
Chapter	5
Marx

The	‘end	of	philosophy’

In	debates	which	form	the	context	of	the	work	of	Karl	Marx	(1818–83),	people	begin	to	talk
for	the	first	time	of	the	‘end	of	philosophy’.	But	what	does	that	mean?	One	way	of	bringing
philosophy	to	an	end	would	be	to	solve	its	essential	problems.	Hegel	tries	to	do	this,	by	giving
a	systematic	answer	to	how	divisions	between	subject	and	object	could	be	overcome.	What
role	is	there,	though,	for	philosophy,	if	Hegel’s	account	is	definitive?	Significantly,	Hegel	has
been	read	both	as	the	ultimate	metaphysician,	and,	more	recently,	as	someone	who	offers	a	way
out	of	traditional	metaphysics.	He	does	the	latter	by	presenting	an	alternative	to	a	‘God’s	eye
view’,	in	the	idea	that	reason	is	solely	a	product	of	social	relations.	Both	versions	of	Hegel
could	in	fact	be	construed	as	ending	philosophy,	either	by	getting	the	ultimate	version	of
metaphysics	right,	or	by	showing	that	established	metaphysics	is	based	on	a	misapprehension
of	the	nature	of	the	mind–world	relationship.

Another	way	of	ending	philosophy	is	to	regard	its	‘end’	as	its	aim,	which	might	be	achieved	by
bringing	about	what	is	sought	in	the	idea	of	the	‘good	life’.	Doing	so	could	obviate	the	reasons
for	asking	about	the	meaning	of	life	that	result	from	the	weakening	of	theological	convictions.
The	fulfilments	of	the	good	life	would	here	make	up	for	the	pain	that	is	inseparable	from	human
life.	From	another	angle:	if	one	thinks,	as	both	Marx	and	Nietzsche	do,	that	metaphysics	is	in
fact	covert	theology,	an	attack	on	theology	will	be	an	attack	on	philosophy.	The	target	here	is
the	idea	of	an	account	of	the	world	that	gets	beyond	a	merely	human	perspective.	A	related
20th-century	approach	will	be	the	attempt	in	analytical	philosophy	to	show	that	many
philosophical	problems	are	‘pseudo-problems’,	occasioned	by	logical	failures	in	the	use	of
language.	The	way	to	end	philosophy	here	is	to	show	that	it	consists	of	questions	which	cannot
have	answers,	because	they	are	logically	unsound.
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5.	Karl	Marx	and	Das	Kapital

Why,	though,	should	versions	of	most	of	these	ideas	become	a	feature	of	19th-century	German
philosophy,	from	the	attacks	on	Hegel’s	philosophy	of	the	1830s	onwards?	Part	of	the	answer
is	that	philosophy	now	becomes	very	explicitly	connected	to	politics.	Kant,	the	Idealists,	and
the	early	Romantics	were	not	apolitical:	they	all	supported	at	least	some	aspects	of	the	French
Revolution	and	wrote	on	political	philosophy.	However,	perhaps	because	of	the	repression	to
which	radical	political	views	were	subjected	by	German	states,	they	do	not	convey	an	explicit
sense	that	political	activity	necessarily	goes	to	the	core	of	philosophy.	One	reason	why	a	new
kind	of	connection	to	politics	becomes	central	is	the	awareness,	initiated	by	Herder,	Schlegel,
and	Hegel,	that	philosophy	is	subject	to	history	in	ways	that	had	previously	not	been
appreciated.	The	disruptive	changes	brought	about	by	the	scientific	revolution,
industrialization,	and	urbanization	mean	that	the	idea	of	a	stable	world	order	falls	prey	to	the
pressures	of	the	historical	world.	Given	the	brutality	that	accompanies	nascent	capitalism,	it	is
not	surprising	that	suspicion	of	metaphysics	becomes	connected	to	the	idea	that	philosophy	may
conspire	with	social	injustice.

The	‘Young	Hegelians’,	a	group	of	predominantly	left-wing	thinkers	that	included	Ludwig
Feuerbach	(1804–72)	and	the	early	Marx,	criticize	Hegel	but	do	not	completely	reject	his
ideas.	Their	initial	focus	is	religion,	though	their	main	objective	is	social	transformation.	One
of	the	decisive	changes	in	19th-century	theology	is	the	incursion	of	new	approaches	to	history
into	theology.	This	gives	rise	to	questions	about	the	historical	basis	of	the	Gospels,	which	is
revealed	to	be	very	shaky.	The	wider	truth	of	religion	therefore	becomes	more	questionable,
and	one	response	to	this	is	the	idea	that	the	value	of	religion	may	not	lie	in	the	literal	truth	of

Bowie, Andrew. German Philosophy : A Very Short Introduction, Oxford University Press, 2010. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=537599.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-23 12:43:00.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

0.
 O

xf
or

d 
U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



the	scriptures.	The	value	of	religion	can	be	construed	in	both	a	destructive	and	a	constructive
manner.	As	a	means	of	control	that	sustains	traditional	hierarchies,	the	value	of	religion	for	the
ruling	classes	is	as	a	form	of	‘ideology’.	As	a	means	of	making	life	more	tolerable	when
change	seems	impossible,	religion	keeps	hope	alive	among	the	oppressed.	Marx’s	remark
about	religion	as	the	‘opium	of	the	people’	does	not	mean	religion	is	something	that	just	makes
them	sleep:	it	makes	their	pain	tolerable.	Without	religion,	though,	many	forms	of	authority	lose
their	foundation,	leaving	the	way	open	for	radical	social	change.	Such	change	needs,	however,
to	offer	in	reality	the	kind	of	hope	previously	offered	only	to	the	imagination.

In	Marx’s	period,	there	is	a	more	and	more	explicit	tension	between	an	Enlightenment	faith	in
reason’s	capacity	for	solving	problems,	and	the	tragic	sense	that	human	life	is	necessarily
transient	and	painful.	If	there	is	no	hope	of	individual	redemption	without	religion,	the	hope
has	to	be	that	the	individual	can	contribute	to	the	life	of	the	species,	by	making	a	better	future
for	humankind.	However,	whether	the	idea	of	such	a	future	is	a	real	consolation	to	the
individual	in	distressing	circumstances	is	by	no	means	certain.	Moreover,	in	the	19th	century
(and	since),	the	individual	goal	of	self-transcendence	too	often	ends	up	taking	the	form	of	self-
sacrifice	to	the	political	ends	of	the	nation.

Feuerbach’s	strategy	is	to	salvage	the	content	of	religion	that	is	left	when	‘dogmatic’	beliefs
become	untenable.	He	maintains,	in	a	way	later	to	be	echoed	by	Freud,	that	the	content	of	the
notion	of	God	is	a	‘projection’.	Awareness	of	this	will	reveal	how	humankind	has	‘alienated’
its	own	best	attributes	by	projecting	them	onto	an	external	source:	‘the	Christian	God	is
Himself	just	an	abstraction	from	human	love’,	and	‘the	secret	of	theology	is	anthropology,	of
the	divine	being	it	is	the	human	being’.	Criticism	of	religion	‘is	destruction	of	an	illusion	…
which	…	has	a	thoroughly	destructive	effect	on	humankind’.	Feuerbach	employs	an	inversion
suggested	in	aspects	of	early	Romantic	philosophy,	which	also	occurs	in	Schelling’s	critique	of
Hegel.	Idealism,	in	this	view,	makes	mind	the	‘subject’	and	reality	the	‘predicate’.	In	idealism,
philosophical	abstractions	are	supposed	to	be	the	primary	reality.	(Whether	this	interpretation
is	fair	to	Hegel	is	questionable,	though	the	way	Hegel	presents	his	philosophy	can	tend	to
encourage	it.)	The	importance	of	this	idea	becomes	clear	when	putatively	Hegelian	ideas,	such
as	that	of	‘the	state’	as	the	real	subject,	of	which	individuals	are	the	predicates,	are	used	to
legitimate	an	unjust,	feudal	status	quo.	However,	Feuerbach’s	insistence	on	sensuous	human
existence	as	the	prior	reality,	out	of	which	abstractions	are	generated,	runs	the	risk	of	falling
prey	to	Hegel’s	criticisms	of	immediacy:	as	we	saw,	individual	rights	cannot	exist	without
mediation	through	the	collective	form	of	the	state.	This	is,	though,	another	case	in	which
considering	the	issue	in	purely	philosophical	terms	may	obscure	the	real	significance	of	a
philosophical	conception.	It	is	Marx	who	is	one	of	the	first	to	bring	this	sort	of	danger	to	light.

Alienation

The	idea	that	philosophy	presents	the	world	in	an	inverted	fashion	becomes	a	crucial	issue	in
19th-century	German	philosophy.	A	feature	of	modernity	is	precisely	the	generation	of	abstract
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systems,	which	have	both	desirable	and	disastrous	real-world	effects.	Philosophical	concern
with	the	inversion	of	subject	and	predicate	can	therefore	also	be	a	manifestation	of	concrete
socioeconomic	issues.	Like	ideas	that	can	be	seen	as	‘ideological’,	such	as	some	rich	people’s
conviction	that	poor	people	are	lazy,	philosophy	can	be	shown	to	derive	from	something	not
apparent	in	its	conception	of	itself.	An	obvious	domain	where	the	autonomy	of	philosophy	can
be	questioned	is	money.	Money	abstracts	from	the	concrete	things	which	it	enables	people	to
exchange,	in	a	manner	analogous	to	the	way	a	word	designating	something	abstracts	from	the
particularity	of	the	thing	in	order	to	make	it	an	instance	of	a	concept.	The	connection	between
money	and	thing,	and	word	and	thing,	depends	on	the	systematic	constitution	of	the	elements	in
question:	a	thing’s	value	derives	from	its	being	incorporated	into	a	system	of	discriminations,
rather	than	from	anything	intrinsic	to	it.	Marx’s	underlying	concern	is	that	such	abstractions
may	have	damaging	consequences	for	real	individuals,	who	are	essentially	particular,	whereas
systems	are	general.	This	contradiction	between	individual	and	system	creates	the	space	for
ideology,	when	the	demands	of	the	system	override	the	needs	of	the	individual.

Marx’s	key	thought	is	that	aggregations	of	individual	human	actions	lead	to	unintended
systematic	consequences.	By	moving	from	barter	to	money	exchange,	the	whole	nature	of
society	is	transformed,	because	everything	becomes	potentially	exchangeable	for	everything
else.	Critical	thought	has	to	understand	how	such	consequences	arise,	in	order	to	change	them
for	the	better.	In	Marx’s	early	work,	of	the	1840s,	these	consequences	are	seen	in	terms	of
‘alienation’.	Hegel	already	used	the	term	to	talk	about	the	nature	of	modernity,	and	Feuerbach
used	the	term	to	describe	how	human	attributes	are	projected	onto	God.	‘Alienation’	has	been
often	used	since	the	18th	century	to	discuss	problems	of	the	modern	era,	from	urbanization	to
industrialization.	It	is	also	used	to	refer	to	the	feeling	of	not	being	at	home	in	the	world.	This
sense	of	alienation	depends	on	the	contrast	with	a	time	when	people	supposedly	were	at	home
in	the	world.	During	most	of	history,	human	life	has,	though,	been,	in	Hobbes’s	phrase,	‘nasty,
brutish,	and	short’,	so	why	does	alienation	seem	to	be	a	specifically	modern	phenomenon?	One
answer	is	that	it	is	connected	to	increases	in	social	mobility:	only	when	there	is	the	possibility
of	becoming	something	different	can	people	feel	prevented	from	realizing	their	true	selves.
Another	answer	lies	in	the	changed	relationship	of	humankind	to	nature.	The	changes	involved
here	are,	though,	two-edged.	Nature	becomes	less	of	an	immediate	threat,	because	it	can	be
manipulated	to	human	advantage,	but	the	objectification	required	for	such	manipulation	creates
the	sort	of	gap	between	humankind	and	nature	that	concerned	people	in	Kant’s	philosophy.

What,	then,	is	the	decisive	source	of	the	split	between	mind	and	nature?	There	is	here	already
a	prophetic	tension	between	an	‘ontological’	concern	with	a	fundamental	‘alienated’	way	of
being,	which	makes	the	split	into	something	inherent	in	human	life,	and	a	historical	concern	that
what	makes	the	split	occur	is	human	activity,	which	suggests	that,	in	other	circumstances,	mind
and	nature	could	be	reconciled.	The	former	concern	demands	ways	of	coming	to	terms	with	a
necessity	which	cannot	finally	be	overcome,	often	leading	in	the	direction	of	seeing	art	as	a
symbolic	means	of	responding	to	alienation.	The	latter	concern	demands	a	form	of	secular
redemption,	in	which	our	relationship	to	nature	becomes	a	different	one,	via	human
intervention.
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Marx’s	early	theory	of	alienation,	in	the	Economic–Philosophical	Manuscripts	of	1844,	is
more	specific	than	Feuerbach’s	anthropological	conception.	Marx	sees	alienation	as	inherent	in
the	modern	work	process.	At	times,	he	claims	that	all	‘externalization’	of	the	worker’s	labour-
power	involves	alienation:	‘The	object	which	labour	produces,	its	product,	appears	against
labour	as	an	alien	being,	as	a	power	which	is	independent	of	the	producer’.	This	conception
moves	in	the	‘ontological’	direction,	in	a	way	in	which	Marx’s	most	significant	work	does	not:
is	everyone	that	produces	something	for	someone	else	necessarily	alienated?

Marx’s	early	work	(much	of	which	did	not	become	known	until	the	early	20th	century)	does,
though,	contain	remarkable	insights	into	the	cultural	effects	of	historical	forms	of	labour.	Think
of	how	a	culture	in	which	the	manufacture	of	material	goods	is	the	dominant	source	of	wealth
differs	from	one	in	which	information	is	that	source.	His	early	work,	unlike	the	later	work,	also
carries	on	the	legacy	of	Schelling.	He	talks	of	a	society	that	is	fit	for	human	beings	as	involving
‘the	true	resurrection	of	nature,	the	developed	naturalism	of	man	and	the	developed	humanism
of	nature’.	This	suggests	the	importance	of	balancing	exploitation	of	natural	resources	with	the
sense	that	the	natural	world	should	not	just	be	subordinated	to	human	needs.	In	Marx’s	later
work,	nature	tends	just	to	become	the	object	of	human	labour.	The	latter	perspective	offers
little	to	prevent	supposedly	Marxist	states	in	the	20th	century,	like	the	Soviet	Union,	producing
ecological	disaster,	of	the	kind	also	characteristic	of	rapacious	capitalist	economies,	by
wholly	ignoring	the	independent	integrity	of	the	natural	world	in	the	name	of	the	satisfaction	of
often	arbitrary	human	needs.

Ideology	and	commodity

Marx’s	mature	work	in	Capital	(first	volume	published	1867)	seeks	to	analyse	the	mechanisms
of	19th-century	capitalism	which	lead	to	the	impoverishment	of	the	many	in	economies	that
produce	ever	more	wealth	for	the	few.	This	analysis	involves	a	critical	stance	towards
philosophy.	The	dominant	forms	of	philosophy,	in	Marx’s	view,	have	an	ideological	function.
Intellectual	production	is	bound	up	with	the	ownership	of	the	means	of	production,	and	so	with
the	class	divisions	that	are	characteristic	of	capitalism.	The	‘ruling	ideas’	are,	as	he	put	it	in
The	German	Ideology	of	1845,	the	ideas	of	the	‘ruling	class’.	This	need	not,	though,	involve
conscious	deception	by	those	who	propagate	the	ideology	which	justifies	their	interests:
ideology	can	function	unconsciously.

Were	Marx	to	regard	his	critique	of	ideology	as	a	strictly	philosophical	matter,	it	would	have
to	explain	philosophies	wholly	in	terms	of	power-relations	and	forms	of	production.	At	times,
Marx	seems	to	move	in	this	direction,	and	this	suggests	an	important	problem.	Capital
sometimes	presents	itself	as	a	scientific	account	of	capitalism,	and	Marx	is	prone	to	adopt	the
idea	that	knowing	the	scientific	truth	about	capitalism	is	the	direct	route	to	achieving	the
practical	political	goal	of	changing	it.	It	is	not	far	from	this	to	saying	that	society	and	history
are	subject	to	natural	laws,	and	so	trying	to	justify	as	natural	necessity	whatever	actions	are
deemed	necessary	to	arrive	at	a	better	form	of	society.	Economic	factors	undoubtedly	do	create
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necessities	which	cannot	be	avoided:	as	Marx	shows,	once	a	new	form	of	technology	renders
the	previous	way	of	doing	things	expensive	and	inefficient,	it	will	generally	be	adopted.	The
distance	between	this	historical	fact,	and	the	actual	ways	in	which	technology	affects	society	–
which	have	ethical	and	political	dimensions	–	is	vital,	and	Marx	sometimes	ignores	it.	His
main	approach	to	these	issues	is	via	the	model	of	the	economic	‘base’,	which	causes	changes
in	the	social	‘superstructure’.	The	approach	can	be	illustrated	by	the	effects	of	the	move	from
agrarian	to	industrial	production,	which	helps	bring	about	the	end	of	feudalism.	The
specifically	philosophical	importance	of	this	issue	is	apparent	in	his	account	of	‘commodity
form’.

Marx	attempts	to	work	out	an	objective	measure	of	value	which	would	allow	him	to	claim
scientific	status	for	his	theory.	However,	the	key	to	his	theory	of	value	actually	undermines	this
status,	and	opens	up	what	will	be	one	of	his	most	influential	conceptions	for	subsequent
German	philosophy.	In	the	Preface	to	A	Critique	of	Political	Economy	of	1859,	Marx	asserts
that	‘It	is	not	the	consciousness	of	men	that	conditions	[bestimmt]	their	being,	but,	on	the
contrary,	their	social	being	that	conditions	their	consciousness’.	A	tension	is	apparent	in	the
word	‘bestimmt’,	which	can	mean	‘determines’,	in	the	sense	that	a	natural	phenomenon	is
causally	determined	by	a	scientific	law.	If	‘bestimmt’	is	translated	as	‘conditions’,	however,	it
can	mean	something	like	‘influences’.	This	suggests	we	have	a	degree	of	autonomy,	even	as	we
are	necessarily	affected	by	the	sort	of	society	in	which	we	live.	Marx	talks	in	this	respect	of
language	as	‘practical	consciousness’:	language	both	conditions	our	consciousness	(which
means	it	can	function	as	ideology),	and	enables	us	to	become	in	some	measure	self-
determining.	The	further	factor	which	determines/conditions	our	consciousness	is	the
commodity	form,	which,	like	language,	reduces	the	particular	to	the	general.

In	capitalism,	the	value	of	something	cannot	be	measured	in	terms	of	its	intrinsic	worth.	The
latter	Marx	terms	‘use-value’.	The	highly	portable	computer	I	am	using	has	the	use-value	of
enabling	me	to	write	this	book	anywhere	that	I	can	work.	Its	‘exchange	value’	is	expressed	by
how	much	I	paid	for	it,	or	by	how	much	it	is	worth	if	I	re-sell	it:	‘As	use	values	commodities
are	above	all	of	different	quality,	as	exchange	values	they	can	only	be	of	different	quantity’.
The	latter	value	is	relational	and	makes	the	computer’s	value	equivalent	to	anything	else	of	the
same	price.	Marx	seeks	the	real	basis	of	value	in	the	average	‘socially	necessary	labour	time’
required	to	produce	something.	If	the	owner	of	the	means	of	producing	something	makes	a
profit,	more	of	the	time	taken	to	produce	the	thing	is	worked	than	is	paid	to	the	worker	by	the
owner,	who	therefore	receives	unpaid	‘surplus	value’.	This	theory	has,	though,	not	been	a
success	as	an	economic	tool,	and	is	arguably	a	moral	claim	about	the	unfair	distribution	of
wealth.

What	makes	the	theory	of	the	commodity	so	compelling	to	later	philosophers,	like	the
Hungarian	Marxist	Georg	Lukács,	Heidegger,	and	Adorno,	is	its	connection	to	the	fate	of
metaphysics	in	the	modern	world.	If	the	aim	of	metaphysics	is	a	system	which	can	incorporate
everything	into	its	terms,	the	commodity	market	can	be	seen	as	a	realization	of	such	a	system:
any	object	can	be	grasped	in	terms	of	its	exchange	value.	The	system	both	enables	rapid	wealth
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creation	and	technical	innovation,	by	facilitating	the	exchange	and	movement	of	goods,	and	has
questionable	effects	on	culture:	like	Oscar	Wilde’s	cynic,	it	knows	‘the	price	of	everything	and
the	value	of	nothing’.	It	embodies	what	made	Jacobi	see	Spinozism	as	nihilism,	namely	the
way	that	in	the	modern	world	things	only	are	what	they	are	in	relation	to	their	‘conditions’.
Marx	sees	both	the	massive	potential	of	capital	to	transform	the	world	–	he	thinks	capitalism	is
a	necessary	stage	of	the	development	of	human	production,	not	something	to	be	demonized	–
and	the	need	to	think	beyond	the	commodity	form.	Jacobi	sought	a	theological	basis	for	value
beyond	the	world	of	‘conditioned	conditions’.	Marx	thinks	of	the	move	beyond	this	world	in
terms	of	political	and	social	revolution,	in	which	the	proletariat	abolishes	the	system	that
oppresses	it.	Whether	that	would	bring	with	it	the	abolition	of	philosophy	depends	on	how	one
interprets	the	goal	of	philosophy.	In	the	next	chapter,	we	shall	consider	Friedrich	Nietzsche.
The	difference	of	Nietzsche’s	interpretation	of	the	overcoming	of	philosophy	from	that	of	Marx
is	an	indication	of	historical	tensions	that	will	set	the	scene	for	philosophy	in	the	20th	century.
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