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MATERIALIST NATURALISM

1 What is materialism?

Marx views his own social thought as involving some definite ideas
about the nature of ultimate reality, the source of human knowledge
and other matters which philosophers would place under the rubric of
‘metaphysics and epistemology’. He does so because he regards his
thought as a vehicle of the proletarian movement, and believes that a
distinctively ‘materialist’ world outlook harmonizes with the histor-
ical practice of the proletariat and with the productive powers of
modern scientific technology which make proletarian emancipation
possible. There are indications of what Marx understood by his
‘materialism’ scattered through his writings, but chiefly in his earlier
writings (produced between 1844 and 1846). Marx never wrote at
length on the theme, however, or gave his own materialism any
systematic focus. In the Theses on Feuerbach, Marx is at pains to
distinguish his materialism from that of previous materialists, but he
tells us very little about what ‘materialism’ itself is supposed to be.

More informative on this point are some of Engels’ later writings,
especially his essay on Feuerbach and his Introduction to the first
English edition of Socialism Utopian and Scientific. Both expound
Marxian materialism in some detail, though their substance does not
depart very far from what Marx says explicitly (the Introduction
quotes at length from an account of modern materialism written by
Marx for The Holy Family). Unlike Marx, however, Engels does
attempt to bring some degree of focus and system to the materialist
world outlook. According to him, ‘the great fundamental question of
all philosophy, and especially of modern philosophy, is the relation of
thinking and being’, or (as he also puts it) of ‘spirit and nature’. The
question is: ‘What is original or primary (das Ursprüngliche), spirit or
nature? According as they have answered this question in one way or
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another, philosophers have divided themselves into two great camps’,
the ‘idealists’ and the ‘materialists’.1 Materialists assert the primacy of
being or nature, while idealists hold that thought or spirit is primary.
But what is it to believe in the ‘primacy’ of nature to spirit or of spirit
to nature? At first reading, Engels’ answers are bewilderingly diverse.
Materialists, he tells us, hold that ‘nature is the sole reality’, that it
‘exists independently of all philosophy’, that ‘nothing exists outside
nature and man’.2 Idealists maintain that God created the world, while
materialists hold that the world has existed from eternity.3 Idealists
believe ‘their thinking is an activity not of their bodies, but of a separ-
ate soul dwelling in the body and leaving it at death’; in contrast,
materialists assert that ‘matter is not a product of mind, but mind is
only the highest product of matter’, and ‘thinking is inseparable from
matter which thinks’.4 Further, materialists hold that motion is inher-
ent in matter, and that the entire world is governed by natural laws,
admitting of no miraculous intervention from without. Finally, we are
told that the first form of materialism was scholastic nominalism.5

It is obvious that these characterizations of ‘idealism’ and ‘material-
ism’ involve a number of different philosophical issues. Engels’
account suggests that there are really only two viable combinations of
views on all these issues, each following from one of the two possible
answers to a single basic philosophical question. Engels seems to be
inverting the opposition of ‘idealism’ and ‘dogmatism’ in Fichte’s
First Introduction to his Wissenschaftslehre. But I see no way in
which Engels’ suggestion could be made out. Without any obvious
inconsistency, many philosophers have combined ‘idealist’ views on
some matters with ‘materialist’ views on others. Hegel holds that
nature is mind-dependent, but rejects a dualist account of the mind-
body relation. Nominalists have believed in God and the separate
existence of souls. Theists have held that motion is inherent in the
(created) nature of matter, and atheists have denied that the world has
always existed.

Yet perhaps there is something in Engels’ way of putting things.
Suppose we regard the fundamental tenet of Marxian materialism as
what I will call naturalism (a term Marx also uses to describe his
outlook). Naturalism says that the sole reality is the natural world,
and this world is made up solely of matter. Naturalists will be atheists,
since God is supposed to be a supernatural and an immaterial being.
Naturalists will of course deny that the world was created by any-
thing outside it, and that natural motion requires God (or any other
supernatural agency) as its cause. Naturalism also implies realism, the
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thesis that material things are not dependent for their existence or
nature on any mind or minds. For such minds would have to be
external to and of another nature than the objects which depend on
them. Naturalists will deny any theory of mind which treats thinking
or sensing as operations of supernatural or immaterial substances,
since naturalism denies the existence of such things. Nominalism may
be regarded as a species of naturalism insofar as it denies the existence
of platonic forms or other abstract entities (which are presumably
supposed to be supernatural or immaterial).

Obviously there are many possible versions of materialist natural-
ism, and endlessly many ways of departing from it. Insofar as Engels’
account suggests the contrary, it is philosophically naïve and mislead-
ing. But Engels’ real purpose is to focus attention on the opposition
between a materialist outlook, based on naturalism, and its most
popular, influential and adamant opponent, a traditional religious out-
look, whose chief tenets are that the natural world was created by an
extramundane Deity and that souls are immortal. If an ‘idealist’ is
someone who believes that the world as a whole is mind-dependent
(in other words, someone who rejects realism), then Engels is even
within his rights in describing this dominant anti-materialist view as
‘idealism’. For orthodox theism does hold that God is a mind and that
everything besides God is wholly dependent for its being and nature
on God’s mental activity (his creative knowledge and will). Engels’
rather manichean distinction between idealism and materialism may
be simplistic and philosophically unsophisticated, but it is not wholly
misguided.

Engels himself realizes that the materialist world outlook has other
opponents besides idealists as soon as he turns to epistemological
issues. ‘The question of the relation of thinking and being has yet
another side: How do our thoughts about the world surrounding us
relate to that world itself? Are we capable of generating in our repre-
sentations and concepts of the actual world a correct mirror image of
actuality?’6 On this question Engels admits that many idealists
(Hegel, for example) join with Marxian materialism in returning an
affirmative answer. Here the anti-materialists are the skeptics or
‘agnostics’ (such as Hume and Kant) who deny that the real nature of
things is accessible to us, or assert that ‘things in themselves’ are
unknowable.

The chief Marxian view about knowledge, apart from the insistence
that human beings can attain it, is that none of it is a priori. In
The Holy Family, Marx asserts that the whole tradition of modern
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materialism has been ‘an open, explicit struggle against metaphysics’,
which in this context seems to mean the attempt to found science or
philosophy on knowledge which is innate or a priori. In opposition to
metaphysics, seventeenth century materialism was founded on
‘Bacon’s fundamental principle, the origin of all human knowledge
and ideas from the world of sensation’. Bacon was the ‘progenitor of
English materialism and all modern experimental science’ because he
held that ‘all science is based on experience’, and ‘experience is the
source of all knowledge’.7 In the Paris manuscripts, Marx presents the
same views as his own: ‘Sense perception must be the basis of all
science. Only when it proceeds from sense perception . . . is it true
science.’ Even the propositions of logic and mathematics for Marx are
empirical knowledge, knowledge of the way in which the structure of
reality is ‘reflected’ or ‘reproduced’ in human thought. Even the
‘purest’ mathematical concepts, he insists, are only ‘abstractions from
characteristics of nature’.8

But although they hold that all knowledge is based on the senses,
Marx and Engels never describe themselves as empiricists. For them,
empiricism means a naïve reliance on haphazard observation, an
uncritical preoccupation with the surface appearances of things,
which fails to grasp (or even ignores) the essence of reality beneath
these appearances because it does not give sufficient attention to the
concepts and theoretical structures needed to ‘reproduce the concrete
in thought’. All this makes empiricism a ‘limited, metaphysical’, a
‘restricted method of thought’. Empiricists see the world as a ‘collec-
tion of dead facts’, devoid of organization and dialectical interconnec-
tion.9 I think we convey the spirit of Marx’s rejection of empiricism if
we say that like scientific realists in our time, he criticizes empiricists
for emphasizing observation too much at the expense of theory, and
for treating scientific concepts and theories only as convenient mech-
anisms for relating isolated facts rather than as attempts to capture the
structure of reality. We will see in later chapters that these epistemo-
logical convictions have important consequences for the theoretical
structure Marx erects in Capital.

Engels sometimes writes as if historical materialism were another
immediate consequence of accepting the ‘primacy of being to
thought’. It is of course quite natural for Marx and Engels to express
historical materialism (or at least its theory of functional ideology) by
saying that people’s consciousness does not determine their being, but
on the contrary, their social being determines their consciousness.10

Perhaps historical materialism is a bit more plausible to a naturalist
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than to an idealist or orthodox theist, insofar as historical materialism
rests on the idea that the deepest and most historically potent human
interests lie in developing people’s natural powers to shape the world,
and not in looking after the supernatural destination of their souls.
But the relationship of historical materialism to naturalism and related
doctrines is really quite distant. Many philosophical materialists
obviously do not accept historical materialism; conversely, it would
involve no inconsistency, and probably no significant degree of intel-
lectual tension, to combine a belief in God and immortality with a
Marxian theory of social change.

‘Historical materialism’ may be so named by Marx and Engels
partly because it emphasizes the degree to which human social
behavior is explainable by people’s orientation toward nature (‘mat-
ter’) rather than toward ‘spirit’. But another (perhaps better) reason
why they describe their doctrine in this way is that it proposes to
explain the social relations or ‘forms’ in which people carry on pro-
ductive activities in terms of the content (or ‘matter’) which inhabits
those forms – in terms of ‘what [individuals] produce and how they
produce’.11 To the extent that this is the motivation, the ‘matter’ in
historical materialism is to be contrasted not with ‘mind’ or ‘spirit’
but with (social) ‘form’, and there is no reason at all to associate
historical materialism with any particular views about the ‘primacy’
of being to thought or of nature to spirit.

None of Marx’s or Engels’ views on metaphysical or epistemo-
logical topics are finely honed. For instance, Marx and Engels plainly
hold that thought is a process occurring naturally in certain living
organisms. But what sort of process? Engels’ insistence that ‘con-
sciousness and thinking are the product of a material, corporeal organ,
the brain’, might be taken as any espousal of physicalism or central
state materialism, while some prominent references to language as ‘the
sensuous element of thought’ and ‘the matter in which consciousness
makes its appearance’ might suggest some form of linguistic behavior-
ism.12 But the only sensible thing to say here is that the texts do not
justify ascribing any definite theory of mind to Marx and Engels.

The philosophical views of Marx and Engels do, however, have
some characteristic (and at times surprising) wrinkles. Once again, the
materialist theory of mind, at least in Engels’s expression of it, is a
good case in point. While insisting that thought is a ‘form of material
motion’, Engels rejects any attempt to ‘reduce’ thought to mechanical,
physical or chemical processes. Mechanistic reductionism, he
says, ‘blots out the specific character’ and ‘qualitative difference’ of
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nonmechanistic forms of motion. The ‘essence’ of thought, he insists,
is not ‘exhausted’ by the mechanical, chemical, thermal, and electrical
motions which ‘accompany’ thought, and out of which thought
‘develops’.13 Behind Engels’ strictures against reductionism lies his
adherence to the view (derived from the Naturphilosophie of Schelling
and Hegel) that natural processes form a teleological hierarchy or
‘inherent series’, in which matter ‘unfolds the whole wealth of its
motion’, rising from mechanical forms of motion through chemical
and biological forms to ‘matter’s highest blossom, the thinking
mind’.14 To each form of motion, there corresponds a distinct science,
with its own proper methods and concepts, but linked to all the other
sciences by the dialectical development of their subject matter: ‘As
one form of motion develops out of another, so their mirror images,
the different sciences, must arise with necessity one from another’.15

The rest of Part Four of this book will explore Marx’s philosophical
views on several points where they are distinctive and where their
interpretation may be controversial. The remainder of this chapter
will be devoted to two arguments for atheistic naturalism found in the
Paris manuscripts. Chapter 12 will discuss Marx’s famous claim that
the truth of human thinking is bound up with practice, and will
defend against a body of modern interpretation the claim that Marx
believes the nature of the objective world is independent of human
thought about it.

2 Marx’s atheism

There is no doubt that Marx was an atheist from the outset of his
career as a writer and revolutionary. Equally clear is the general
nature of Marx’s reasons for his unbelief. The discoveries of modern
empirical science have consigned the belief in everything supernatural
to the category of primitive superstition. In a scientific picture of the
world there is no room for any God or gods, no room even for the
abstract possibility of such beings. Marx’s habit is to regard these
points as so far beyond rational doubt as to be unworthy of discus-
sion. In the Paris manuscripts, however, Marx does make some
approach to a philosophical defense of his atheism. His arguments are
obscure, and it is not clear that in them Marx develops a single coher-
ent position. But his arguments exhibit a striking reliance on
some distinctively Hegelian metaphysical ideas and some interesting
reasoning on the basis of these ideas.

In his manuscript ‘Critique of the Hegelian Dialectic’, Marx’s chief
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concern is to attack Hegel’s notion that ‘absolute knowledge’ involves
‘surmounting the object of consciousness’, ‘superseding externality
and objectivity as such’.16 Marx’s foremost aim is to show that Hegel’s
favored attitude toward external, sensible objects, the attitude which
treats them as phenomenal manifestations of the knowing mind, is an
alienated attitude, a symptom of an alienated mode of life. In order to
do this, Marx presumably must hold that this attitude embodies a
falsehood. Hence he must also attack the Hegelian idea that ultimate
reality is an all-embracing divine mind or spirit, which recognizes
every finite object as the appearance of its own creative power and by
this recognition cancels or supersedes the ‘externality’ or ‘otherness’
of its objects. Hegel’s God or absolute spirit is described by Marx
as a ‘non-objective being’, in contrast to human beings who are
‘objective’, and even have ‘objectivity in their essential determin-
ation’. According to Marx, only ‘objective beings’ really exist; ‘a
nonobjective being is a nonbeing (Unwesen)’, an ‘abstraction’.17

By an ‘objective being’ in this context Marx means a being which
‘has objects outside itself’. But he also means a being which ‘has
objects that it needs’, is ‘passive’ (leidend) to these objects, and ‘has its
nature outside itself’ in them.18 An objective being, in other words, is a
being whose normal activities and even whose very existence is
dependent on external things, and a being which is open to their
causal influence. If Marx shows that everything which exists is an
‘objective being’, that ‘a nonobjective being is a nonbeing’, then he has
shown that there is no such thing as Hegel’s cosmic spirit. But he has
also shown that there can be nothing having the attributes of ‘all-
sufficiency’, ‘impassibility’ and ‘aseity’ or ‘self-existence’ which are
part of the orthodox conception of God. Hence if Marx is successful,
he has also shown that there is no God in the orthodox monotheist
sense.

Marx’s argument that ‘a nonobjective being is a nonbeing’ is
presented in the following passage:

Suppose a being which neither is an object or has an object.
First, such a being would be the only being. There would exist
no being outside it, it would exist solitary and alone. . . . Thus
to suppose a being which is not an object for another being is
to suppose that no objective being exists. As soon as I have an
object, this object has me for its object. But a non-objective
being is a nonactual, nonsensible, an only thought, i.e., only
imagined being, a being of abstraction. To be sensible, i.e., to
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be actual, is to be an object of sense, to be a sensible object,
hence to have sensible objects outside itself, to have objects of
its sensibility. To be sensible is to be passive.19

As I read this argument, it is meant as an immanent critique of Hegel:
an argument against Hegel’s theistic monism, drawn from principles
Hegel himself supposedly accepts. The basic structure of the argument
is quite simple:

(A) If there were a nonobjective being, it would be the only being;
there would be no objective beings.

(B) But there are objective beings.

Therefore, (C) there is no nonobjective being.
This argument is formally valid. What we need to understand is the
meaning of premises (A) and (B), and Marx’s reasons for asserting
them.

We saw above that an objective being is one which needs other
beings, is dependent on them for its existence and open to their causal
influence. By contrast, then, a nonobjective being is one which stands
in no need of others, is independent of and not causally influenced by
them. Hence what (A) says is that if there is an all-sufficient, impass-
ible and self-existent being, then this is the only being; there are no
beings whose nature admits of their needing others, or being depend-
ent on them, or being influenced by them. Hegel in a sense does
accept (A). For he holds that only God or spirit is ultimately real;
finite things are merely appearances of spirit, having in themselves no
unqualified reality or truth. Considered in abstraction from their
metaphysical ground, they have a being which is ‘phenomenal’, they
constitute a realm of nonbeing or half-being, just as the transitory
world of sensible particulars does for Plato. More orthodox theists,
however, will need convincing about (A). For they hold that God
creates real things different from himself, which are causally depend-
ent on, causally influenced by and stand in need both of God and of
other finite things.

Marx’s reasons for asserting (A) are Hegelian. Hegel thinks that the
world is an organic system, that each finite thing is a part or organ of
this system, intimately dependent on the whole and thus on other
finite things. For any two things, each ultimately needs, depends on, is
affected by, the other. In Marx’s language, each ‘has the other for its
object’. For any two things a and b, if a has b for its object, then b has

MATERIALIST  NATURALISM

172

Wood, Allen. Karl Marx, Routledge, 2004. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=200398.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-24 00:10:26.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

4.
 R

ou
tle

dg
e.

 A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



a for its object as well. ‘As soon as I have an object, this object has me
for its object.’ To be ‘sensible’ (to be able to act on the sensible facul-
ties of other things) is to be ‘passive’ (to be acted on in turn by them).
Let us call this idea the reciprocity principle.

(A) is based on the reciprocity principle. For suppose, first, that
there is more than one nonobjective being. Then the reciprocity prin-
ciple says that each nonobjective being is part of an organic system in
which it is reciprocally dependent on others. But this violates the
hypothesis that the beings in question are nonobjective. Or again,
suppose that there exists a nonobjective being n and also an objective
being o. By the reciprocity principle, n and o must be reciprocally
dependent, and if o needs, depends on or is influenced by n, then n
must also need, depend on and be influenced by o. Hence n is object-
ive after all, contrary to hypothesis. A nonobjective being could
therefore coexist neither with another nonobjective being nor with an
objective being. It would have to exist ‘solitary and alone’.

Hegel accepts the reciprocity principle for finite things, but he
would obviously wish to deny that absolute spirit is causally depend-
ent on or influenced by finite things. Yet Hegel does hold that there is
a sort of reciprocity between them. Spirit is the very being of finite
things, which are nothing without it. But spirit also needs these things
for its own essential self-completeness, since only through them does
spirit achieve manifestness, actuality and concrete existence. As Hegel
says: ‘Without the world, God would not be God.’20 What Hegel
might question in (A) is Marx’s narrowly causal interpretation both of
the reciprocity principle and of the dependence involved in ‘objective
being’. Such an interpretation is obviously implied in Marx’s choice of
sensibility as his paradigm for the reciprocal dependence between
things.

The same response would not be open to more orthodox theists.
For they want to hold that finite beings depend causally on God and
are causally influenced by him, while God is self-existent, self-
sufficient and impassible. Their only recourse is to deny the reci-
procity principle altogether. The effect of Marx’s argument is to call
attention to the serious theological unorthodoxy, even the implicit
naturalism, latent in certain aspects of Hegel’s metaphysics, such as
the reciprocity principle.

Once we understand what Marx means by ‘objective being’, (B)
turns out to be difficult to deny unless one is prepared to adopt the
view that the sensible world is a mere shadow or illusion. It is some
such mysticism that Marx scornfully attributes to Hegel. Perhaps this
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is not quite fair, since Hegel would prefer to say that the sensible
world is real insofar as it is viewed as an aspect or manifestation of
spirit, and illusory only when considered (in vulgar realist fashion) as
a realm of things existing in their own right. But it is noteworthy that
in asserting (B), Marx is using some of Hegel’s own doctrines against
him. Hegel does hold that it is only by manifesting himself in finite,
sensible things that God ceases to be a mere ‘abstraction’ and attains
to genuine ‘actuality’. When Marx stigmatizes nonobjective being as
an ‘abstraction’ and equates what is ‘actual’ with what is ‘sensible’, he
is basing what he says on Hegelian doctrine, even if he is deliberately
ignoring parts of it which he finds uncongenial.

3 The essentiality of humanity and nature

Marx attacks theism once more in the Paris writings, late in the
manuscript ‘Private Property and Communism’. Here again his main
concern is to expose the theistic worldview as symptomatic of alien-
ation, and his chief philosophical motivations are (selectively)
Hegelian. But Marx’s target this time is the religious sense of ‘crea-
tureliness’, of the dependence of human beings and the whole natural
world on God, and the cosmological proof for God’s existence in
which this sense finds philosophical expression. Marx interprets the
religious intuition of dependence as a mystified awareness of the
unfreedom people experience in capitalist society, their conscious-
ness of the fact that the course of their lives is not determined by
them but is at the mercy of social forces which are beyond human
control.

A being counts as independent for itself only when it stands
on its own feet, when it owes its existence to itself. A human
being who lives by the grace of something else considers him-
self a dependent being. . . . Creation is therefore a notion
which it is very hard to dislodge from popular consciousness.
That humanity and nature have their being through them-
selves is incomprehensible to this consciousness, because it
contradicts everything palpable in practical life.21

Marx’s interpretation of the religious sense of creatureliness and
contingency is shared to a considerable extent by many religious
thinkers, who also emphasize that our most intimate awareness of
God’s presence comes through a sense of the poverty and insufficiency
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of nature, and especially of our own being, a feeling of need for God’s
presence and the emptiness of life apart from it. Modern theologians
such as Maritain and Tillich say that our sense of the world’s depend-
ence on God is founded on our ‘primordial intuition’ of the ‘loneli-
ness and frailty’ of our own existence, our sense that this existence is
incomplete and inadequate, threatened with absurdity and (as these
thinkers are fond of putting it) encumbered with ‘nothingness’ or
‘nonbeing’.22

Marx’s only real disagreement with these theologians is over the
veracity of the religious sense of creaturely dependence. For Marx,
religious intuitions are perniciously false as guides to our cosmic pre-
dicament, and contain truth only when interpreted as an expression of
the social conditions to which people’s lives are presently subject. The
defense of this position naturally leads Marx to a critique of the
cosmological proof. This proof, he says, depends on a ‘progression’
from reasonable questions about the causes of particular natural
things to the cosmological question about the cause of nature as a
whole. This question, however, is ‘a product of abstraction’. ‘It cannot
be answered because it proceeds from a perverted standpoint’,
because it is based on

a progression which does not exist for rational thought. When
you ask about the creation of nature and humanity, you posit
them as not being and yet you want me to prove them to you
as being. But I say to you: give up your abstraction and you
will also give up your question. Or if you want to hold fast to
your abstraction, then be consistent. If you who are thinking
think of humanity and nature as not being, then think of your-
self as not being, since you too are nature and humanity.23

On first reading these remarks may seem silly. Proponents of the
cosmological proof do not ‘posit nature and humanity as not being’.
On the contrary, they insist that natural things have being, but stand
in need of ontological support or causal explanation. And they ask for
an adequate explanation not only for particular natural things, but for
nature as a whole. To understand Marx’s thinking in this passage, we
must appreciate the Hegelian presuppositions which lie behind it. For
Hegel, only cosmic spirit is ultimately real, because only it is ‘free’ or
‘self-complete’ (bei sich selbst) or ‘essential’ (wesentlich, wesenhaftig),
that is, something whose being is self-dependent or (as Marx puts
it) something which has ‘being through itself’ (Durchsichselbstsein).
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Everything else is only the appearance of spirit, having only a
phenomenal being or partial reality.

In the passage just quoted, I think Marx is subscribing to the Hege-
lian thesis that only what is essential or has its being through itself is
truly and ultimately real. Let us call this thesis the essentiality prin-
ciple. Given the essentiality principle, it follows that to require a
supernatural ground for nature as a whole is in effect to ‘posit nature
as not being’, that is, to regard the objects of our senses (and even
ourselves, insofar as we are finite, natural beings and not identical
with absolute spirit) as not ultimately real. Marx’s argument against
cosmological theism is directed at those who are prepared to accept
the essentiality principle but cannot accept Hegel’s ‘mystical’ belief
that the being of nature and humanity is merely phenomenal.

What does Marx mean when he claims that ‘humanity and nature’
are ‘essential’ or ‘have their being through themselves’? Pretty clearly
this claim involves the thesis that the natural world does not exist
contingently, but is in some sense self-existent or metaphysically
necessary. It may surprise us to see a materialist accepting the notion
of necessary existence, but the idea that the material world is necessar-
ily existent was not uncommon among eighteenth century material-
ists, based chiefly on their reading of Descartes and Spinoza.24 The
obvious advantage of this view is that it permits one to be an atheist
and a materialist while accepting the principle of sufficient reason in a
form strong enough to be useful to cosmological theists. Such theists
argue that unless there is a necessary being, things cannot have the
sort of complete explanation which they must have if they are to be
part of an intelligible universe. A materialist may concede all this if he
is prepared to argue that the material world itself is necessary or
self-existent.

But why is the being which exists ‘essentially’ or ‘through itself’
described as ‘humanity and nature’? Why is ‘humanity’ especially
included? Here again, Marx’s thought is very Hegelian. For Hegel,
the processes of nature form a sort of hierarchy, in which spirit rises
from the simplest forms of objectivity and sensuousness (mechanical
motion, physical and chemical processes) through life and conscious-
ness to human thought, in which the world spirit attains to rational
self-understanding. The Paris manuscripts contain a parallel doctrine,
though already Marx places the emphasis not on people’s theoretical
comprehension of the world but on their practical shaping of it to
human purposes. Through creative labor, says Marx, the human being
‘makes the whole of nature into his inorganic body, both insofar as it
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is his immediate means of life and to the extent that it is the object and
tool of his life activity. . . . The human being reproduces the whole of
nature.’25 In a truly human or communist society, ‘objective actuality
everywhere comes to be the actuality of human essential powers, a
human actuality’, or ‘objective humanity’.26 Only in such a society,
says Marx, ‘has the human being’s natural existence come to be his
human existence, and nature come to be humanity for him’. Com-
munist society is ‘the completed essentiality of humanity with nature,
the true resurrection of nature’.27

Marx’s language here is highly metaphorical and hyperbolical.
When he says that nature becomes ‘the human being himself’ or
‘objective humanity’, Marx is clearly referring to the way in which
labor imposes a new form on objects, fashioning them to human use
and transforming them into vehicles of human self-expression. It is
an exaggeration, putting it mildly, to say that ‘the whole of nature’
is ‘humanized’ or ‘reproduced’ by humanity. Obviously it is only a
tiny speck of the natural universe which is or ever will be shaped by
human labor, and surely Marx realizes this. Yet Marx is also
impressed by the capacities of modern industry to harness natural
forces in humanity’s behalf, and to reshape people’s surroundings,
producing an essentially humanmade world for human beings to
live in. He looks forward to a time when the processes of nature can
be more fully harmonized with human needs, so that men and
women will be completely at home both with nature and with
themselves as natural beings. It is not difficult to see how such
hopes could find expression in the hyperboles and metaphors Marx
uses.

For Marx there is a kind of reciprocal dependence between human-
ity and nature, though the dependence is not causal in both directions.
Men and women are a part of nature; they live upon it, and depend on
it both for their physical survival and for the means and objects of
their self-actualization and self-expression. At the same time, how-
ever, human labor ‘resurrects’ nature by ‘humanizing’ it; through
human labor, nature becomes something which acquires a significance
for itself. Only the human being ‘knows how to apply the inherent
standard everywhere to the object’, and hence ‘to form it according
to the laws of beauty’.28 The human being is a part of nature and
depends on nature for existence and power; nature depends on the
human being for its fulfillment, its sense of meaning. Taken together,
‘humanity and nature’ thus form a self-sufficient or ‘essential’ totality.
This totality requires nothing outside itself, no immanent spirit or
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transcendent God, either to explain the system of natural processes or
to give meaning and fulfillment to nature.

Marx is convinced that this reciprocity between humanity and
nature is implicit in the practical consciousness of all men and women
who participate in the life-activity made possible by modern science
and industry. The final aim of his discussion of cosmological theism is
to make this consciousness explicit, and set it at war with the sense of
‘inessentiality’ which we derive from the inertia of old superstitions
and the alienated consciousness of an inhuman society.

Now that the essentiality of humanity in nature, of nature as
the being of humanity and humanity as the being of nature,
has come to be something practically, sensibly intuitable,
the question about an alien being, a being above nature
and humanity – a question which includes the admission of
the inessentiality of nature and humanity – has become
impossible in practice.29

Once the ‘essentiality’ of humanity and nature has penetrated prac-
tical consciousness, we can raise the old cosmological questions only
by turning away from this consciousness, by ‘abstracting’ ourselves
from it. Marx thus insists that these questions must disappear as soon
as the abstraction is given up. To press the question consistently is to
deny what we must implicitly affirm every moment, in our every
sensation, our every action, our every self-conscious thought:

If you want to hold fast to your abstraction, then be consist-
ent, and if you who are thinking think of humanity and nature
as not being, then think of yourself as not being, since you too
are nature and humanity. Don’t think, don’t ask me, for as
soon as you think and ask, your abstraction from the being of
nature and humanity has no sense.30

Once again Marx’s views have strong echoes in twentieth century
religious thought. The idea that modern humanity cannot choose but
possess a view of the world profoundly at odds with that of trad-
itional theistic religion is axiomatic to a whole wave of modern theo-
logians and religious thinkers, from respectable academics such as
Rudolf Bultmann and Paul Tillich to more popular writers such as
Bishop Robinson, Leslie Dewart and the ‘death of God’ school. Even
religious conservatives often do not oppose this characterization of
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our consciousness, but reject only the modernists’ tolerant attitude
toward it. This is nicely illustrated by a remark of C. S. Lewis con-
cerning the tacit naturalism of modern biblical scholarship:

When you turn from the New Testament to modern scholars,
remember that you go as a sheep among wolves. Naturalistic
assumptions . . . will meet you on every side – even from the
pens of clergymen. This does not mean (as I was once tempted
to suspect) that these clergymen are disguised apostates. . . .
[Rather it is that] we all have Naturalism in our bones and
even conversion does not at once work the infection out of
our system . . . And this means that you must really re-educate
yourself: must work hard and consistently to eradicate from
your mind the whole type of thought in which we have all
been brought up.31

In this chapter we have looked at two different arguments against
theism presented by Marx in the Paris manuscripts. Neither is very
clearly expressed, but both seem to rely on Hegelian metaphysical
ideas. Unless my reading of the arguments is very wide of the mark,
however, the two lines of thought they contain are pretty clearly
incompatible. The argument from ‘Critique of the Hegelian Dialectic’
tries to show that there cannot exist a ‘nonobjective being’, that is, an
entity which is not causally dependent on others and is involved in
no reciprocal interactions with them. The argument from ‘Private
Property and Communism’ claims that ‘humanity and nature’ exist
‘essentially’ or have Durchsichselbstsein. The former argument rules
out the possibility of any self-existent or necessary being, while the
latter claims that ‘humanity and nature’ is just such a being.

One might try to save Marx from this open contradiction by claim-
ing that it results merely from a (very understandable) indecisiveness
about whether the world as a whole should count as ‘a being’. Perhaps
Marx means that it should for the purposes of the essentiality prin-
ciple but not for the purposes of the reciprocity principle. But this
will not do. It is important for Marx’s critique of Hegel that there
should be no beings, however peculiar, which are exempted from the
reciprocity principle. For if ‘humanity and nature’ is exempted from
it, then why should not Hegel’s cosmic spirit be exempted too? As I
see it, the basic problem is that one cannot without inconsistency hold
simultaneously the reciprocity principle, the essentiality principle and
the view that particular finite things are ultimately real. There are of

MATERIALIST  NATURALISM

179

Wood, Allen. Karl Marx, Routledge, 2004. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=200398.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-24 00:10:26.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

4.
 R

ou
tle

dg
e.

 A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



course many ways in which the inconsistency might be avoided, but I
think all of them would involve some modification of the views Marx
appears to express in the Paris manuscripts.
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