate decision as an expression of “self-determination” of the state as a whole to the monarch as private person. The illogicality of this imputation occurs because Hegel wants “to present the monarch as the real ‘God-man’, as the real embodiment of the Idea.”
 It is illogical because the “affairs of the state” concern “the modes of action and existence of the social qualities of men”
, their communal existence in society as social beings involved in networks of social relations out of which spring the collective functions and aims of the state. To abstract from the “species-forms” (Gattungsgestaltungen) of social life, family, community, society in order to endow a social locus like monarchy with a non-social ‘self-determining’ arbitrary will only turns state sovereignty into a private affair of the single, all-encompassing ‘representative’ of state sovereignty, it makes the state appear to be the monarch’s private property and thus to reveal the state in its “higher authority” as an imposition over civil society rather than as its particular political domain that promotes its universal, non-private affairs.

    In the history of political philosophy, “sovereignty” has always been conceived as indivisible for otherwise the power conflict is interminable and destructive of the state. This is a position accepted by both Hegel and Marx. Hence, “[s]overeignty of the monarch or of the people – that is the question.”
 Since we cannot have two sovereignties in one but only two “opposed conceptions” of it, of which only one can be true and since sovereignty must express the “demos as a whole” and not be embodied in a part superimposed on the whole then all political forms, all forms of government which are separated, functioning independently of the social whole even if they claim to ‘represent it’ are illegitimate polities. Only democracy satisfies the rational condition of being the identity of “both form and content”
 of establishing as universal formal end the common affairs of the society and in being actually “the free creation” of the social co-participation of all members of society in its self-determination, a recognition and realisation of their human essence as a universalistic social species-being.

    The realisation of democracy does not necessarily lead to the elimination of the political state. This is just one of the options left to the democratic community. We could alternatively have the presence of political functions and agencies which implement particular purposes with the proviso that such ‘political state’ reflects a particular form of existence of the people and it does not “assume the significance of the universal”
 hiding its particularity. Marx recognizes that the political state in its developed form as political republic is a “form of universal reason” albeit in abstractness and hence in opposition to, transcendent and in “remoteness” from the other spheres of society. As an expression of “the life of the people” it was “the hardest to evolve” in an historical process that we can call the labour of democratic politics. Democracy is not a ready-made constitutional blueprint to be adopted when people will desire to do so but a protracted socio-historical process of humanity reclaiming its rational, communal existence as its own collective freedom. The people labour to give birth to novel forms of political existence that bring democracy closer to its essential character and they also labour through struggles and revolutions to produce the contents of democracy.
 In general, “[t]he sphere of politics has been the only state-sphere in the state, the only sphere in which both form and content was that of the species [Gattungsinhalt], i.e. truly universal.”
         

Civil society against the state 

    The bifurcation of the state into the political state and civil society is at the same time the separation of civil society from the state. This separate, independent existence of civil society is the principal condition of the modern political world.
 It is the other pole of the antinomy that vitiates modern society. Hegel himself senses this crucial contradiction as Marx says glibly. For Hegel is self-aware that if the mediating links, like the ethical duty of citizenship, patriotism, civic trust, regulative and welfare agencies, independent oversight authorities, corporate associations as intermediary bodies
, parliaments as political representative assemblies of the “many”, the civil service as both a “universal class” serving the universal end and as a universal institution open to all, that integrate civil society with the political state are de-legitimated and lose their organic character then the state as an ethical organism does not have any chances of self-preservation. In such case the state becomes a terrain of conflicting particular interests that fight over the state spoils (the common resources)
 or it gradually disappears and the political community reverts to a ‘state of nature’ with all the internal atrocities ensuing from that which also means that individuals, their freedom and property, turn into prey for other encroaching states. So Hegel is not so naïve as not to see the disastrous consequences that follow if the political state is uncoupled from civil society. His two major theoretical flaws result from his attempt a) to construct the rational state as a hybrid “mixture” of pre-modern (prior to the French revolution) obsolete political institutions (like primogeniture, hereditary monarchy, the estates’ assembly) and the modern constitutional state so as to be able to claim that the existing contemporary states encapsulated the spirit’s ultimate progress to finality. B) His speculative prioritization of the Idea as the state’s spirit in being the source of determination of the incipient modern civil society. 

Hegel expresses in summary form the primacy of the actual Idea as state-spirit in determining the contours of civil society in § 262. In view of the fact that Marx considers this paragraph to reveal Hegel’s “logical, pantheistic mysticism” and “dualism” and to condense “the whole mystery of the Philosophy of Right and of Hegel’s philosophy in general”
 it deserves a closer look. Both conceptual axes of the Marxian critique elicit their origination from the inversion of two central theses expressed there. Firstly, on the socio-historical terrain Marx armed with empirical materialist premises reverses the source of determination in the state-civil society relationship and proclaims that civil society is the real source of determination of the state rather than the obverse. Secondly, on the logical terrain Marx inverts the subject-predicate relation as speculated by Hegel since in his philosophy “[t]he Idea is subjectivized and the real relationship of the family and civil society to the state is conceived as their inner, imaginary activity. The family and civil society are the preconditions of the state; they are the true agents; but in speculative philosophy it is the reverse.”
 

    Marx is strongly influenced by Feuerbachian premises and he espouses, as he will write a bit later, “Feuerbach’s great achievement”, the “self-subsistent positive positively grounded on itself.”
 To Hegel’s bifurcated reality he counterpoises “the ordinary empirical world” governed by its own mind and not by a mind alien to it. The existence which corresponds to Hegel’s real Idea is not a self-generated reality but “is just the ordinary empirical world.”
 There are two implicit ‘liberal’ assumptions built into Marx’s ontological position of the “ordinary empirical world” as the real basis of the spirituality of the state. 1) That ‘natural society’ always precedes logically ‘political society’ or the state. 2) That there is no disparity between essence and appearance in the received experiential contents of “actual, empirical Man”.  

   By the idea of ‘natural society’ preceding the state instead of the state “sundering itself into the spheres of family and civil society” as Hegel maintains in § 262 Marx wants to stress the primordial character of the “family and civil society mak[ing] themselves into the state”. In an analogous fashion to the liberal contractarian origination of the political society from natural societies he emphasizes that “it is the course of their own life that joins them together to comprise the state” and not the life of the Idea as state.
 Hegel’s thesis is not blatantly irrational as it is made to look by Marx for in the critique of the liberal origination of the state out of a pre-political community via a socio-political compact Hegel argues that historically all human individuals are actually born into an already pre-constituted state.

    There is a certain logical tension in Marx’s thought in the Critique between assigning the primacy of determination of forms to the actual existing civil society as independent from the state and the recognition of the fact that the abstract political forms themselves exercise a determining influence on the evolution of civil society itself. To moderate the tension he develops a conception of civil society as divided within itself between its communal social life and the political realm. In place of Hegel’s internal division of the state as totality into civil society and political state he posits the internal division of civil society as totality into a socio-material communality and the realm of an individualizing political sphere. The private citizen if s/he wants to attain “the status of citizen of the state” in order to obtain political significance and efficacy s/he must withdraw from all “available forms of community” in civil life into a “pure unadorned individuality.”
 This is analogous to the present-day constitutional ‘representative’ republics where the political status of the private citizen is premised on the individualistic principle of formal political equality of ‘one man one vote’ and the political domain shrinks under the growing de-politicization and the crisis of party-politics which constituted platforms of collective political intermediation, the citizen is being reduced once again to the solemnity of a seeming political individuality. 

    Marx sees modern civil (bourgeois) society as the “logical conclusion of the principle of individualism” where individual existence is the ultimate goal and social activity, work, recreation, spiritual aims, cultivation of personality and solidary ties with others have turned into mere means.
 Hence, the absoluteness of the principle of individualism has dissolved all the erstwhile social bonds that united actual wo/men in an interdependent communal essence of co-existence. The individual has been abstracted from his sociality in society and s/he is posited as a one-sided form apart and in opposition to it. This is exactly homologous to the one-sided formal abstraction of the public citizen as separate from his/her social being effectuated by the political state. The “atomism of society” reflects itself in an inverted form as the political universalism of the political state with its duty to promote the universal end while it itself only universalises the individualisation of the abstract political citizen. The duplication of atomized civil society into a separate universalising political state constitutes the latter as “practical illusions” in the forms of bureaucracy and legislature. All in all, “the political state is an abstraction from civil society.”              

    The emergence of bourgeois society is the result of an historical process of dissolution of the Estates as fixed, politically constituted classes into “mere social differences in private life of no significance in political life.” This process was completed by the French Revolution which thus “accomplished the separation of political life and civil society.”
 In this regard, Marx adopts an anti-liberal stance since the French revolution is seen in a negative light in its acceleration of the atomization process destructive of the communal being of the human species existence.
 

    In this section of the Critique we are faced with one of the most crucial issues in Marx’s analysis concerning his early comprehension of the social organization of bourgeois society and his initial insights into the formation of social ‘classes’, the non-class determinability of the social position of the individual and his opposition to Hegel’s argument of a ‘hidden’ unperceived empirically, supra-individual structure of determination of the social allocation of individuals in society, a thesis he will adopt later as his own in the German Ideology. 

   In pre-modern civil society that was heavily politicized, the class distinctions, the division of individuals into estates, were distinctions “between autonomous groups distinguished by their needs and their work.” In contradistinction, within modern society “distinctions are variable and fluid and their principle is that of arbitrariness. The chief criteria are those of money and education. …The principle underlying civil society is neither need, a natural moment, nor politics. It is a fluid division of masses whose various formations are arbitrary and without organization. The only noteworthy feature is that the absence of property and the class of immediate labour, of concrete labour, do not so much constitute a class of civil society as provide the ground on which the circles of civil society move and have their being.”
     

    Hegel in § 262 had asserted that the actual Idea as spirit assigns “human beings as a mass” into families and civil society, it allocates them into definite social functions and that this distribution is mediated in appearance by the individual’s “circumstances, his caprice and his personal choice of his station in life.” Marx fulminates against Hegel on two counts. Firstly, against the idea that the mediation of the place of individuals in social life by “circumstances, caprice and personal choice” is described as an apparent one and not as a real mediation that truly determines their station in life. Secondly, that Hegel in doing that he presents the “ordinary empirical world” of individual circumstances, caprice and personal choice as a phenomenal world behind which ‘mysterious forces’ are active and like an ‘invisible hand’ organize the distribution of individuals in social positions. The real Idea performs an inversion where the ‘self-determining’ individuals of caprice and personal choice appear to be determined by a process “that takes place behind the scenes.” These immediate, perceptible, sensuous conditions of “caprice and personal choice” are “not regarded as true, necessary, and intrinsically justified; they are not as such deemed to be rational[by Hegel].”
 Thus an essence, a hidden, true reality is posited by Hegel that does not correspond to its appearance though it is itself expressed within appearance. This dual Hegelian reality of a reality behind reality explains also Marx’s insistent labeling of Hegel’s philosophy as “dualism”. It is true that Hegel distinguishes between the ‘reality’ of transient and contingent phenomena and events manifested in the world and the essential core of the same actual reality that he calls “Reason is in the world”, the immanent principle of a universal character expressed as the logical articulation of the objective organization of the world.
                                                

    What such assignment by the Idea may mean in a non-speculative language? In any nation-state all individual members of society either belong to a family union or live as single persons. Whether they form families or wish to maintain their singular existence certainly appears to be a matter of capricious choice. This is the element of mediation that Hegel speaks about. But what it is seen from the viewpoint of the particular individual as contingent if seen from the vantage point of the social whole, the State, emerges as otherwise to contingency. It emerges as a universal necessity that a definite proportion of individuals must form families (and since this is a societal ratio) and some will remain unattached. Without such ratio or measure of distribution of the “mass of individuals” no society can ever survive. If no families are formed the populace is not physically reproduced. If everybody participates in families then new individuals will always be generated who will remain either unattached or form new families. Sociological analysis of population demographics has shown that there is a relatively constant distribution between family and non-family household cohorts in the Western world. (The ratio ranges from ¾ to 1/2 roughly for the most individualistic one, the USA.) So a social law exists unbeknownst to the individuals (that operates behind their backs so to speak) unaffected by their personal preferences but apparently expressed through their personal choices. Furthermore, individuals seem to decide on their own their vocations, their professions, and perhaps whether to participate in the “economically active population” of a country. But a state composed only of physicians is a societal impossibility. Likewise no society can ever be reproduced if its active population is nil. Thus there is a necessary total social division of labour (regardless of the distorted and alienated features it assumes in the historically specific capitalist division of labour) that assigns or allocates individuals to certain types of employment in certain changing proportions necessary for any state to maintain itself. So the contingent choices of employment of individuals are revealed from the perspective of totality to be choices under the determination of invisible constraints that assign individuals to their stations in life partly through their will but also in spite of their personal will. 

    No principles that reflect the overall existence of the state or modern society as a whole are recognized by Marx to exist as determinants of individual social trajectories. This is a standard liberalist view that the empirical social order is constituted by the actions of individuals (“caprice and personal choice”) existing as aggregates (“fluid division of masses whose formations are arbitrary and without organization”) and that their station in life is the product of individual responsibility and personal decision of each one in isolation (“the principle of individualism”). 

    Marx’s view retains nonetheless a certain distance from the individualist liberal outlook. He does not argue that the social situation of societal members is purely decided by personal whim and arbitrariness. They are actually involved in relations of co-determination due to the social interdependence of needs that they have as material creatures and thus they are dependent on social others and through the others to the whole of society. But he still conceives the relations of social determination to which individuals are subjected as contingent and accidental and not as structural ones, clusters of relations which they experience directly as empirical, sensuous persons and to which they can respond at will as free, self-determining wills. He has not conceived yet that the patterns of social determination which affect and shape individuals in social life are not immediately perceivable in experience as they would be if they were outcomes of chance encounters and random circumstances but that they are consequences of a deeper structural organization of class relations (and that a social class as a real abstraction is never directly experienced by any class subject), of an essential/historical reality behind empirical reality which is uncovered by scientific reason when it examines society as a whole.       

    Nevertheless, Marx’s dim awareness of the centrality of the category of private property as a prevalent principle of bourgeois society and the social polarization it may create via its presence versus its absence permits him to sense the formation of a potential class of “immediate labour” which is relatively excluded (“do not so much constitute a class of civil society”) from bourgeois society but oddly enough it provides the ground on which all other “social differences”, “circles of society” maintain themselves (“have their being”). In contrast to his rejection of the Hegelian Idea as an essential supra-individual process of determination of phenomenal existence and his stress on the personalistic character of empirical existence in atomized bourgeois social life, two years later in the German Ideology Marx will perform a radical turnaround. In discussing the formation of social classes in general based on the formation of the bourgeoisie he emphatically proclaims that “a class in turn achieves independent existence in relation to individuals so that they find their conditions of life predestined, have their position in life and their personal development assigned, and are subsumed under the class.”
 This change in perspective where the personal trajectories of individuals are determined by their class positions and the sum-total of the socio-historical determinations to which they are subjected is reiterated even in reference to the capitalist division of labour, the distribution structure generated by the production sphere where the individual “[f]rom his birth he is assigned to wage-labor by the social process of distribution.”
 

    The confrontation with the Hegelian assignment of a permanent political role to private property in the Estates’ assembly obliges Marx to grapple with the salience of private property in the constitution of the political state and since private property in the modern society originates in civil society, with its place in it. Hegel assigns permanent political representation to the landed gentry on the basis of the institution of primogeniture which through inheritance of the whole land by the first born male family member keeps the property intact and insures “independence of means”, a necessary prerequisite for Hegel for the development of a political orientation ‘independent’ from particularistic interests and thus conducive to an unaffiliated service of the universal end of the state. Marx’s scathing critique of this section is pure enjoyment to read but it is also revelatory for his own self-understanding. Since in primogeniture landed property is transferred from generation to generation its existence transcends the life-span of its successive owners. And since Hegel had tied the possession of land property with its possessor’s ‘independent’ will formation it follows that the real determination of individual will is private property itself rather than the free volition of the owner himself. Private property itself emerges as “the subject of will; the will survives only as the predicate of private property”
 A real inversion takes place here. Private property emerges as the substantive characteristic of the human personality and human will as the quintessence of freedom turns into a “property of property”. Having in mind that at the time all forms of political representation in the state’s legislature, the primary nucleus of the modern political state’s rationality, presupposed property qualifications, it becomes plausible to claim as Marx does that the abstract political state in the semblance of its independence from private property is actually “the power of private property itself” and what remains to the state is “the illusion that it determines where it is in fact determined.”
 

    Even for us today where formal property qualifications have been abolished and candidacies for legislative assemblies are formally open to the universalities of state’s members, electoral processes are so drastically media-ted by the media of mass/public communication, political advertising and political marketing campaigning that a considerable financial threshold has been established that informally excludes the majority of citizens from even considering such abstract possibility. Participation in legislative activity has turned into a neo-feudal prerogative of the propertied class and its ‘representatives’. 

    Marx in connection to property makes an interesting association that will characterize fundamentally all his later mature writings. Since society is the essence of the human species life then private property in all its forms is directly or indirectly “conditioned by its connections with the wealth of the whole society, with property conceived as social property” and thus there “is no true private property.”
 Private property is in a sense a practical illusion with very real effects of a legally recognized and secured expropriation of the communal resources of our societies and in the present circumstances of globalising capitalism of humanity as whole. Marx’s democracy is incompatible with such a state of affairs.

    To conclude the presentation, any theory of democracy in order to stand must conceptualize a rational state within which people’ sovereignty is or can be actualized. Marx’s critique of both Hegel’s state and of the modern constitutional state castigates the disembodied character of existing ‘democracy’ as pure formalism where the “democratic element” participates only ‘in abstraction’ in an “abstract political state” divorced from the “universal affairs” of the actual society. The first step to remedy this schism is political democracy as the authentic universal, “active and passive” participation of all in deliberating and sharing in the decision making over the general matters of concern. For only “in his political role the member of civil society breaks away from his class, his real private position; only then does he come into his own as a human being, only then does his determination as the member of a state, as a social being, appear as his human determination.”
 If political democracy realizes such universal condition then the preconditions have been set to overcome political democracy itself, to annul the separation between political state and civil society by eliminating both simultaneously and restoring the divided essence between political and private existence to its true identity of a non-fragmented communal social existence of humanity where “differences in unity” prevail rather than “different unities”.                              
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