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The German Ideology II:
The Picture of the Good Life
and the Change from 1844

In the previous chapter  I argued that Marx wants to
avoid appeal to any special standpoint, but that his way of resolving
philosophical questions seems to force him back to an appeal of this
kind. In giving this reading I have presented The German Ideology as in
many ways continuous with the work of 1844. That may suggest that
the only change from 1844 is in Marx’s attempt to appeal to a new (and
ambiguous) method, what he thinks of as empirical verification. In fact,
further change occurs in The German Ideology. In the first three sections
of this chapter I look at the change in Marx’s conception of the good
life. I then deal with the nature of the overall change from 1844.

1. Division of Labor

In the 1844 Manuscripts and the Comments, the labor to produce mate-
rial plenty is said to be the human self-realization activity. The aliena-
tion of such labor under capitalism is said to be a significant flaw in that
social system. It prevents people from living the good life for human
beings. In The German Ideology, the image of the good life, and so
capitalism’s flaw with respect to it, appear to be different. Marx fa-
mously declares, “[I]n communist society, where nobody has one exclu-
sive sphere of activity but each can become accomplished in any branch
he wishes, society regulates the general production and thus makes it
possible for me to do one thing today and another tomorrow, to hunt

299
/MP IA  1=IEA  =I 1=IEA /: 1 2 6=MR N . AH A=QA 8DE N D  3=MQ=M IEQAMNE 8MANN 8M 9PAN 2 0AI M=  

D A ?AI M= M LPAN ? H E I EICD=H A =E =? E I- ? 1,'
0MA= A BM H I EICD=H I

0
MEC

D
3

=M
Q=

M
IE

QA
MN

E
8

MA
NN

.
MEC

D
N

MA
NA

MQ
A



in the morning, fish in the afternoon, rear cattle in the evening, criti-
cize after dinner, just as I have a mind, without ever becoming hunter,
fisherman, cowherd or critic” (DI 33/47). The contrast is of a society
without the division of labor (communism) to one with it (capitalism).
Self-realization seems here to consist in the performance of varied ac-
tivities, what Marx calls the “all-around realization of the individual”
(DI 273/292; see also DI 245/263). Indeed, the emphasis on the per-
formance of varied activities is sufficiently great in The German Ideology,
and there is sufficiently little of the 1844 stress on agents realizing their
nature through a specific self-realization activity, that in this chapter I
usually talk not of self-realization but simply of Marx’s picture of the
good life.

It is worth noting a trace of ambiguity in Marx’s picture. His com-
plaint is not just that under capitalism each worker has an exclusive
sphere of activity but that this sphere “is forced upon him and . . . he
cannot escape” (DI 33/47). A communist individual, Marx says, can
engage in this or that activity “just as I have a mind.” At other places
Marx inveighs against the capitalist worker’s lack of freedom to choose
his activities: “[H]e has only the choice between definite things which
lie within his province and which are in no way posited by his individu-
ality. As an Irish peasant, for example, he can only choose to eat pota-
toes or starve, and he is not always free to make even this choice” (DI
293–94/312). Here what is at stake is not the variety of one’s activities
but the freedom to choose them.

Of course, Marx thinks that communists will freely choose to engage
in a variety of activities. This seems sensible enough with regard to
plowing or to working in a factory. No one wants to do only such things.
Marx thinks, however, that even current vocations—for instance, paint-
ing—will have a less exclusive hold:

[W]ith a communist organization of society, there disappears the
subordination of the artist to local and national narrowness, which
arises purely from division of labor, and also the subordination
of the individual to some definite art, making him exclusively a
painter, sculptor, etc.; the very name amply expresses the narrow-
ness of this professional development and his dependence on divi-
sion of labor. In a communist society there are no painters but only
people who, among other things, also paint. (DI 379/394)
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Yet ambiguity remains here, too. The artist is currently subordinated to
“local and national narrowness” and to “some definite art,” and she is
dependent on the division of labor. Her exclusive focus on painting is a
function of factors external to the demands of becoming a good painter.
If she wants to make a living she has to specialize. The market deter-
mines the range of her activity (DI 378/393). Her limitations are forced
on her. This suggests that although Marx thinks that communist indi-
viduals will in fact not specialize, he might not object to their doing so,
as under communism such a choice would be free (a fortunate result
for communist art, given the obvious link between specialization and
quality).

Marx’s belief that communist individuals will choose to engage in a
variety of activities seems to rest on the claim that specialization is
caused by property relations: “Division of labor and private property
are, after all, identical expressions” (DI 32/46). Marx puts the causal
claim most succinctly in a slightly later text, “Wage Labor and Capital,”
drafted in 1847 and published in 1849: “[T]o sell more cheaply without
ruining himself [the capitalist] must produce more cheaply, that is, raise
the productive power of labor as much as possible. But the productive
power of labor is raised, above all, by a greater division of labor. . . Hence,
a general rivalry arises among the capitalists to increase the division of
labor (LK 417/222–23).”1 Assuming the correctness of the analysis,
however, all it shows is that capitalism cannot do without the division of
labor. It does not show that a communist society would not opt for
some division of labor in order further to raise the productive power of
labor. More important, Marx has not shown why individuals ought not
to specialize to attain their own freely chosen goals.

He seems to have no normative resources to do so. In Chapter 4 I
quoted a passage from The German Ideology that declares, “Which
[desires] will be merely altered and [which eliminated] in a communist
[society] can [only be determined in a practical] way, by [changing the
real], practical [‘desires’]” (DI 239n/256n)—that is, by seeing what hap-
pens. Marx believes that no one would want to engage exclusively in a
single activity, but as long as such a choice were free, he can have no
reason to deplore it. (In effect, communist society is, for Marx, an
insulated standpoint: whatever desires are formed there are ipso facto
acceptable.)

In The German Ideology, the normative critique of capitalism focuses
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on the division, not the alienation, of labor. Restricted to “an exclusive
sphere of activity,” the individual under capitalism is said to be “one-
sided [and] crippled” (DI 245–46/262). The division of labor is the
structural feature of capitalism that is incompatible with the proper life
for human beings.

Putting aside the question of freely choosing to specialize, it is clearly
a bad thing for a person to work many hours, day after day, at a dull task.
Marx may confuse the Renaissance person with the jack-of-all-trades,
and he may be poignantly deluded about the requirements of modern
technology, but he is certainly right that a society that forces exhaust-
ing, monotonous, and in principle unnecessary work on large numbers
of people is seriously flawed.2

2. Community

The themes from 1844 do not disappear in The German Ideology. For
instance, Marx says that communism will abolish the “alien attitude of
human beings to their own product” (DI 35/48; see also 33/47). More
interestingly, he claims that under capitalism “the productive powers
[Produktivkräfte] appear as a world for themselves, quite independent
of and divorced from the individuals, alongside the individuals” (DI
67/86). What is stressed about the productive powers is not only that, as
objects, they appear “independent of and divorced from the individuals”
but also that, as powers, they seem independent, even though they re-
quire human beings for their operation: “[W]e have a totality of pro-
ductive powers, which have, as it were, taken on a material form and are
for the individuals themselves no longer the powers of the individuals
but of private property” (DI 67/86).

Nobody would deny that the productive powers are human creations
and require human operators, but (I take Marx to be saying) the impor-
tance of these facts is not apparent. There are several reasons for this.
Most obviously, the workers do not legally control the productive pow-
ers. A particular productive power (e.g., a machine or a factory) is con-
trolled by “individuals only insofar as they are owners of private prop-
erty” (DI 67/86)—and those individuals are not workers.

Marx says, further, that the productive powers appear independent
because “the individuals, whose powers they are, exist split up and in
opposition to one another” (DI 67/86). Two points are made here, one
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technological, the other sociological. The technological point is that
the division of labor results in individuals’ being “split up” among vari-
ous tasks. It then becomes psychologically difficult to see the productive
powers as one’s own. If one performs a single small task, it is hard to see
oneself as “producing” a large, complex object.3

The 1844 Marx faced an analogous problem: how to see the “sensu-
ous external world” as one’s own, since no individual physically affects
more than the tiniest fraction of it. The solution was the worker’s iden-
tification with the human species. She then would see other workers’
products, and so a substantial part of the physical world, as her own. For
the 1844 Marx, the worker’s alienation from other workers precluded
this kind of identification. In The German Ideology, workers’ opposition
to one another generates a similar result. That is the sociological point
in the sentence quoted above. Workers compete with one another for
jobs and with capitalists for wages.4 If one cannot regard oneself as part
of a community that controls and operates the productive powers (be-
cause in fact there is no such community), one cannot overcome the
psychological impact of the division of labor.

The complaint that the workers are “split up” under capitalism sug-
gests that they would not be split up under communism. And in The
German Ideology, Marx does frequently attack the “cleavage” between
“the particular and the common interest” (DI 33/47). He thinks that
overcoming this cleavage requires abolishing the division of labor.5 The
point is made concrete in an attack on Stirner’s picture of communism
as a condition in which the worker has the capacity to perform all the
different tasks required for making a product. Having such a capacity is
irrelevant, Marx argues, if one actually performs only a single opera-
tion: “‘The human being’ remains a maker of pin-heads, but he has the
consoling knowledge that the pin-head is part of the pin and that he is
able to make the whole pin. The fatigue and disgust caused by the
eternally repeated making of pin-heads is transformed, by this knowl-
edge, into the ‘satisfaction of the human being’” (DI 206/225).6 Abolish-
ing the social fact of a particular interest/common interest cleavage will
not overcome such “fatigue and disgust.” Change in the content of
individuals’ activities is also required.

This example shows only that some activities are so stultifying that
nothing can redeem them. Marx must think that most activities produc-
tive of material plenty can be pleasanter, for he insists that under com-
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munism the “opposition between labor and enjoyment” will disappear
(DI 199/218). For that to happen, either activities productive of mate-
rial plenty must become intrinsically satisfying regardless of their rela-
tion to the common good, or knowing that such activities promote the
common good must make them satisfying. The Manuscripts and Com-
ments emphasize the latter. The example of making pin-heads shows
that The German Ideology puts at least some limit on the redemptive role
of individuals’ understanding of themselves as working partly in order
to promote one another’s interests. The question is whether such un-
derstanding remains at all.

At issue is the content in The German Ideology of the proper individ-
ual/community relation. For the 1844 Marx, the good life involved
engaging in a particular kind of activity (material production) and doing
so both to pursue one’s individual ends and to produce what others need
for their life plans. The activity of material production as a way to
pursue individual ends will be dealt with in the next section. Here I
want to focus on whether The German Ideology’s communists would find
satisfaction in producing for one another. For the 1844 Marx, commu-
nists share an identity. They recognize one another as human beings (in
the sense both of acknowledgment and affirmation [see Chapter 5, §2]),
and as such share one another’s enjoyments. In The German Ideology,
what is stressed is a communist’s choice of her own activities. This need
not be incompatible with a strong sense of a shared identity, or with the
1844 view that producing for others is intrinsically important, but it
does not require such things.

Toward the end of The German Ideology, Marx asserts the distributive
principle “to each according to need” (DI 528/537).7 The dictum does
not appear in the 1844 texts, but I have argued (a) that it is implicit
there, (b) that “from each according to his ability” is implicit as well,
and (c) that producing for others—having others’ use of one’s own prod-
ucts as among one’s ends in producing—links the two dicta in a concep-
tion of how agents realize their nature (and so lead the proper life for
human beings) in a (communist) community. Although “from each ac-
cording to his ability” does not appear in The German Ideology, the
passage on hunting, fishing, and so on indicates that people will pursue
activities they find satisfying. Let’s assume that on the whole people will
find most satisfying the activities they are best at (and let’s assume that
everyone can do well at something other than deadening, repetitive
labor). So it is not a huge stretch to say that “from each according to his
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ability” is implicit in The German Ideology as well. What is missing is the
claim that overcoming the particular interest/common interest cleavage
involves deliberately producing for others. The link between the two
dicta is missing. Communists’ activities are conceived as mutually com-
plementary, but such complementarity no longer seems crucial to indi-
viduals’ goals. That others use what I produce no longer seems crucial
to the success of my productive activity. So what does overcoming the
split between the particular and the common interest amount to? What
is the conception of community?

In The German Ideology, Marx actually says very little about this. Let
me note his central remarks:
• He says that hitherto individuals have been members of classes, but
their relation to one another has embodied only a mere coincidence
of interests in opposition to other classes, a kind of modus vivendi;
within a given class, individuals have remained competitors (DI 54/77,
61n/75). With the abolition of classes, there will be no further basis for
this sort of coincidence of interests.
• He says that hitherto individuals have been born into particular
classes, and their activities have been effectively restricted on this basis.
He distinguishes between an identity foisted on one at birth (noble
versus commoner) and an identity one is prevented from shedding by
the absence of educational and economic opportunity (DI 76–77/78–
79). A classless society would abolish both forms of restriction.
• He declares that

The transformation of personal powers (relations) into material
powers . . . cannot be abolished by driving the general idea of
it from one’s mind, but can only be abolished by the individuals
again subordinating these material powers to themselves and abol-
ishing the division of labor. This is not possible without the com-
munity. Only within the community has each individual the means
of cultivating his talents in all directions; hence personal freedom
becomes possible only within the community. . . In the real com-
munity the individuals obtain their freedom in and through their
association. (DI 74/77–78)

This passage suggests that collective effort is needed both to take con-
trol of society’s material powers and to organize those powers to pro-
vide the “means” for people to cultivate their “talents in all directions.”
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Thus the workers, both before and after the revolution, have an inter-
est in cooperation and coordination so as to organize and operate the
productive powers efficiently. Individuals obtain their freedom in and
through the community in the sense that the community creates and
maintains the conditions for each to pursue her individual goals.

This construal of community, however, does not adequately distin-
guish communism from capitalism. Under capitalism individuals are
rivals, but in fact each can derive his freedom in and through the com-
munity as long as capitalist competition as a whole is not a zero-sum
game—as long as precisely this competition creates and maintains the
conditions from which each benefits. Moreover (or, really, to make the
same point from a different angle), this construal of community makes a
communist’s interest in creating and maintaining the conditions for
others’ flourishing indistinguishable from a purely instrumental interest
in creating and maintaining the conditions for her own flourishing.
Such a construal of community is effectively indistinguishable from the
example of Oscar and Richard in Chapter 5.
• He says that “[i]n the previous substitutes for the community, in the
state, etc. personal freedom has existed only for the individuals who
developed under the conditions of the ruling class, and only insofar as
they were individuals of this class” (DI 74/78). Personal freedom seems
here to be a question of the opportunities available to individuals: many
for members of the ruling class, few for other folk. It seems to have no
necessary link to positive mutual relations. Bourgeois individuals, after
all, are mutual competitors (DI 61n/75). Nothing in Marx’s remarks
here suggests that the proper form of community could not be universal
individualism.
• Finally, he says that relations among communists will transcend the
egoism/selflessness dichotomy. Individuals’ “consciousness of their mu-
tual relations . . . will no more be the ‘principle of love’ or dévouement
than it will be egoism” (DI 425/439). This is consistent with the 1844
view. It is also consistent with benign mutual indifference.

To sum up. On the 1844 view, individuals realize themselves by pro-
ducing for others. In The German Ideology, this element is not to be seen.
In 1844 Marx thought it important for individuals to realize themselves
both as individuals and as members of the human species. In The Ger-
man Ideology, only the former is mentioned. The German Ideology seems
not to have a view about why, aside from the mutual benefits generated
by their productive capacities, human beings need one another.
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The difference from 1844 is not that a conception of a shared, recip-
rocally realized identity is rejected. Nevertheless, it is scarcely men-
tioned (is such an identity implicit in the remark that communists ob-
tain their freedom not just “through” but also “in” their association?)
and certainly not developed in the text’s skimpy descriptions of commu-
nist society. This makes unclear how in The German Ideology a commu-
nist picture of the good life differs from a picture of a liberalism of
plenty. It also makes unclear whether a communist would be motivated
to engage in necessary labor for any reason other than that she finds the
particular activity intrinsically enjoyable—enjoyable by virtue of the
capacities it exercises, not by virtue of its contribution to others’ oppor-
tunities. Nothing in The German Ideology is incompatible with a rich
conception of community. In rejecting both “love” and “dévouement,”
Marx may well have had a rich conception in mind. But he does not
develop one.

3. Self-Activity

In The German Ideology, “self-activity [Selbstbetätigung]” is said to be
inhibited or distorted by capitalism. Self-activity is not the same as
self-realization, for Marx sees self-activity as capable of a “negative” or
“restricted” form (DI 67–68/87), and this cannot be true of self-realiza-
tion. Self-activity seems to designate activity that is and that the agent
takes to be a form of self-expression. The phrase “complete self-activ-
ity” seems to be used to pick out the kind of activity that is best for
agents (the way they properly and fully express themselves), best for
them as human beings.8

Under capitalism, Marx says, labor “has lost all semblance of self-ac-
tivity and only sustains [the worker’s] life by stunting it” (DI 67/87).
And he says that “the individuals must appropriate the existing totality
of productive powers . . . to achieve their self-activity” (DI 67/87). Un-
der communism, the proletarians will

achieve a complete and no longer restricted self-activity, which
consists in the appropriation of a totality of productive powers and
in the development of a totality of capacities entailed by this. . .
  Only at this stage does self-activity coincide with material life,
which corresponds to the development of individuals into com-
plete individuals and the casting-off of all natural limitations.
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The transformation of labor into self-activity corresponds to the
transformation of the previously limited intercourse into the inter-
course of individuals as such. With the appropriation of the total
productive powers by the united individuals, private property
comes to an end. (DI 68/87–88)

Three claims should be taken from this compressed eschatology.
1. Under communism self-activity and material life would be unified.

Marx sometimes refers to the “production of material life” and some-
times simply to “material life,” but I think he is referring in both cases
to labor to produce material plenty. In precapitalist periods, he says,
“the production of material life was considered a subordinate mode
of self-activity” (DI 67/87). Under capitalism, things have gotten yet
worse: mere survival “appears as the end” and labor is regarded only as a
means to this end. Labor, he says, “is now the only possible but, as we
see, negative form of self-activity” (DI 67/87). The idea is that prior to
capitalism labor was a positive form of self-activity. It may have been
low in the hierarchy, but it was regarded as having value in itself and not
just for the articles it produced (for example, in Plato’s Republic a car-
penter is said to need to “perform the task which is his,” or else “life is
of no benefit to him”).9 Marx’s claim is that now manual activity is
regarded as having no value at all.

On Marx’s account, there appear to be three reasons for this. First,
workers are coerced into a slot in the division of labor in the sense that
they must take some capitalist-offered job, and the capitalist offers only
slots within the division of labor. One sense in which labor has cur-
rently “lost all semblance of self-activity” is simply that it is not freely
chosen. It is not an activity initiated by oneself. Second, the division of
labor makes the content of work deadening. Third, under capitalism,
the productive powers do not appear to be the worker’s own powers. If
work is coerced, dull, and alien, it is not surprising that it seems without
value.

There is continuity with the Marx of 1844 in that both there and here
the labor to produce material plenty is supposed to be at least part of a
good human life—an end, not a means. And both there and here Marx
claims that under capitalism such labor is purely a means, and, more-
over, a means not to rich and varied leisuretime activities but only to
survival—to the return to (deadening) work (DI 404n/418n).
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By contrast, under communism self-activity and material life would
“coincide.” Material life would be among the different forms of self-ac-
tivity (“the development of a totality of capacities”). One might in fact
choose to fish or to hunt.

2. In all prior social forms, production has been at best indifferent to
and at worst incompatible with agents’ intercourse as individuals. Un-
der communism, it would facilitate that intercourse. Individuals would
engage in varied activities (hunt, fish, paint, and so forth), would be
“complete individuals” (DI 68/88), and would relate to one another as
such. The stress is on relating to others as beings with varied capacities.
An “individual as such” is not so much a being with a certain species
identity (a crucial component of the 1844 view) as a being capable of
freely and consciously developing a range of individual powers. The
“intercourse of individuals as such” would then be that of beings who
relate to one another as beings of this kind.

3. In the phrase “the casting-off of all natural limitations” there is an
echo of Bauer and the goal of surmounting all natural constraints. This
brings us back to the question of whether there is a link between the
activity or activities constitutive of the good life and the conquest of
natural necessity (see Chapter 4, §5).

Marx says that, in a communist society, the distinction between labor
and enjoyment will disappear (DI 199/218). By this he seems to mean
that communists will want to be active and not merely loaf around.
They will not care for “enjoyable idleness,” which Marx says belongs
“to the most trivial bourgeois outlook” (DI 199/218). But the phrase
“the casting-off of all natural limitations” suggests further that commu-
nists will hunt and fish because they want to, not because people need
food. Now, it is utopian but not incoherent to think that the labor/en-
joyment distinction could disappear in the sense that people could find
satisfaction in engaging in those activities that just happen to be neces-
sary to generate a high level of material comfort. Eliminating the dis-
tinction, however, raises a question about the source of that satisfac-
tion.

Assume that, for the Marx of The German Ideology, “labor” refers to
activities that must be done for the survival and material improvement
of the species. Suppose now that the labor/enjoyment distinction were
overcome. No one would now engage in an activity because it must be
done.
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To take a sentimental example, in the movie Shane, Alan Ladd and
Van Heflin wrestle an enormous tree stump from the ground so that the
range can be farmed. Aside from its interpersonal dynamics, the scene
suggests that sometimes there can be satisfaction in performing an ac-
tivity in part precisely because it must be done. But a condition is that
“all natural limitations” not have been cast off. This satisfaction rests on
a distinction between labor and something else.

I have argued that, in 1844, Marx sees the performance of necessary
labor as crucial to the good life. The overcoming of the labor/enjoy-
ment distinction suggests that in The German Ideology he does not.
According to the new account, communists will freely choose to plow,
sow, and reap, but not even in part because (as a matter of fact) someone
has to.10

Two final points on The German Ideology’s image of the good life.
First, that necessary labor has no special status is connected to Marx’s
(critical) stress on the division rather than the alienation of labor. The
latter concerns necessary labor; the former, specialization in all forms of
labor. Overcoming the division of labor does not logically require oblit-
erating the labor/enjoyment distinction, but where the focus is the
development of individuals’ all-around capacities, particular features of
particular activities (for instance, that some involve necessary labor) will
be less important.

Second, as with so much in The German Ideology, some ambiguity
remains. In one passage Marx comes close to asserting the 1844 view.
He ascribes “the narrowness of the previously existing forms of enjoy-
ment” to the fact that they have been “outside the real life-content of
people and in contradiction to it” (DI 403/418). Clearly Marx thinks
that what most people have always done most of the time—necessary
labor—ought to be a central element of “enjoyment.” What he does
not quite say here, however, is that it ought to be a central element of
enjoyment in part because it is necessary.

4. The Change from 1844

We can now turn to the question of the change between 1844 and The
German Ideology. Let us start with the change in the picture of the good
life. The German Ideology’s depiction of communism contains little talk
of reciprocal relationships and little stress on the value of changing the
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material world. The idea seems to be that communists will choose a
range of activities for their intrinsic satisfaction. If we ignore Marx’s
excessive worry about specialization, we have a perfectly sensible and
quite attractive picture: a society in which individuals freely choose the
good life for themselves.

This picture is:

1. In line with the one that G. A. Cohen extracts from The Commu-
nist Manifesto (see Chapter 5, §3). Agents mutually create the
conditions for each to pursue his ends, but no value is placed on
creating and maintaining those conditions or on agents’ recipro-
cal relations.

2. At odds with Marx’s picture from 1844.
3. One to which a capitalist could not object unless she were to

insist on the intrinsic value of either the amassing of great relative
wealth or the overcoming of natural necessity.

So between 1844 and 1846, Marx presents two pictures of the good
life. The difference between them is not primarily in the activities that
communists are likely to pursue. Each picture presumes that individuals
will engage in a range of satisfying activities, and the range in the two
pictures could be much the same. Where the pictures differ is in how
individuals will regard their activities. In Marx’s 1844 picture, activities
are engaged in because the individual finds them satisfying, but part of
what makes them satisfying is that they both contribute to others’ life
plans and express one’s nature as a being that participates in the species’
overcoming of natural necessity. These latter elements are missing (or
at least severely downplayed) in The German Ideology. There, commu-
nists hunt only for the thrill of the chase. (The difference points to
different Marxist criticisms of capitalism: that it unnecessarily fails to
provide all individuals with a variety of opportunities for a good life and
that it systematically distorts our understanding of what a good life
would be.)

I should stress again that The German Ideology is ambiguous. To a
lesser extent, so is the work of 1844. For instance, there it is said that
“the human being produces even free from physical need and only
truly produces in freedom from it” (ÖpM 517/276), and the 1844 Marx
certainly imagines communists to be very broadly developed individu-
als. And in Chapter 4 I quoted a passage from the Grundrisse (Gr
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505/611) that indicated that the later Marx continues (at least at mo-
ments) to see value in overcoming natural necessity.11 Perhaps the dif-
ference between 1844 and The German Ideology is a difference in empha-
sis. Still, if so, it is a large difference in emphasis. Moreover, it is a
conceptually significant difference. It shows that Marx is of two minds
and for good reason.

Part of what binds a society together is that, in our various ways, we
participate in the collective response to nature’s imperatives and we
recognize the value of one another’s contributions to this response.
This hardly means that we should destroy technology to impose more
contributions on us all. Releasing humanity from necessary labor is the
great promise of technology. Nor should such contributions be thought
of solely in terms of minimal food, shelter, and clothing. What counts
as necessary is highly elastic.12 The point is that our understanding of
ourselves and our social relations would be changed—much for the
better but not only for the better—if the earth were suddenly to bloom
either on its own or as the unintended consequence of billions of people
pursuing individual aims. Both of Marx’s pictures of the good life are
plenty utopian, but they are appealing in different ways. That of 1844
emphasizes communal bonds and our struggle with natural necessity;
that in The German Ideology emphasizes individual development. In a
way, Marx’s texts exhibit a variant of the debate, in current mainstream
political philosophy, between communitarian and liberal ideals of the
good life.

In Chapter 8 I discussed Marx’s belief that in The German Ideology his
method of justifying his claims is a matter of empirical verification. A
key benefit, Marx thinks, is that there is no need to appeal to any special
kind of standpoint, one with some sort of epistemological privilege. It is
not completely clear how big a change this is. It does appear to be a
change from the Theses, where (certainly on my reading) there is an
insistence on the epistemological virtue of taking a particular stand-
point. It might not, however, seem to be so big a change from the work
of 1844. True, the justificatory issue raised in Chapter 6 concerns the
problem of taking the standpoint (a communist society) from which
(some of) Marx’s 1844 claims could be seen to be true; nevertheless, the
1844 Marx does claim to be providing an empirical analysis (see ÖpM
467/231), and in the Manuscripts (although I did not discuss the relevant
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sections) he does attempt to come to grips with the empirical phenom-
ena studied by political economy. Moreover, The German Ideology’s use
of everyday empirical verification is quite reminiscent of the 1844 stress
on what ordinary life can, and under communism would, show. Still, the
degree to which in The German Ideology Marx is actually engaged in
more or less positivistic empirical work, and the invocation of empirical
verification as an alternative to all shifts of standpoint, Feuerbach’s in-
cluded, are, I think, genuine differences from 1844. Overall, and despite
the ambiguities in the idea of empirical verification, I think that The
German Ideology does represent a change in method.

And other possible changes from 1844? In The German Ideology, Marx
attacks the claim that society or “the species” exists and is causally active
apart from the activities of individual human beings:

All-around dependence, this primary natural form of the world-
historical cooperation of individuals, will be transformed by this
communist revolution into the control and conscious mastery of
these powers, which, born of the action of human beings on one
another, have till now overawed and ruled them as powers com-
pletely alien to them. Now this view can be expressed again in a
speculative-idealistic, i.e., fantastic, way as “self-generation of the
species” (“society as the subject”), and thereby the consecutive
series of interrelated individuals can be regarded as a single indi-
vidual, which accomplishes the mystery of generating itself. (DI
37/51–52)

The attack here would mark a change from 1844 only if in 1844 Marx
holds that the species is causally active in this way. He does not, how-
ever. For the 1844 Marx, the “species” is a collective agent only in the
sense that an army or a mob is a collective agent. One can talk of an
army winning a battle, a mob running amok, or humanity developing
its productive capacities without attributing causal power to an inde-
pendently existing entity. The causal powers are those of individual
soldiers, mob members, and human beings, including the powers re-
sulting from their combined forces. There are plenty of ways to talk of
group membership, group identity, how individuals are altered in
groups, the way a group can seem to have a life of its own, and so on
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without reifying the group ontologically. Nothing in the 1844 Marx
makes him subject to the attack in the passage above.

Still, the 1844 Marx does talk of human nature and of “human essen-
tial powers,” and in The German Ideology he does not mention such
things. Behind the change in terminology, has “the real trend of
thought” changed? Philip Kain writes, “In the German Ideology Marx
abandons the metaphysical conception of essence which had been cen-
tral to his thought up to 1845. In criticizing Feuerbach for holding a
doctrine of double perception, Marx now rejects his own earlier posi-
tion as much as that of Feuerbach. Marx no longer accepts a doctrine
which accounts for reality at two ontological levels.”13 The reference to
Feuerbach’s “doctrine of double perception” is to the phrase Marx at-
tacks from §44 of Feuerbach’s Principles. I have argued that Marx seri-
ously misreads that phrase. Feuerbach does not believe that “reality” is
properly registered by a special perception distinct from that of ordi-
nary life. I have also argued that, in this respect, the 1844 Marx is at one
with Feuerbach. Neither in 1844 nor later is abstract reflection, for
Marx, the road to knowledge. The 1844 Marx does think that our
perceptions would change under communism and that our new percep-
tions would be accurate in ways that current perceptions are not. (In
The German Ideology he similarly insists that communists will be quite
different from individuals under capitalism.) This is not, however, an
appeal to a “double perception” in the sense of an appeal away from the
senses. It is precisely an appeal to the senses. To the extent that belief in
a metaphysical essence requires belief in a realm discernible only by
mental insight, by a distinct mental perception, there is no change from
1844, for the 1844 Marx subscribes to no such belief.

There is also no change from 1844 in Marx’s commitment to an
objective conception of the good life (although the content differs). The
German Ideology’s “self-activity” is highly elastic but not completely so.
Selling oneself into slavery or becoming a couch potato would be unac-
ceptable. Marx continues to operate with a conception of what human
beings are like such that there is a form of life proper to them. Right
through The German Ideology he is committed to whatever beliefs such
an objective conception commits one to.

For both the 1844 Marx and the Marx of The German Ideology, com-
munism provides the conditions for the all-around development of the
individual (ÖpM 544/304). And for both, the activity of material pro-
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duction is likely to be part of such an individual’s life. For both, this
activity is pursued for its own sake. But in Marx’s work of 1844, material
production is seen as the activity that realizes a specifically human be-
ing’s essential nature and whose alienation is among capitalism’s deeper
sins. In The German Ideology, Marx says that human beings “begin to
distinguish themselves from animals as soon as they begin to produce
their means of subsistence,” but that sentence is preceded by this dis-
missive one: “One can distinguish human beings from animals by con-
sciousness, by religion or anything else one likes” (DI 21/31). Here
Marx seems less concerned with what is distinctive of human beings.

At this point we need to separate (1) a property (or properties) by
reference to which humans are classified as different from other species,
that is, a property (or properties) whose possession makes a being hu-
man rather than something else; (2) the content of the fundamental
human relation to the world; and (3) the content of the good life for
human beings. Using these distinctions, we will see that one change
worth remarking since 1844 is that although in The German Ideology
Marx still has a conception of human nature, that conception is less
unified than in 1844—its elements no longer form so tight a whole.

What in general is the relation among (1), (2), and (3)? (1) is clearly
distinct from (2) and (3). Taxonomy can clearly be separated from both
the fundamental human relation to the world and the good life. With
respect to (2), a link to (3) may seem more plausible. If there is a
fundamental way R that humans are related to the world, it may seem as
if R should dictate the activity (or activities) central to the good life for
human beings. But this is not so. Suppose one’s fundamental relation to
the world is in some way tightly tied to the fact that one will ultimately
die. This does not entail that the good life involves activities focused in
some way on mortality. Or suppose one’s fundamental relation involves
labor just as the 1844 Marx claims, but now construed as the conse-
quence of Adam’s curse. This does not entail that the good life involves
aching labor in field or factory. That will depend on the rest of one’s
theology. A fundamental relation R tells one something basic about
one’s nature, but it need not determine the activity (or activities) central
to the good life.

For Bauer, however, (1) through (3) do go together. This is also true
of the 1844 Marx. For the latter, humans are distinguished by their
production of their own material life, this fact points to our fundamen-
tal relation to the world (that of beings who are continually and collec-
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