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Karl Marx is famous for having complained in 1845 that ‘philosophers have only ever attempted to interpret the world’; the point, he insisted, was ‘to change it’. But while the world has yet to change in the ways that Marx projected, his readers have continued to interest themselves in the philosophical presuppositions of his prognosis. 


Much of this interest has focused upon Marx’s relationship with the German philosophy of the preceding period – the ‘classical’ age of German philosophy that was inaugurated by Kant, radicalised by the young Fichte and Schelling, brought to systematic climax by Hegel, and then unravelled, via ‘Young Hegelianism’ and the influence of criticisms of the later Schelling, into a bewildering diversity of competing post-Hegelian currents, including not only Marxism but also existentialism, phenomenology, and hermeneutics. For much of the twentieth century philosophical writers who associated themselves with Marxism devoted much attention to negotiating and clarifying their relationship to German Idealism – from the explicitly Hegelian Marxisms of Lukacs, Korsch, and the Frankfurt School, to the stridently anti-Hegelian Marxisms of Althusser and Colletti. In the English-speaking world, there has been interest among some Marx scholars in excavating the Hegelian influences and assumptions in his work, though the most influential approach has been that of so-called ‘analytical’ Marxists such as Jon Elster and Jerry Cohen, who in the 1970s and 1980s attempted a bold reconstruction of Marxist theory on the basis of a ruthless exorcism of such influences.


In the wake of all this work one might think that the discussion had exhausted itself, and that there was no longer anything new to say about Marx’s relationship to German Idealist philosophy. However in what I am going to say tonight I want to contest this assumption, and argue that the time is ripe for a re-engagement and, perhaps, a re-evaluation of Marx’s thought on the basis of a new investigation of its philosophical formation. My basis for arguing this is to point to the fact that in recent years we have seen a quite extraordinary revival of interest in German Idealism within English language philosophical discussions, a renaissance that attends not only to the historical significance of this episode in the history of European ideas but that also suggests the continuing contemporary relevance and power of the ideas and arguments of its key thinkers. I cannot promise to do justice to the richness and complexity of these recent debates, nor to explore to the full what I take to be the implications for our understanding of Marx. But I hope at least to be able to give a flavour of why I think this remains fertile ground for inquiry.


I am going to begin by attempting to summarise the new approach to German Idealism that has been developed by recent commentators, pulling out what I take to be three key themes of an emerging new interpretation. I will then go on to sketch out ways in which Marx can be seen as carrying forward and developing each of these three key themes, and the way in which this might help us understand and assess some of Marx’s most famous analyses of modern society.

New approaches to German Idealism

Anyone who glances around the philosophy section of an academic bookshop in this country today is bound to be struck by the huge industry of English-language scholarship and commentary that has grown up in recent years around the thinkers of the German Idealist period – most notably Kant and Hegel, but also Fichte, Schelling, the early Romantics, and increasingly even figures who not long ago would have been unknown to all but a few historical specialists, such as Karl Reinhold or Friedrich Jacobi. I am thinking in particular here of the work of philosophers such as Christine Korsgaard or Henry Allison on Kant, and of Robert Pippin and Terry Pinkard on Hegel, and it is the latter two in particular from whom I am taking my lead in what I am about to say. I should stress that although I will attempt to present a rough summary of this new account of German Idealism, the illusion of consensus this will generate is misleading, and this work has aroused a good deal of controversy which I will not be able to go into here. However I am going to suggest a prima facie reason for thinking that this new account of German Idealism has at least some interest and validity, by offering corroborating evidence that it throws new and revealing light upon the ideas and arguments of Karl Marx.


Why are the thinkers of German Idealism arousing such interest today? In brief, I think, because it is increasingly recognised that these thinkers were among the first to grapple with the philosophical problems raised by what we have come to call the condition of ‘modernity’, a condition which, in important respects, is still our own today. For the commentators I am referring to, the problems of modernity are first and foremost problems of self-justification – given the decline of traditional beliefs in a divinely ordained natural order, how are we to live, and how are we to justify our ways of life to ourselves? In contemporary philosophical discussions this issue is frequently designated as the problem of ‘normativity’: the realisation that we understand the world and act in it according to norms or rules, but that these rules are not simply given to us as automatically binding - we must at some level choose to regard them as authoritative, or, if we cannot do this with our current rules, we must choose rules that we do regard as authoritative. Immanuel Kant is now seen by many commentators as centrally concerned with this problem, and both his critical epistemology and his rationalist morality can be seen as an attempt to answer it. And Hegel, although he has often been seen as effecting a retreat from Kant’s position to a more traditional form of metaphysics and a more traditionalist emphasis upon culture and community as the basis of our morality, can also be read as attempting to carry through Kant’s project in a more accomplished and thoroughgoing way. It is because I think this does constitute an important aspect of Hegel’s thought that I want to adopt the term ‘post-Kantian’ as the best label for capturing the movement of philosophy that, according to this reading, begins with and includes Kant but continues through into the more ambitious Idealism of Fichte, Schelling, and Hegel.


I want to highlight three specific themes which have received particular attention in recent discussions of post-Kantian German philosophy and which will be important for what I say about Marx: the challenge of self-determination, the critique of ‘reflection’, and the immanence of reason. To some extent these can be seen as three stages of a continuous argument or development, insofar as we are ready to see the impetus of German Idealist thought as to some degree consistent and coherent.


First, the challenge of self-determination. This is the proposition that human beings, as conscious, rational beings, are in a fundamental sense free to choose and responsible for the ways in which they interpret the world, and the ways in which they act in it. We can find variations of this idea expressed by many thinkers in many periods, but it can be argued that Kant was the first European philosopher to think through the implications to the degree of sophistication and systematicity that he did. Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason centres on the realisation that we, as knowing subjects, play an active role in constructing the world we experience, by organising it under categorial and conceptual schemes that give it its determinate shape. Kant’s theoretical philosophy is concerned with trying to justify these categories and concepts such that we can regard the world we experience as, nevertheless, objective, that is, universally necessary. Kant’s practical philosophy, set out most famously in his Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals and Critique of Practical Reason, similarly starts from the realisation that the world as it is given to us – even in the form of our awareness of pleasure or happiness – does not, on its own, tell us how to act. As autonomous beings we must act on rules that we give ourselves – the Categorical Imperative is one of Kant’s ways of characterising the way in which our actions must be tested and justified if we are to rise to this challenge. This notion of radical self-determination became the governing idea of Fichte’s development of Kant’s philosophy, in his absolutisation of the “Ich” or “I” or “Ego” of self-consciousness, and 


The second theme which I wish to highlight is the critique of ‘reflection’ or ‘the Understanding’ which was developed most fully by Schelling and Hegel as, in their eyes, a necessary radicalisation and completion of Kant’s principle of self-determination. In their early criticisms of Kant, Schelling and Hegel argued that in order to fully live up to the challenge of freedom that Kant had outlined, we must reject any point of view that regards our experience or agency as being determined or limited by something outside it, something ‘Beyond’ our comprehension or control. Kant himself had fallen victim to this illusion, in their view, by retaining an incoherent place in his system for the unknowable ‘thing-in-itself’, the ultimate object of knowledge which we could never know anything about, and in the practical domain with his assumption that the ‘kingdom of ends’ – the ultimate goal of moral action in which all rational beings find harmony with one another – could never be realised in the here and now. Around the turn of the nineteenth century, when Schelling and Hegel were close philosophical collaborators, this argument was articulated as a critique of ‘reflective’ philosophies and ways of thinking that was extended to a wide range of intellectual positions and cultural phenomena which oriented themselves to something ‘Beyond’ ordinary human action and experience. In his later independent work, this theme was developed by Hegel as a critique of the Understanding [Verstand], a faculty or mode of thought which performed the necessary task of defining the world as a system of oppositions or negations, but which was mistaken or misleading insofar as these distinctions were taken to have their foundations in an external order of ‘essences’ rather than being its own active creation.


The conclusion to this argument is the assertion of what I will here summarise as ‘the immanent sociality of reason’. The origins of this idea can probably be located in Schelling’s argument that, if we take seriously the terms of Kant’s system and follow it through consistently as a philosophy of self-determination, we must conclude that the shape and order of the world must be ascribed to the free activity of what appears in Kant’s system as the ‘productive imagination’. In Hegel’s later thought this primary role is assigned to reason, but reason is here understood not as it seems to appear in Kant, as a kind of post-hoc ordering of the world that is imposed upon the manifold of intuitions from without, but as the immanent principle of both the known ‘objective’ world and the practical relations we form with one another. Here is the point at which Hegel’s system can sound like a strange religion of rationalist metaphysics, in which everything is a mere moment of the all-embracing Absolute Idea. But it is important to understand the route by which Hegel arrives at such grand formulations as one which is aiming to give proper recognition to the extent to which our world is shaped by an ongoing and dynamic process of reasoned inquiry and argument in which we, as rational subjects and agents, are fully conscious and autonomous participants. Most importantly, for Hegel, this immanence of reason is to be located not only in the advance of empirical experience and scientific investigation which delivers the ‘natural’ world we inhabit, but also in the cultural history and social practices through which we recognise one another as fellow subjects and reasoners.


Despite the sometimes exotic terms in which it was expressed, Hegel’s ‘Absolute Idealism’ has been read by recent commentators as a move to recast and resituate the moral and epistemological problems of philosophy as internal to the development of self-authorising linguistic practices and social institutions that remains highly suggestive today. In Pinkard’s account, Hegel ‘intended his “Doctrine of the Concept” … as the theory of normativity that would cash out his overall claim that our ascriptions of knowledge are not comparisons of any kind of subjective state with something non-subjective; they are moves within a social space structured by responsibilities, entitlements, attributions, and the undertakings of commitments…’ And this philosophical perspective in turn implies a cultural or political project that would render this self-legislation fully self-conscious and autonomous.


In sum, then, there are three interrelated strands to this account of post-Kantian idealism that I wish to draw upon in what follows: (1) an emphasis on, and commitment to exploring the implications of, Kant’s account of the ‘self-determining’ character of self-conscious knowledge and action; (2) a critique of any ‘reflective’ standpoint that absolutises a given order of things or relations by reference to an underlying reality or system of essences ‘beyond’ our comprehension or control; and (3) an account of ‘Reason’, the ongoing activity of conceptualisation and reconceptualisation, as encompassing and permeating all our experiences and interactions, suggesting a vision of immanent self-determination that can be read as a more comprehensive and thoroughgoing realisation of the ideal of self-determination proclaimed by Kant.


In the remainder of my talk today I want to suggest that, if plausible, this reading of post-Kantian philosophy throws a new light upon Marx’s thought that may prove to be highly revealing. For, as I will attempt to indicate, if we look again at Marx’s texts we can see him picking up these themes explicitly, and, I will argue, using them to structure his philosophical anthropology, his critique of capitalist modernity, and his projection of a communist future.
Marx on self-determination
It is well known that Marx’s earliest philosophical outlook was formed by his participation in an intellectual milieu that has become known as the ‘Young Hegelian’ or ‘Left Hegelian’ movement. In the 1830s and 1840s intellectual life in Germany was dominated by debates among, and reactions to, the work of writers and thinkers who sought to revive the radical impetus which they took to be the basis of Hegel’s philosophy. I want to stress at this point the extent to which these thinkers were interested in recovering the ideal of self-determination which recent commentators have identified as a central concern of post-Kantian philosophy. I will illustrate this with two examples who were especially (and successively) influential upon the young Marx – Bruno Bauer and Ludwig Feuerbach. 
Bauer achieved notoriety in the late 1830s as a coruscating critic of official religious ideology in the name of ‘self-consciousness’, which he describes as ‘the all-powerful magician, who creates the world and all its differences’, and so ‘the sole force of the world and history’. I think it is clear that if we look at Bauer’s claims for ‘self-consciousness’ he is drawing upon and developing the fundamental Kantian idea of self-consciousness as spontaneous, outside and unrestricted by the empirical world we experience, and at the same time the ground or organising principle of that world. Similarly, though less transparently, we can detect the same idea at work in Ludwig Feuerbach’s critique of religious belief in the Essence of Christianity. As is well known, Feuerbach’s argument is that religion is nothing other than humanity’s misrecognition of its own ‘nature’ as an alienated other, but what is often overlooked is that for Feuerbach ‘[t]his nature is nothing else than the intelligence – the Understanding [Verstand]’. All the philosophical definitions of God are attributes of the Understanding: ‘that which conditions and coordinates all things’, the ‘criterion of all reality’, the ‘self-standing and independent essence’, which ‘comprehends all things in itself, because it is itself not a thing, because it is free from all things’.


Marx’s earliest piece of substantial writing, his doctoral dissertation on the ancient Greek atomists Democritus and Epicurus, is permeated by appeals to this principle of ‘self-consciousness’. Philosophy, Marx stridently affirms, stands in irreconcilable opposition to ‘all heavenly and earthly gods who do not acknowledge human self-consciousness as the highest divinity’. In an important long footnote to the dissertation Marx argues that the so-called ontological proofs for the existence of God amounts only to ‘proofs of the Being of essential human Self-consciousness’. And tellingly, I think, he appeals at this point to an early essay by Schelling ‘On the “I” as a principle of philosophy’ against the later Schelling’s reversion to what in Marx’s eyes amounted to a reactionary legitimation of religious and political orthodoxy.


Soon afterwards, under the influence of Feuerbach, Marx begins to articulate this radical principle in more naturalist or anthropological terms. But I think we can still detect a clear echo of this post-Kantian theme of radical self-determination as the fundamental ordering principle of the world, even as Marx seeks a new language with which to express this radical humanism. ‘To be radical is to grasp things by the root’, Marx writes in late 1843, ‘but for man the root is man himself’. Increasingly Marx feels that to approach this root we must take human beings not merely as constructed by the then emerging ideology of constitutional liberalism, as a free citizens participating in a legal and public domain of formal equality, but also in their most everyday productive interactions with each other and with their material environment. In the famous ‘economic and philosophical manuscripts’ of 1844 Marx applies this principle to the field of political economy, and grounds his critique of the system of private property in a notion of humanity’s ‘species-being’. This concept is sometimes read in pseudo-Aristotelian terms, as if Marx aimed to identify the telos of human nature which we are cosmically ordained to fulfil. But I think we get closer to the radicalism of Marx’s conception if we notice how Marx’s account builds upon the post-Kantian account of human activity as conceptually mediated and, therefore, implicitly reflexive or self-conscious, and for that reason, radically free or ‘spontaneous’. On this reading, our nature is precisely to have no nature, to be free to create or develop it according to our own rules and standards.


Moving forward to Marx’s ‘mature’ writings on political economy in the Grundrisse and Capital, I think we can see the same presumptions at work. This can perhaps be brought out most forcefully by noticing how close Marx’s account of the distinctive character of human labour is to one that had already been offered by Kant in the Critique of Judgement. Both Kant and Marx stress that, unlike animals’ unconscious or instinctive interactions with their natural environment, human engagement with the material world are necessarily mediated by intentional or purposive concepts of the ‘objects’ they aim to produce; both writers argue on this account that human beings’ consciously purposive activity is by that token a kind of self-legislation, giving a law to oneself. Of course, we are not used to think of Kantian autonomy in this way, since we are accustomed to discussing it in the context of Kant’s writing about how we might resolve moral or political problems. But I think it is clear that, even on Kant’s terms, as a philosophical description of human activity it should be equally applicable to ‘material’ or ‘economic’ activities that we are not used to bringing into such discussions. But it seems to me that this is precisely what Marx is concerned to do. For Marx, all our activities are conceptually mediated, and so free from brute empirical determination and subject to a conscious rational ordering or normative integration.


My first claim, then, is that Marx’s early philosophical outlook is clearly governed by a concern with the principle of self-determination that is implicit in Kant’s original account of the spontaneity of human self-consciousness. And while his later writings seek to materially situate and to some extent ‘naturalise’ this capacity through notions such as ‘species-being’ or ‘the labour process’, he has clearly held onto the intrinsic connection, articulated and developed by post-Kantian philosophy, between conceptuality and autonomy, of free activity as action under a rule that I give myself. Thus it would appear that, to an extent that has perhaps not been adequately recognised, a post-Kantian ideal of free self-determination remains fundamental to Marx’s social thought and, by his own account, at the heart of his political, historical and economic analyses.

Marx against ‘the Beyond’
My second claim will be that what I have summarised as the critique of ‘reflection’ or ‘the Understanding’ in post-Kantian thought can also be traced as a key theme throughout Marx’s writings, and, indeed, that it plays an important role in structuring his critique of bourgeois society and the categories of political economy.


Again, this can be shown to be a central trope in the writings of the Young Hegelians among whom Marx first developed his own ideas in the 1830s and 1840s. Repeatedly we find that the central target of their critique is the erection of some higher truth or moral authority ‘beyond’ human comprehension or control. Any such notion, the Young Hegelians always insist, can be nothing other than humanity’s own misrecognised creation, problematically insulated from rational critique. Thus Douglas Moggach has recently written that for Bauer, ‘in religion, self-consciousness is alienated, and appears to be passive, though it is never truly so. Rather, thought deceives itself about its own activities, attributing them to another, transcendent source, which it has unknowingly generated’. And, as already indicated, I think it is important that we recognise the extent to which Feuerbach’s critique of religious belief draws upon a post-Kantian critique of the Understanding that mistakenly looks beyond itself for something that is in truth nothing other than its own free act. 


In his youthful writings Marx often invokes the terms of this critique of ‘reflection’ and the ‘beyond’. In an early letter written to his father which records his first conversion to the Hegelian school, Marx renounces his romantic poetry on the grounds that ‘it was purely idealistic [idealistisch]. My heaven, my art, became a world beyond [Jenseits], as remote as my love’. A section of his dissertation criticising conventional religious supports for moral action through the sanction of punishment in the afterlife is titled ‘Fear and the Being Beyond [das jenseitige Wesen]’. And in his 1843 Introduction to the Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right, Marx describes German political theory as ‘abstract extravagant thinking on the modern state, the reality of which remains a thing of the beyond’, and announces that ‘it is … the task of history, once the beyond [Jenseits] of truth has vanished, to establish the truth of this world’. In the 1844 manuscripts the link is made between this critique of religious and political alienation and the account of alienated labour that is at the root of his early critique of political economy: ‘Just as in religion the spontaneous activity of the human imagination, the human brain and the human heart detaches itself from the individual and reappears as the alien activity of a god or of a devil, so the activity of the worker is not his own spontaneous activity. It belongs to another, it is a loss of his self’.


There has been much debate among readers of Marx about whether his account of alienation persists in his later writings on capitalist society in Capital. Rather than focus on the notion of alienation as such, I want to take a somewhat different tack and argue that Marx’s developed critique of the categories of political economy, and the fetishism of capitalist social relations that they reproduce, takes the form of the critique of reflection developed by Schelling and Hegel. Marx repeatedly describes capitalism as the ‘the bewitched, distorted, and upside-down world’. At the heart of this inversion are the ‘metaphysical subtleties and theological niceties’ of the commodity as split between its outward sensible appearance and its ‘supersensible’ inner meaning or ‘value’, which is the ‘inverted form’ [dieser verrückten Form] in which the relation between our ‘private labour’ and ‘the collective labour of society’ appears. This is the world that conventional political economy, in its imperfect and incomplete way, has attempted to clarify and render transparent, culminating in Ricardo’s theory that the ‘value’ of commodities is ultimately determined by the amount of socially necessary abstract labour time expended upon them. Marx is often thought to be a straightforward adherent of this ‘labour theory of value’, but in truth his relationship to it is rather more complex – he does believe that it captures a truth of how the capitalist world works, but he is insistent that it does not constitute any kind of eternal or natural law, but rather expresses the way in which human products are implicitly treated within capitalist social relations, and would have no meaning or purchase outside these relations. The labour theory of value itself thus bears ‘the unmistakable stamp of belonging to a social formation in which the process of production has master over man, instead of the opposite’. The very idea of an object having a ‘value’ separate and apart from its use, ‘beyond’ its concrete properties, is the effect of a form of life in which the production of objects that meet our needs lies outside our comprehension and control. Our subjection to the ‘law of value’ (and the exploitative relations it reproduces) is a result of an ‘inversion’ or ‘distortion’ [Verkehrung … Verrückung] of ‘the relation between value and the force [Kraft] that creates value’.


The critique of reflection, then, reappears in Marx’s mature critique of political economy as a critique of the value form itself. For this is precisely the form in which the capitalist economy rules over us, despite being nothing other than our own activity of mutual production. Marx’s response to this predicament is radical and simple. Since it is the collective or social aspect of our activity that is mystified in this way – that part of our labour which meets the needs of others, and those objects of need which we depend upon others to produce – we can only raise it to the level of self-conscious activity by constituting a collective subjectivity and agency that can bring these processes under conscious collective control. This is the meaning, and necessity, of communism for Marx.

Marx and the immanent sociality of reason

Notoriously, Marx says very little about what communism would actually be like – he viewed this as the task of history, and working class struggle, to determine. But if we study the hints that he does offer, and consider the intellectual sources of his commitment, I think that we can suggest at least a philosophical account of Marx’s communist ideal, even if not a political or economic one. And that account would, I think, present communism as the fullest actualisation of reason as socially immanent that was the ideal of the post-Kantian era. In short, this would mean that the necessity of justification, of giving reasons to ourselves and others for the norms under which we act, would be felt and responded to throughout our activities and relationships, including those areas of ‘economic’ life where such a requirement is suspended or blocked by the abstract rules of market exchange. A strong way of putting this might be to suggest that, for Marx, communist society would be thoroughly, actively and self-consciously ‘normative’. But of course this is not how Marx would have put it, and there are many strands in his writings which might seem to contradict this, so I need to offer some evidence in support of this conjecture.


There are some bases for this view in Marx’s earliest political writings. In his early journalism for the Rheinische Zeitung in 1842-3, Marx is explicitly committed to what he calls the ‘ideal and thorough view of recent philosophy’ which ‘considers the state as the great organism, in which rightful, ethical and political freedom has to be actualised, and in which the individual citizen in obeying the laws of the state obeys only the natural laws of his own reason, of human reason.’ At the same time Marx develops a critical approach towards modern constitutional and bureaucratic politics that condemns it as an empty and mechanical attempt to unify and organise society from the outside, instead of allowing the various elements of society to develop and express their own inherent universality and interconnection by actively unifying and organising themselves. And he defends the necessity of the public sphere created by a free press in terms that recall Kant’s characterisation of the public use of reason as an activity of collective self-criticism, and Hegel’s account of speculative reason as that which can dissolve and transcend the abstract oppositions and aporias of the understanding. 


In his 1843 critique of Hegel, Marx counterposes to the ossified structures of the Prussian state a conception of radical or ‘true’ democracy which abolishes the distinction between the political state and civil society and in which society’s collective self-determination is raised to full collective self-consciousness. Thus conceived, Marx writes, ‘Democracy is the solution to the riddle of every constitution. In it we find the constitution founded on its actual ground: actual human beings and the actual people; not merely implicitly and in essence, but in existence and actuality. The constitution is posited as the people’s own work. The constitution is in appearance what it is in reality: the free product of human beings’. The effect of this politicisation of civil society, Marx writes, is that ‘the legislature entirely ceases to be important as the representative body’ because it is now understood that ‘every function is representative. For example, a cobbler is my representative in so far as he satisfies a social need’. My suggestion, here, is that Marx’s notion of a society in which ‘every man is representative of other men’ is intended as a more complete actualisation of the post-Kantian conception of the social space of normativity in which a shared purpose and common agency is constituted through each acting upon reasons that all can accept.


In his manuscripts of 1844 Marx begins to focus more insistently upon material production and economic relationships, and to couch this in a naturalistic vocabulary taken from Feuerbach. But I think what Marx is doing here is trying to implant a post-Kantian ideal of mutual recognition in the very fabric of our most everyday activities and social relationships – such that we see our own production and consumption of material goods as a socially situated and normatively structured activity in a way that bourgeois society relegates to explicitly moral or public domains. In his ‘Notes on James Mill’ Marx counterposes to the system of antagonistic exchange an explicitly communal productive life in which ‘the ideal relation to the mutual objects of our production’ is ‘given by our mutual needs’, so that ‘each of us would have doubly affirmed himself and his neighbour in his production’, and each producer would feel ‘recognised’ by their neighbours as extensions of one another’s ‘nature’ or agency.


Finally, I think we can see this idea at work at those moments in Marx’s mature writings where he says something about the quality of post-capitalist society. This is a society in which ‘the practical relations of everyday life between man and man, and man and nature, generally present themselves to him in a transparent and rational form’ and the ‘social life-process, i.e. the process of material production’ becomes ‘production by freely associated men, and stands under their conscious and planned control’. I think it is clear from these words that Marx views communist production as explicitly normative, that is, a self-conscious carrying through of purposes and projects that have been freely deliberated and agreed upon by all concerned, and so can be seen by every individual as rationally justified. Communism is described as ‘an association of free men, working with the means of production held in common, and expending their many different forms of labour-power in full self-awareness as one single social labour force.’ Marx is sometimes criticised at this point for supposing that social relations in a modern complex society could ever be ‘transparent in their simplicity’. But it seems to me that, read against the background of Marx’s philosophical inheritance, comments like this should be taken not to imply that everyone could at all times know everything about what everyone else was doing, but rather that our ongoing efforts to harmonise our needs and capacities were conducted within the context of an explicit collective commitment to mutual reproduction and development. In such a society every act of production would be seen for what it always is – that is, a contribution to a process of social production, and so consciously judged and directed on that basis. 

Conclusion
The recent wave of new commentary and interpretation of German Idealism has placed it close to the centre of contemporary philosophical concerns. Figures such as Kant, Fichte, Schelling and Hegel are now seen less as old-fashioned moralists and metaphysicians, and more as highly sophisticated thinkers who are grappling with considerable subtlety and sophistication with principles and problems that, to a considerable extent, remain ours today.


My argument in this talk has been to say that, if such re-interpretations and re-evaluations of post-Kantian philosophy are compelling, then we should consider the extent to which they imply a re-interpretation and re-evaluation of Marx. I have tried to indicate the ways in which post-Kantian themes of self-determination, the critique of the ‘beyond’, and the immanence of reason, are taken up in new form by Marx, who seeks to inject these concerns into our understanding and development of our most everyday interactions with each other and our material world. If we approach his texts with these concerns in mind I think that we find ourselves confronted with an unfamiliar Marx, but one whose arguments and analyses seem freshly suggestive and intriguing. In his important 1994 book on Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit, Terry Pinkard begins with the bold assertion that despite two centuries having passed since Hegel’s works were first published, it is only now ‘that we are finally in a position to begin assimilating what Hegel has to say to us’. If there is any truth in this claim, then, I would suggest, it implies also that we should also look at Marx again, to see if he might have anything to add.
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