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MATERIALIST REALISM

1 Knowledge and practice

Marx’s writings have very little to say directly about epistemology.
The main theme of the few passages there are is the close relation
between human ‘thinking’ or ‘theory’ and practice. The most
prominent passage on this is Marx’s second thesis on Feuerbach:

The question whether objective truth belongs to human think-
ing is not a question of theory but a practical question. It is in
practice that the human being must prove the truth, i.e., the
actuality and might, the this-sidedness of his thinking. The
dispute over the actuality or nonactuality of thinking isolated
from practice is a purely scholastic question.1

These obscure remarks have provided a fertile ground for creative
interpretation. Perhaps the most common interpretation of them has
been the ‘pragmatist’ one. According to John McMurtry, this passage
‘directly defines the nature of knowledge’ in the following manner: ‘A
conception, x, is knowledge if, and only if, x is used to materially alter
the world in accordance with human needs.’2 But it is surely inaccur-
ate to say that Marx defines ‘knowledge’ in the passage, since no word
meaning either ‘knowledge’ or ‘define’ appears in it. Marx does seem
to equate ‘the truth of thinking’ with its ‘actuality and might’. If the
equation is meant as a definition, then it is a definition not of ‘know-
ledge’ but of ‘truth’ or ‘the truth of thinking’. Leszek Kolakowski so
interprets it when he says that for Marx ‘the truth of a judgment is
defined as a practical function of the usefulness of its acceptance or
rejection.’3

It is difficult to exclude the possibility that Marx might agree
with this definition, but harder still to convince oneself that he is

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 00:10:37.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

4.
 R

ou
tle

dg
e.

 A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



expressing it in the second thesis on Feuerbach. Marx equates the
truth of thinking with its actuality and might, and says that it is in
practice that the human being must prove this actuality or might. In
the equation, the emphasis is plainly on ‘actuality’, with ‘might’ as an
afterthought. ‘Might’ presumably means whatever enables thought to
achieve ‘actuality’, and can be glossed as ‘practical usefulness’ only if
one has already decided that Marx’s theory of truth is pragmatic. It
seems most natural to read the passage not as a definition of truth, but
as advice as to how we should proceed in deciding whether our
thoughts have ‘truth’ or ‘actuality’ (however these terms are defined).
The advice is that we should decide this on the basis of the practical
efficacy of these thoughts. When Marx stigmatizes questions about
‘thinking isolated from practice’ as ‘scholastic questions’ he is
recommending that we not trouble ourselves about such questions.
But he is not necessarily saying that the notion of truth makes no
sense in relation to thinking isolated from practice. What he says does
not commit him to a specifically pragmatist dismissal of judgments
lacking practical import as nonsensical, meaningless or lacking in
truth-content.

Kolakowski’s purpose in ascribing a ‘pragmatist concept of truth’
to Marx is to support an essentially idealist reading of Marx, accord-
ing to which Marx holds that ‘the existence of things comes into being
simultaneously with their appearance as a picture in the human
mind.’4 The idea seems to be that since (Kolakowski alleges) ‘the
pragmatic concept of truth is clearly not compatible with the classical
definition of “truth” as correspondence between our thoughts or
judgments and a reality independent of them’, Marx must not believe
there is such a reality.5 Later in this chapter we will consider whether
Marx is an idealist. For now we may note that even if Marx does
embrace a pragmatic concept of truth, Kolakowski’s argument from
this point on is rather dubious. It is not evident that a pragmatic
theory of truth is incompatible with a correspondence theory.
William James regards his own pragmatic theory of truth as a version
of the correspondence theory, as supplying a criterion for the cor-
respondence between judgments and reality.6 Even if James is wrong
about this, it is invalid to infer merely from the premise that truth
does not consist in the correspondence of thoughts to an independent
reality to the conclusion that no such reality exists. In any case, there
is no sign that Marx reasons in any such way.

In the second thesis on Feuerbach, Marx is concerned in some way
with philosophical skepticism, with ‘scholastic’ disputes over
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‘whether objective truth belongs to thinking’. This is evidently the
spirit in which Engels interprets Marx’s ideas about the relation of
thinking to practice. He treats them as a reply to the ‘agnostic’ who
admits that all knowledge is based on the senses, but doubts that ‘our
senses give us correct representations of the objects we perceive
through them’, and so holds that ‘whenever he speaks of objects or
their qualities, he does not in reality mean those objects or qualities,
. . . but merely the impressions which they have produced on his
senses.’ Engels admits that

this line of reasoning is hard to beat by mere argumentation.
But [he replies] before argumentation there was action. Im
Anfang war die Tat. Human action had solved the difficulty
long before human ingenuity had invented it.

Clearly Engels’ reply to skepticism is not based on a pragmatic
definition of truth. For this would dismiss the skeptic’s doubts as
meaningless, and so defeat skepticism ‘by mere argumentation’.
Besides, it is not plausible to think that Engels believes that pragmatic
definitions of truth were themselves invented by human action, or
that they antedate skeptical difficulties. Engels’ reply to skepticism is
rather this:

From the moment we turn to our own use these objects,
according to the qualities we perceive in them, we put to an
infallible test the correctness or otherwise of our sense percep-
tions. If these perceptions have been wrong, then our estimate
of the use to which an object can be turned must also be
wrong, and our attempt must fail. But if we succeed in
accomplishing our aim, . . . then that is positive proof that our
perception of [the object] and of its qualities, so far agrees
with reality outside ourselves.7

It is well that Engels adds the qualifying ‘so far’ in the last sentence,
since even theories which agree very poorly with reality may serve
adequately as practical guides within certain limits. But with this
necessary qualification, it is not clear that anything is left of Engels’
claim that practice provides an ‘infallible test’ of our perceptions. The
practical applications of a theory are in any case only one sort of test
to which it might be put, often a less demanding test than could be
devised in the laboratory.
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Of course as we accumulate a larger and more varied body of evi-
dence for a theory (including evidence drawn from everyday practical
applications) doubts about it raised by philosophical skeptics become
increasingly hard for a person of common sense to take seriously. I
think Engels is right when he elsewhere suggests that the relatively
undeveloped state of natural science in the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries was partly responsible for the appeal of empiricist argu-
ments for the unknowability of real essences, primary qualities, causal
powers and things in themselves.8 But insofar as skepticism is a chal-
lenge to common sense itself, Engels’ reply to it is not to the point. If
there is a philosophically interesting reply to skepticism in Marx’s
second thesis on Feuerbach, then we still have to discover what it is.

2 The contemplative attitude

Marx’s second thesis on Feuerbach must be read in light of the others,
especially the first. Marx complains that in The Essence of Christianity
Feuerbach ‘considers only the theoretical attitude as genuinely
human, while practice is grasped and fixed only in its dirty Jewish
form of appearance’.9 Feuerbach’s chief criticism of ‘the essential
standpoint of religion’ is that its attitude toward the world is engaged,
interested, ‘practical’, and so ‘biased’, ‘egoistic’ and ‘unaesthetic’,
grasping things only ‘subjectively’ in the form of mere ‘appearance’.
He contrasts Judaism (and Christianity) unfavorably with ancient
paganism at this point, advocating the ‘objectivity’ and ‘purity of the
theoretical or contemplative attitude Feuerbach thinks they repre-
sent.10 (Hence Marx’s barbed – and I think entirely unfair – reference
to the possible anti-Semitism in Feuerbach’s view. Feuerbach holds
merely that what people believe should conform solely to the evi-
dence and should not be determined instead by their emotions and
wishes. This is a point with which Marx has no reason to disagree.)
Marx rejects this because for him the integral exercise of the human
essential powers is to be understood in terms of the practical relation
of men and women to nature as laboring and self-expressing beings.
Social labor is the basic expression of human life. But ‘one basis for
life and another for science is a lie from the start.’11 If human beings
are essentially practical, then knowledge must be treated as an integral
part of their practical relation to the world and not traced to an
attitude which is supposed to involve a suspension of this relation.

For Marx, contemplation is one aspect of genuinely human prac-
tice, which reaches fulfillment when man ‘duplicates himself not only
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intellectually as in consciousness but actively, actually, and so con-
templates (anschaut) himself in a world he has created’.12 For Feuer-
bach, on the other hand, the attitude of ‘theory’ or ‘contemplation’
(Anschauung) is distinct from and opposed to practice. When Marx
disparages ‘thinking isolated from practice’, he is not advocating a
pragmatic definition of truth or knowledge, but rejecting a frag-
mented view of the human essence, which would set the ‘genuinely
human’ attitude toward the natural world in opposition to people’s
necessarily practical relationship to nature as living parts of it. If the
second thesis has anything to say about skepticism’s ‘scholastic’
questions, it is that these questions proceed from a false view and
fragmented view of men and women as knowing beings.

How is skepticism rooted in a false view of the human essence?
Marx tells us very little about this, but we may form some reasonable
conjectures. First, it is notoriously difficult to take skeptical doubts
seriously while engaged in the practical affairs of life. (This point is
particularly emphasized by such famous skeptical doubters as
Descartes and Hume; it seems to be an important ingredient in
Engels’ rejection of skepticism in the passage we examined above.) It
is therefore possible for us to treat skepticism as a serious philo-
sophical position only insofar as we are disposed to regard the
detached, contemplative attitude (in which skeptical arguments seem
compelling) as somehow epistemically privileged, ‘purer’, more
‘genuinely human’ than the practical attitude (in which such argu-
ments seem strained and ridiculous). If we refuse to grant this privil-
eged status to the contemplative attitude, if in fact we resolve to treat
the practical attitude as the only genuinely human one, then we will
have no trouble dismissing all skeptical questions as idle and
‘scholastic’.

I think this is the basic critique of skepticism which we find in the
writings of both Marx and Engels. In the form just presented, how-
ever, this critique may seem open to the charge that it is philistine and
even anti-intellectual. It may be legitimate to criticize skeptical argu-
ments by attacking the pictures, conceptions or epistemic priorities
they presuppose. The Marxian critique, however, does not show us
clearly how skeptical arguments presuppose the contemplative atti-
tude or why this attitude is wrongheaded. It seems to consist merely
in urging us to shut our eyes to skeptical arguments, or at any rate
in urging us to adopt an attitude in which it is psychologically
impossible to consider them seriously.

I believe these charges can be given a tolerable rebuttal. Marx’s
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critique of skepticism is based on the general idea (championed by
such precursors as Schiller and Hegel) that human beings have a
healthy attitude toward themselves only if they conceive their powers
and functions as an integral unity. More specifically, it is based on the
distinctively Marxian idea that this unity is captured by the notion of
labor or social practice. Any viewpoint which (like Feuerbach’s)
treats the ‘genuinely human’ attitude as something isolated from this
practice can thus be treated as an unwholesome, even alienated view-
point. Marx provides no rigorous proof for these ideas, but he does
expound them in a way which makes them plausible and appealing. If
he could show how skeptical doubts are rooted in the contemplative
attitude advocated by Feuerbach, then Marx would have provided a
respectable critique of skepticism.

It could be objected that by stigmatizing the contemplative attitude
as alienated or unhealthy, Marx is begging the question against the
skeptic. For as Marx conceives it, the ‘practical’ attitude is one which
in effect takes it for granted that human beings are material beings
interacting with other material beings and that their practical success
in these interactions is largely due to the knowledge of these things
which they have. But the whole question at issue, it may be claimed, is
whether these assumptions can be given a firm epistemic foundation.
In Marx’s behalf we may reply that it is not clear we have any concep-
tion of ‘firm epistemic foundations’ independently of some notion of
healthy human functioning. Good grounds for believing something
are simply the grounds which would persuade a healthy-minded and
properly functioning man or woman of it. We cannot have a concep-
tion of good grounds for belief without presupposing a conception of
what a normal, well-functioning person would believe. Marx’s con-
ception of healthy human functioning may very well rule out the
skeptic’s epistemological scruples from the start, but it is not clear that
there is anything illegitimate or question-begging about this. It may
be merely a case of applying sane priorities to philosophical issues.

The main sort of skepticism Marx and Engels are concerned to
attack is skepticism about the existence and nature of material objects.
I believe a careful reading of the first thesis on Feuerbach enables
us to see how they might have traced some standard forms of this
skepticism to the contemplative attitude.

The chief defect in all previous materialism (including
Feuerbach’s) is that the object (Gegenstand), actuality, sens-
ibility, is grasped only under the form of the object (Objekt)
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or contemplation (Anschauung); but not as sensuous human
activity, practice, not subjectively. Hence the active side was
developed abstractly by idealism. . . . Feuerbach wants sens-
ible objects (Objekte) as really distinct from thought objects
(Objekte): but he does not grasp human activity itself as
objective (gegenständlich) activity.13

The key to this passage is the distinction Marx draws between
Gegenstand and Objekt. I think Marx is doing here what he elsewhere
describes as ‘using a germanic word for the immediate thing and a
romance word for the thing reflected’ in human consciousness.14

What he is saying is that when a real, sensible object is regarded from
the standpoint of mere contemplation (Anschauung, literally, on-
looking), it is grasped only as an Objekt, a mental reflection of reality.
Just as contemplation is severed from its relation to practice, so its
objects are cut off from the real world, and the images of that world in
our consciousness are for that consciousness epistemically separated
from the realities which it is their proper function to represent. Con-
templative materialists, along with empiricists generally, thus hold
that our only commerce as knowers is with Objekte, mental reflec-
tions or ghostly appearances of real, material objects (Gegenstände).
Consequently, they can regard themselves only as forever separated
epistemically from the real world, if indeed there is such a thing at all.
They are tempted to draw the conclusion that their knowledge must
consist only in entertaining the appearances of things, and can never
extend to the things themselves and their ‘inner’ natures.

Of course Marx and Engels also speak of our ideas as ‘reflections’,
and ‘copy images’ or ‘offprints’ (Abbilder) of material things. The
standard description of knowledge in both thinkers is that it is
thought ‘reflecting’, ‘mirroring’ or ‘reproducing’ the structure of the
real.15 But Marx and Engels never threaten us with the alleged skep-
tical consequences of this way of talking, and they never infer from it
that we cannot properly be said to know or be acquainted with extra-
mental things. For them to say that a person has a faithful image, copy
or reflection of a real thing in thought is precisely to say that the
person is acquainted with or knows the real thing itself (at least, I
suppose, when the mental reflection has come about in the right way).
This is because Marx and Engels always view our mental reflection of
reality as an integral part of our practical commerce with it, and so
cannot raise general questions about the ability of our thoughts to
serve their practical function. Only when we adopt the contemplative
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attitude and isolate our thinking from practice can we begin to view
the relation between real things and our mental reflections of them as
one of indifference instead of a living reciprocity. For the contempla-
tive attitude, the natural harmony experienced between thought
and reality in practice can all too easily give way to the unnatural
alienation of skeptical doubt.

Marx thus regards the contemplative attitude, and the epistemo-
logical problems to which it gives rise, as expressions of alienation,
and describes contemplative materialism as the ‘standpoint of bour-
geois or civil (bürgerliche) society’.16 The contemplative attitude
expresses alienation because it transforms the simple, natural differ-
ence between real things and our thoughts about them into what
Marx calls the ‘opposition between subjectivity and objectivity’, a
destructive tension or unbridgeable gulf between our consciousness
and the real things we experience. Instead of affirming our cognitive
powers in their natural, positive relation to objects outside us, the
contemplative attitude uses the distinction between our thoughts and
their real objects as an occasion for questioning and doubting our
powers. In this way it provides an outlet for the underlying sense
of frustration and self-doubt which alienated men and women
experience in real life.

A new materialism which is capable of grasping sensuousness as
practice requires the perspective of a new society, ‘human society or
social humanity’. As with alienated religious consciousness, alienated
philosophical consciousness cannot be overcome except by changing
the conditions of life which are the basis of its appeal.

We see how it is only in the social condition that subjectivity
and objectivity, spirituality and materiality, activity and pas-
sivity, lose their opposition and thus their existence as oppos-
ites. We see how the resolution of theoretical oppositions is
possible only in a practical way, and hence that this resolution
is by no means a task of knowledge but a task of actual life,
which philosophy could not resolve just because it grasped
the task only as a theoretical one.17

In this passage, the distinction between ‘theory’ and ‘practice’ is not
merely the distinction between Feuerbach’s ‘contemplative attitude’
and a more encompassing and integral ‘practical’ attitude. Here
‘theory’ is the idea that alienation (and its intellectual expression in
philosophical oppositions and perplexities) can be overcome merely
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by correct thinking, by ‘interpreting the world’ in a different way.
‘Practice’ is the commitment to changing the social conditions which
give rise to alienation in real life. As in his treatment of cosmological
theism, Marx here shows that he, like some more recent philosophers
such as Wittgenstein, thinks that many philosophical problems should
not be solved by arguments and theories but rather dissolved by
abandoning the false view of things which generates them. For Marx,
however, this abandoning of a false perspective is not just a matter of
philosophical conversion or ‘seeing the world aright’; it involves a
change in our everyday life, fundamentally an alteration of our social
relationships.

We may well question whether Marx’s diagnosis of skepticism
attends to the whole, or even the chief motivation behind skeptical
doubts about the knowability of the material world. For instance, at
least part of what leads people to take skeptical doubts seriously is the
Cartesian aspiration to base all knowledge on something indubitably
certain, and the resolve to dismiss all pretenses to knowledge which
cannot be given such immovable foundations. It is not evident that
Marx’s diagnosis helps us at all to understand this motivation or to see
what (if anything) is wrongheaded about it. But Marx’s treatment of
contemplative materialism does provide an original perspective on the
social and human significance of familiar epistemological issues, and
the philosophical attitude which takes them seriously. English speak-
ing philosophers especially would do well to take this perspective on
their enterprise more seriously than they do.

The contents of Marx’s new or practical materialism, as far as epis-
temology is concerned, are not startling or revolutionary. They seem
to consist only in the familiar tenets of common-sense realism. What
would be new for Marx is the ability of people to feel entirely at home
with a healthy common-sense view of themselves and of nature, to
have no need to becloud this view with idealistic theories and no
temptation to undermine it with skeptical doubts.

3 Is Marx an idealist?

Common-sense realism holds that material objects and the natural
world generally have an existence distinct from anyone’s conscious-
ness of them and that the qualities they have do not depend on the
mental activity through which they may be conceived or known. In
light of Marx’s frequent and vehement attacks on all forms of ‘ideal-
ism’ it might seem obvious that he is a commonsense realist in this
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respect. Astonishingly, however, there is a considerable body of
commentary on Marx’s writings which argues that Marx does not
believe in a reality independent of man’s practical consciousness of it.
Perhaps the fountainhead of this line of interpretation was Georg
Lukács’ History and Class Consciousness, whose obscure but very
unmarxian notion of practice condemned the distinction between
‘thought and existence’ as a ‘false and rigid duality’.18 Since more
recent anti-realist interpretations of Marx rely heavily on the Paris
manuscripts, it is interesting to note that it was Lukács’ first acquaint-
ance with them in 1930 which convinced him that his earlier stand-
point had been fundamentally unmarxian in rejecting the ‘ontological
objectivity of nature’ upon which Marx’s concept of practice is
based.19

Essentially idealist interpretations of Marx are now widespread,
and are held by some very reputable commentators. Shlomo Avineri,
for instance, says that for Marx ‘actuality is not an external, objective
datum’. Engels’ materialism, unlike Marx’s, is thus ‘not dialectical at
all’, because it ‘divorces [nature] from the mediation of conscious-
ness’. According to Avineri, ‘Marx’s epistemology holds that the pro-
cess of recognizing reality changes both the observed object and the
observing subject.’ Sidney Hook ascribes to Marx the view that ‘the
idealists saw correctly that in what-was-given-to-knowledge some-
thing was involved about the subject-to-which-it-was-given.’ Accord-
ing to Nathan Rotenstreich, Marx believes that ‘reality is not given.
. . . Man creates reality with the strength of his being. . . . Marx’s
theory is based on the assumption that there is a fundamental identity
between man and reality.’ For Marx, says A. James Gregor, ‘an object
without the subject is as inconceivable as the subject without the
object.’ Jean-Yves Calvez ascribes to Marx the view that ‘nature with-
out man has no sense, it has no movement, it is chaos, undifferentiated
and indifferent matter, and thus ultimately nothing.’20

None of these writers comes right out and says that Marx is an
idealist (that would be too absurd). But all of them seem to hold that
for Marx either there is no natural world apart from human beings
and their subjectivity as practical beings, or else apart from man nat-
ural things have no determinate properties. Such views may in some
ways be novel and hard to classify, but I think they are ‘idealist’ in a
sense accepted by philosophers both in Marx’s day and in our own.

The textual evidence for this reading of Marx is very thin. It is true
that Marx’s talk about nature as man’s ‘creation’ or ‘objectification’ is
reminiscent of Hegel’s notion that nature is ‘posited’ by cosmic spirit
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as its ‘externalization’. But the resemblance hardly justifies ascribing
idealist views to Marx. Marx is emphatic that the process by which
human beings ‘create’ nature or objectify themselves in it is labor, and
he attacks Hegel for reducing this labor to ‘abstract mental labor’.21

Plainly the only way in which Marx thinks of nature or its properties
as dependent on human beings is that the properties of natural objects
can be changed by the direct or indirect action on them of human
fingers (or other bodily parts) guided by human intelligence. Both
before and after their transformation by human labor, natural objects
exist independently of the existence of human beings, and the proper-
ties they have do not depend on anyone’s being conscious (practically
or otherwise) of these properties.

One passage which is often cited in support of idealist readings of
the Paris manuscripts is one near the end of them which says that
‘nature, taken abstractly for itself, fixed in separation from the human
being, is nothing for the human being.’22 The context of this remark
(which is never considered by those who make this use of it) is an
immanent critique of Hegel’s philosophy of nature, and it is not clear
how far Marx is speaking for himself and how far he is merely repre-
senting things as they must look from the wrongheaded Hegelian
standpoint. Marx is clearly speaking from the latter standpoint a para-
graph later when he says: ‘Nature as nature, i.e., insofar as it is still
distinguished sensuously from the secret sense hidden within it –
nature separated and distinguished by these abstractions is nothing,
. . . is senseless.’23 But even if Marx is expressing his own view when he
says that ‘nature . . . in separation from the human being is nothing for
the human being’, the most he could be saying is that nature viewed
apart from human self-objectification has no significance for humans.
He is not saying that in the absence of human consciousness or labor
nature would cease to exist or that it would be ‘an undifferentiated
chaos, without movement’. Earlier in the same manuscript, Marx
avows a vulgar realist position very bluntly when he says that the
objects of human consciousness and human drives ‘exist outside [the
human being] as objects independent of him’.24

Proponents of idealist readings of Marx seldom make explicit the
line of reasoning which is supposed to lie behind Marx’s rejection of
realism. We are indebted to Kolakowski for bringing into the open the
train of thought which I suspect motivates most of these readings.
‘The basic point of departure for all of Marx’s epistemological
thought’, says Kolakowski, ‘is the conviction that the relations
between man and his environment are relations between the species
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and the objects of its need; it also concerns the cognitive contact with
things.’ Thus:

Nature appears as the opposition encountered by human
drives, and all possible cognition is man’s realization of the
contact between conscious man and his awareness of external
opposition. . . . This means that it is fundamentally futile to
hope that man . . . can come to know . . . pure ‘externality’,
and thus existence in itself.

From these considerations, Kolakowski concludes that there can exist
only ‘things for us’ and not ‘things in themselves’ which are ‘not given
to anyone’. The very ‘existence’ of things, he says,

comes into being simultaneously with their appearance as a
picture in the human mind. . . . In this sense the world’s prod-
ucts must be considered artificial. In this world the sun and
stars exist because man is able to make them his objects. . . .
Nor are the qualities of things forms or attributes of reality ‘in
itself’. . . . They are subjective – or rather socially subjective –
as long as they bear the imprint of the organizational power of
man, who sees the world . . . from such points of view as are
necessary for him to . . . transform it usefully. . . . No division,
not even the most fantastic as compared with what we are
accustomed to, is theoretically less justified or less ‘true’ than
the one we accept in actuality.25

In these comments I think we see pretty clearly how Marx can be
transformed into an idealist (even a rather demented one) simply by
attributing to him a requisite degree of the commentator’s own philo-
sophical confusion. Marx does hold that human knowledge is the
result of people’s exercising their cognitive capacities on nature. He
also holds, against empiricists and ‘contemplative materialists’ that
people are active in knowing, that knowing is always an integral part
of their practical transformation of the world, and that knowing
involves a creative process in which we construct concepts and theor-
ies in terms of which the structure of reality is to be ideally repro-
duced or mirrored. But none of this implies that reality itself is created
or structured by our cognitive activity, or that human knowledge is
anything but an attempt to mirror, copy or reproduce the structure of
a reality which exists, and is what it is, independently of the manner in
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which we conceive of it. Quite possibly Marx would think it pointless
to ask what reality is like ‘in itself’ if this is a question about what we
would know reality to be like if we knew it without exercising our
cognitive faculties or employing any of our concepts or theories. For
on this account, ‘reality in itself’ is defined as the object of a kind of
‘knowledge’ that has been given a virtually self-contradictory descrip-
tion. Genuine knowledge, however, is the active use of our faculties
and concepts to produce an image or conceptual reproduction of real-
ity, and would have no meaning if this reality had no existence or
structure ‘in itself’. Of course skeptics have long wondered how we
can know the nature of reality by means of thoughts which are dis-
tinct from the things they represent. And idealists have tried to avoid
the problem by saying that reality, or at least all knowable reality, is
identical with the thoughts or ideas in someone’s mind. But this is not
the only viable response to skepticism, or at any rate it is not Marx’s
response.

Hegel does infer from the premise that knowing is an active process
which creates a concept of the known to the conclusion that the
known is itself a creation of the knowing subject: ‘Since the true
nature of the object comes to light in reflective thought, and since this
thought is my activity, it follows that this nature is a product of my
mind as a thinking subject.’26 Marx agrees with the premise, but
declines to draw the conclusion. The correct scientific method, he
says, involves a

reproduction of the concrete by way of thought. Thus Hegel
fell into the illusion of taking the real as a result of self-moving
thought . . . whereas the method of mounting up from the
abstract to the concrete is only the manner in which thought
appropriates the concrete for itself, reproducing it as mentally
concrete. . . . After this process as before the real subject
remains subsisting in its independence outside the head.27

Many commentators who give an idealist reading of Marx also
insist that Marx could not have embraced Engels’ ‘reflectionist’ con-
ception of knowledge on the ground that such a conception is ‘undia-
lectical’ and represents the knower as ‘passive’.28 The texts do not
support this. Marx not only speaks of our knowledge as ‘reproducing’
the real in thought, but also describes his own ‘dialectical method’ as
‘reflecting back ideally the life of the material’.29 In addition, the
interpretation is not warranted by any reasonable reading of the
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metaphors of copying and reflection as Marx and Engels use them. As
far as I can see, these metaphors involve no more than an insistence of
the difference between the real world and our thoughts about it (thus
a repudiation of idealism) conjoined with some form of the traditional
correspondence theory of truth (which Marx pretty clearly holds
whether or not he also holds a pragmatic theory of truth). There is
nothing in these metaphors which is incompatible either with the idea
that human knowledge is an integral part of human practice or with
the idea that the reflection of reality in thought comes about through
the creative exercise of our cognitive capacities.
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