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I. 

In 1831, G.W.F. Hegel died. Hardly had his dead body been committed to the ground before his students began 

fighting over the correct interpretation of his life’s work. In fact, even while he was still alive cracks had begun 

to appear in the unity of the Hegelian school, especially dividing them over theological questions. The key 

example of this is Ludwig Feuerbach who already in his doctoral dissertation from 1828 had argued for a 

pantheistic understanding of reason in a Hegelian perspective. In 1830, he further concretised this with the 

publication of the (anonymous) work Thoughts on Death and Immortality. In the words of the Danish historian 

of philosophy Harald Høffding, this work is “a rehabilitation of death”, which is seen by Feuerbach as “an 

expression of the nullity of the individual, the absolute victory of universal being”.1 

Man is not, Feuerbach claims at this stage, subjectivity itself, but only a subject; man is not consciousness, 

but only the object of consciousness. In the same way as a prism gives life to the individual colours of the 

rainbow by breaking up a ray of light and separating each of them out from the whole, man only has life 

through being separated out from subjectivity and consciousness as such – and can only enter back into this 

totality through the death of the individual. To stay with the metaphor, each of the colours can only become 

part of the light ray again by giving up their individual existence as ‘red’, ‘yellow’, ‘indigo’, etc. This reinserts 

death in a central place in the Hegelian system that also has bearings on the notion of Sittlichkeit. Since for 

Feuerbach it is only through death that one becomes part of the universal, death becomes a precondition for 

living an ethical life, since this requires that the individual lets their individuality be sublated into universality. 

What might seem like a purely theological discussion of pantheism and the immortality of the soul thus also 

                                                           
∗ This paper was first presented (in Danish) on December 17 2019, at a seminar of the research unit for idealism and 
post-idealism at the Department of Philosophy and the History of Ideas, Aarhus University. Thank you very much to 
the discussants present at that occasion, especially Jon Rostgaard Boiesen. 
1 Harald Høffding, Philosophien i Tydskland siden Hegel (Copenhagen: Den Gyldendalske Boghandel, 1872), 54. 
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has implications for political philosophy, because of what it has to say about the relationship between particular 

and universal. 

After Hegel’s death and especially with the publication of David Friedrich Strauss’s infamous The Life of Jesus 

Critically Examined (1835), the discussion seemed to turn to more narrow Christological questions such as 

Christ’s two natures and the historical accuracy of the Gospels. However, the main criticism of Strauss’s book 

ultimately hinges on similar considerations on universal and particular as those of Feuerbach. To Strauss, the 

Christian doctrine of Christ’s two natures is not an expression of historical reality but ‘only’ a mythological 

representation of a general notion of the unification of particular (the human) and universal (the divine). If, 

however, such a unification has not already happened in Christ (as Hegel claims), ushering in the epoch of 

Spirit’s realisation in the world, it begs the question of which world-historical subject is to ultimately be the 

bearer of such a unification. Strauss’s answer—and the answer of those Young Hegelians that would follow 

him, including Feuerbach—is man as such, whether collectively (e.g., Strauss, Feuerbach, Hess, Marx) or 

singularly (e.g., in the Bauer brothers or Max Stirner). 

This dominant question for the Young Hegelians also shifts their perspective on history’s temporalities, as is 

most evident in another early Young Hegelian: August Cieszkowski. A Polish nobleman who came to Berlin 

to study with Hegel only to find that he had just died, Cieszkowski is a weird figure among the Young 

Hegelians. On the one hand, he was a devout Catholic who sided with the Right on most of the theological 

question that divided the Hegelians, including the Christological ones circled out by Strauss, and politically he 

was a reactionary monarchist. On the other hand, his philosophies of history and action (which to him were 

one and the same) can be read as deeply progressive and sensualistically oriented towards practice, and they 

had an enormous influence on the Left. This is not least the case with his ideas about the future, which we will 

now get into.  

 

II. 

In God and Palingenesis (1841), Cieszkowski sums up his views on history, which he had first put forward in 

his breakout work, Prolegomena to Historiosophy (1838): 

In my Prolegomena to Historiosophy, I have organised the organic concept of world history in such a 

way that of the two main epochs that have transpired so far, between which Christianity marks the vertex 

and turning point, one is the absolute antithesis of the other, and so that it has been left to the third main 
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epoch, which stands before us as imminent, to build the real synthesis of both these one-sided directions 

of the past and the future.2 

To Cieszkowski, the main problem with Hegel’s philosophy of history is that he divides world history into four 

epochs: Oriental, Greek, Roman, and Germanic. However, this cannot be true. According to Hegel’s own 

system, only the movements of nature are expressed in fourfold divisions, while history, as a sphere of Spirit’s 

activity, must be expressed triadically.3 Inspired by medieval Millenarians like Gioacchino da Fiore, 

Cieszkowski instead divides history in three so as to be in accordance with Hegel’s system. First, the past, which 

runs from the beginning of history and until the birth of Christ, and which is dominated by pure practice (i.e., 

art). Second, the present, which runs from the birth of Christ and until Cieszkowski’s own day and which is 

dominated by pure theory, beginning with Christianity and culminating in the speculative thought of Hegel. 

And finally the future, which is characterised by a ‘post-theoretical practice’ or philosophy of action (“the real 

synthesis of both these one-sided directions of the past”), which is what Cieszkowski denotes by the Greek 

term praxis, which he thus introduces into the German theoretical vocabulary.4 While for the Young Hegelians 

following him this term takes on revolutionary connotations, to Cieszkowski it denotes a form of ‘conservative 

progress’, an evolutionary form of Hegelianism, which was characterised by action, i.e., politics, but which was 

at the same time a new way of approaching reality more than an act in itself.5 

This brings us back to the question of universal and particular, since the post-theoretical activity of praxis is 

in need of a subject. This subject, like the character of the future itself, is the result of a union of the past two 

epochs. The first period (the past) is characterised by pure individuality, culminating in the absolute subject of 

Roman law as detailed by Hegel. The second period (the present) is characterised by these now-atomised 

individuals progressively re-organising into a collective subject, raising themselves up from subjectivity to 

objectivity, from subject to substance, through the determinate negation of individuality. This is what 

culminates abstractly in Hegel’s idea of Absolute Spirit. Finally, the third period (the future) will be 

                                                           
2 August Cieszkowski, Gott und Palingenesie. Erster, kritischer Theil (Berlin: E. H. Schröder, 1842), 14. 
3 Lawrence S. Stepelevich, “Making Hegel into a Better Hegelian: August von Cieszkowski”, Journal of the History of 
Philosophy 25, no. 2 (April 1987), 269. See also, August Cieszkowski, Prolegomena zur Historiosophie (Hamburg: Felix 
Meiner Verlag, 1981), 3 ff. Whether this is a plausible argument is, for now, neither here nor there; it is the argument 
that Cieszkowski makes. 
4 Kant for example had also distinguished between theoretisch and praktisch use of reason, but Cieszkowski is the first to 
use it in the nominal and with the Greek spelling, which is now standard in German. See, Nicholas Lobkowicz, Theory 
and Practice: History of a Concept from Aristotle to Marx (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1967), ch. 
13. 
5 Stepelevich, “Making Hegel into a Better Hegelian”, 267. 
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characterised by the union of these: “the synthetic integration and building up [Ausbildung] of both moments 

so that both universality as well as particularity, both substantiality as well as individuality, both objectivity as 

well as subjectivity come to their right” until we get “the in- and for and of- itself being of totality”.6 This is 

Hegel’s Absolute Spirit realised historically. In the future, Cieszkowski says in the Prolegomena, we therefore 

get that just as, 

After immediate artistic praxis had ceased to be the most excellent and this predicate had fallen to theory 

so now theory cedes to synthetic post-theoretical praxis, whose vocation is to be ground and truth both 

of art and philosophy.7 

So, what was characteristic of the first epoch (art) and what was characteristic of the second epoch (philosophy) 

now become the grounded as phenomena in a new identity of knowing and willing, which Cieszkowski terms 

‘active activity’ (thätige Thätigkeit), and which “will first develop itself in the future.”8 And a bit further on: 

To be practical philosophy, or (stated more properly) the philosophy of praxis, whose most concrete 

effect on life and social relations is the development of truth in concrete activity – this is the future fate 

of philosophy in general.9 

The realised post-theoretical subject-object is both universal and particular because it is the result of the 

development “of truth in concrete activity” through the synthesis of theory and practice, the material (art) and 

the spiritual (theology, philosophy). The point is this: we can say something about the future, by looking at the 

past and the present through the right analytical categories and with the right conceptual tools. As Cieszkowski 

writes, “The absolute method is now attained [with Hegel], and this is the core of philosophy (…) The 

dissolution of the present standpoint will result as soon as we have grasped it clearly.”10 (Compare Marx in the 

final sentence of his famous 1843 letter to Arnold Ruge: “To obtain forgiveness for its sins mankind needs only 

to declare them for what they are.”11) 

                                                           
6 Cieszkowski, Gott und Palingenesie, 17. 
7 August Cieszkowski, Prolegomena to Historiosophie, in The Young Hegelians. An Anthology, ed. Lawrence S. 
Stepelevich (Amherst, NY: Humanity Books, 1999), 70; Cieszkowski, Prologomena zur Historosophie, 111-112. 
8 Cieszkowski, Prolegomena to Historiosophie, 74 (122). 
9 Cieszkowski, Prolegomena to Historiosophie, 77 (129). 
10 Cieszkowski, Prolegomena to Historiosophie, 66 (101-102). 
11 Karl Marx, “Marx to Ruge. Kreuznach, September 1843”, in Early Writings, trans. Rodney Livingstone and Gregor 
Benton (London: Penguin Books, 1992), 209. 
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This insistence on the future as a relevant analytical category for philosophy is also what prompts Cieszkowski 

in God and Palingenesis to write—in a thinly veiled if not completely explicit reference to Hegel—that, 

The owls of Minerva may hide in their dark corners, - our coming Athena needs only eagles with strong 

wings and eyes that endure sunlight. But as not everyone is disposed to be an eagle, they should at least 

resemble the simple birds who at sunrise cheers us up and stimulates us with song (…) Away with the 

owls!12 

Cieszkowski is neither the first, nor the last to expand on Hegel’s feathered metaphor. As early as in 1831, K. 

L. Michelet, of whom God and Palingenesis is a critique, had written that, “The owl of Minerva then gives way 

to the cockcrow of a new day”, and again some years later that, “philosophy is not only the owl of Minerva (…) 

but also the cockcrow, which announces the dawn of a new day”.13 We can thus add the rooster to owl and 

eagle, and in F. W. Hinrichs even the lark: “Philosophy is the lark of the sky, which in the twilight rises from 

the ground and sings toward the rising sun. But it is also the eagle, which soars higher and higher in the mid-

day’s sun until it loses itself in the light”.14 Metaphors are not just metaphors but, as Louis Althusser has noted, 

serve to open as well as close our understanding of a certain issue.15 In this case, the issue that takes flight in 

the metaphors of Hegel and the Hegelians is that of the relationship between philosophy and reality. 

Going back to the quote in Hegel that all these avian metaphors are referring back to, the dusk in which 

Minerva’s owl takes flight is, of course, “When philosophy paints its grey in grey” and “a shape of life has grown 

old, and it cannot be rejuvenated, but only recognized”.16 In other words, the job of philosophy is only to 

‘recognise’ those shapes of life or Spirit that have been, not to designate for the future those that will be. In 

consequence, political philosophy should—and really can—only describe the state as it actually is, not as it 

ought to be. Even a work like Plato’s Republic, says Hegel, is not actually describing the state as it ought to be 

(even if Plato thinks that is what he is doing) but only the essence of the state as it really was in his time.17 

                                                           
12 Cieszkowski, Gott und Palingenesie, 21. Another interesting aspect of this, which this is not the place to discuss, is the 
contrasting of the Greek Athena to the Roman Minerva, which fits a general Young Hegelian pattern of identifying their 
own, new philosophy with the Hellenic.  
13 Quoted in Horst Stuke, Philosophie der Tat. Studien zur Verwirklichung der Philosophie bei den Junghegelianern 
und den Wahren Sozialisten (Stuttgart: Ernst Klett Verlag, 1963), 64. 
14 Ibid. 
15 Louis Althusser, “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses (Notes Toward and Investigation)”, in Lenin and 
Philosophy and Other Essays, trans. Ben Brewster (New York, NY: Monthly Review Press, 1971), 135. 
16 G. W. F. Hegel, Elements of the Philosophy of Right, ed. Allen W. Wood, trans. H. B. Nisbet (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1991), 23. 
17 Hegel, Elements of the Philosophy of Right, 20. 
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Correspondingly, Hegel’s political philosophy is not a theory of the ideal state but a description of the essence 

of the actual, really existing states, at least to the extent that they are modern states. There might not be a state 

in existence that corresponds fully to Hegel’s description in its appearance, but any state, again in so far as it is 

a modern state, must correspond to it in its essence – it is, so to speak, their intersection which Hegel describes, 

or, to borrow a phrase from Marx, the state “in its ideal average, so to speak”.18 Reason as its own self-realisation 

and reason as actually existing being are united, and in the Spirit of the age they become one and the same; 

philosophy is its own time comprehended in thought; the actively real is unity of essence and appearance; here 

is the rose, so dance here; etc. 

To recognize the rose in the cross of the present and thereby to delight in the present – this rational 

insight is the reconciliation with actuality which philosophy grants to those who have received the inner 

call to comprehend, to preserve their subjective freedom in the realm of the substantial, and at the same 

time to stand with their subjective freedom not in a particular and contingent situation, but in what has 

being in and for itself.19 

And so it is that the owl of Minerva only takes flight at dusk, i.e., philosophy is only able to say something about 

a form of consciousness or Spirit when it has already run its course, it can only interpret and comprehend the 

world retroactively and never lecture the future on how it ought to be – for this, “philosophy, at any rate, always 

comes too late”, as Hegel writes.20 It is this assessment that Cieszkowski reacts to, and as we will see, the rest of 

the Young Hegelians follow suit. 

 

III. 

In his 1886 essay Ludwig Feuerbach and the End of Classical German Philosophy, Friedrich Engels remarks that 

the difference between Left and Right Hegelianism can be summed up as a difference in attitude toward Hegel’s 

famous double dictum from the Philosophy of Right.21 Philosophy is a bird of prey, no doubt – but is it an owl 

or an eagle? To the conservative Hegelians, philosophy is an owl and Hegel’s double dictum is a sanctification 

of the existing order of things, the emphasis being on the first part: ‘all that is real is rational’. To the Young 

                                                           
18 Karl Marx, Economic Manuscripts of 1864-65, ed. Fred Moseley, trans. Ben Fowkes (Leiden: Brill, 2016), 898. 
19 Hegel, Elements of the Philosophy of Right, 22. 
20 Hegel, Elements of the Philosophy of Right, 23. 
21 Friedrich Engels, Ludwig Feuerbach and the End of Classical German Philosophy, in Karl Marx Frederick Engels 
Collected Works, vol. 26, Engels: 1882-1889 (London: Lawrence & Wishart, 1990), 358 ff. 
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Hegelians (like Engels himself), however, philosophy is an eagle soaring in the sky and a harbinger of 

destruction: “In accordance with the rules of the Hegelian method of thought, the proposition of the rationality 

of everything which is real is dissolved to become the other proposition: All that exists deserves to perish”.22 

The important part for Engels was not Hegel’s metaphysical system but rather his dialectical method; he saw 

in Hegel’s philosophy a method for analysing the world and through that a guide to action – a way of 

transforming the world by understanding it, as Marx put it in the eleventh of those famous notes on Feuerbach 

that Engels appended to the 1888 edition of his essay. In other words, the rigid system must be dissolved in an 

act of post-theoretical practice, or praxis for short. 

Marx himself was no stranger to the world of feathery metaphors. In 1844, he had applied one to express the 

same notion as Engels would 40 years later. In his published introduction to the unpublished critique of Hegel’s 

Philosophy of Right, Marx ends the essay with the words, “When all the conditions have been met, the day of 

the German resurrection will be heralded by the crowing of the Gallic cock”.23 Here, again, we have the cockcrow 

– but this time it is not philosophy we find taking the shape of a rooster. Rather, it is specifically a Gallic cock, 

by which Marx means not philosophy but practice. Marx is invoking the rhetoric of the Young Hegelian 

tendency toward what Lars Lambrecht and Wolfgang Bunzel has described as a ‘symbolic topography’, 

meaning the identification of particular theoretical and ideological principles and positions with topographical 

signifiers. In this language of symbolic topography, ideological positions are transferred onto spatial 

demarcations and thereby “into a more broadly understood system of signs”.24 In the symbolic topography of 

Young Hegelianism, France was generally identified with the ‘practical’ principle, whereas Germany was 

identified with the ‘theoretical’, and England, following Moses Hess’s The European Triarchy (1838), with the 

‘social’ principle. In Marx’s crowing cock, Cieszkowski’s past and present—the purely practical and the purely 

theoretical—is thus brought together, mirroring the stated mission also seen in the title of the journal in which 

the essay was published: the Deutsch-Französische Jahrbücher, or ‘German-Franco Annals’, which Marx and 

Arnold Ruge published together in Paris in 1844. What is heralded in by Marx’s crowing cock is the future, in 

Cieszkowski’s sense. 

                                                           
22 Engels, Ludwig Feuerbach, 359. 
23 Karl Marx, “A Contribution to the Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right. Introduction”, in Early Writings, trans. 
Rodney Livingstone and Gregor Benton (London: Penguin Books, 1992), 257. 
24 Wolfgang Bunzel & Lars Lambrecht, “Group Formations and Divisions in the Young Hegelian School”, in Politics, 
Religion, Art. Hegelian Debates, ed. Douglas Moggach (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 2011), 37. 
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Written in 1843 and published in 1844, the essay also marks the beginning of Marx’s most intensely 

Feuerbachian period. Feuerbach himself had undergone a radical theoretical transformation since the early 

days of his doctoral dissertation and Thoughts on Death and Immortality. Following first a critique of Hegel in 

183925 and then his massively successful Essence of Christianity (1841)—“One must have experienced the 

liberating effect of this book for oneself to get an idea of it. Enthusiasm was universal: we were all Feuerbachians 

for a moment”, as Engels famously writes in the Feuerbach essay26—he began a project of establishing a ‘new 

philosophy’. The first salvo was a short piece entitled “The Necessity of a New Philosophy” (1842) in which it 

becomes apparent already in the opening lines that Feuerbach is continuing in the tradition of Cieszkowski: 

There is a qualitative difference between a new philosophy that falls into a common epoch with earlier 

philosophies and one that belongs entirely to an entirely new phase in the history of mankind.27 

According to Feuerbach, this ‘qualitative difference’ is determined by “the needs of the epoch”. A truly new 

philosophy corresponds to the different needs of a new epoch rather of simply being a development of the 

existing, old philosophy. This is the main difference between the Young and Old Hegelians (though he does 

not call them by those names): “Some feel the need to preserve the old and reject the new; others feel the need 

to translate the new into practice,” and whether one can really speak of a new epoch can only be determined 

from the perspective of the “need of the future”.28 

These epochs in the history of mankind can be distinguished by looking to religion, Feuerbach claims, and is 

thus not only staying with the theme of his own previous writings on Christianity but also following in the 

footsteps of Hegel, who saw religion as one of the central activities of Absolute Spirit, which could be used to 

mark out its development. Thus, the coming of Christ and the emergence of Christianity is what signals the 

transition from the Greco-Roman to the Germanic epoch and heralds in the possibility of the unification of 

particular and universal, or human and divine (cf. the discussion above). The Young Hegelians, however, put 

much more emphasis on this than Hegel ever did; in Moses Hess’s The Holy History of Mankind, the entire 

Hegelian philosophy of history is rewritten from the standpoint of Judaism, while Bruno Bauer, on the other 

hand, condemns Judaism as precisely an outmoded form of religion that corresponds to a historical epoch long 

                                                           
25 See, Ludwig Feuerbach, “Towards a Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy”, in The Fiery Brook, trans. Zawar Hanfi (London: 
Verso Books, 2012). 
26 Engels, Ludwig Feuerbach, 364. 
27 Ludwig Feuerbach, “The Necessity of a Reform of Philosophy”, in The Fiery Brook, trans. Zawar Hanfi (London: 
Verso Books, 2012), 145. 
28 Ludwig Feuerbach, “The Necessity of a Reform of Philosophy”, 146.  
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passé.29 The present epoch, Feuerbach tells us, is that of the downfall of Christianity, which no longer 

corresponds to either the practical or the theoretical needs of man30 – here, again, we have the link between the 

temporalities of history and the question of theory and practice. The ‘secret’ of speculative philosophy (i.e., 

Hegelianism), is theology, and as the perfection of the old type of philosophy Hegelianism has only perfected 

theoretical knowledge. Consequently, Christianity in its theologico-Hegelian form can also only tend to the 

theoretical side of human needs. The new philosophy, which corresponds to the needs of the future, must 

instead unite the theoretical and practical, which means that it must be “of German-Franco parentage”: 

Life and truth are, therefore, only to be where essence is united with existence, thought with sense-

perception, activity with passivity, and the scholastic ponderousness of German metaphysics with the anti-

scholastic, sanguine principle of French sensualism and materialism.31 

These principles are identified by Feuerbach with the brain and the heart, respectively, underlining his 

emerging radically naturalistic materialism, which by 1851 led him to argue that the 1848 revolutions would 

have been successful if only the German peasants had eaten more beans and less potatoes, since the starchy 

potatoes inhibited the brain, thus preventing them from reaching more mature levels of consciousness.32 

The new philosophy must unite theory and practice if is to correspond to man, because man is in himself 

such a unification of theory and practice, and any form of consciousness that claims otherwise is only an 

alienation of those same qualities – so, especially, religion. That God is love is only an alienated way of 

expressing the loving heart as an essential quality of man. Instead, the new philosophy “looks upon being—

being as given to us not only as thinking, but also as really existing being—as the object of being, as its own 

object”.33 A philosophy which does this will be the antithesis of the old philosophy, but only in this way will it 

be able to realise it and take it up in itself; the old philosophy was theology but also atheism, that is, it was 

religious in its form but had developed in its essence into anti-religion – the new philosophy must be atheist 

                                                           
29 Moses Hess, The Holy History of Mankind and Other Writings, trans. and ed. Shlomo Avineri (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2004),  
30 Feuerbach, “The Necessity of a Reform of Philosophy”, 147. 
31 Ludwig Feuerbach, “Preliminary Theses on the Reform of Philosophy”, in The Fiery Brook, ed. and trans. Zawar Hanfi 
(London: Verso Books, 2012), 165.  
32 Ludwig Feuerbach, “Die Naturwissenschaft und die Revolution”, in Anthropologischer Materialismus. Ausgewählte 
Schriften, vol. 2, ed. Alfred Schmidt (Frankfurt am Main: Europäische Verlagsanstalt, 1967). 
33 Ludwig Feuerbach, Principles of the Philosophy of the Future, in The Fiery Brook, ed. and trans. Zawar Hanfi (London: 
Verso Books, 2012), 225. 
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in its form so that it can be truly religious in its content, because the content of true religion is man.34 

Anthropology is the secret of religion.35 

As such, the new philosophy is the complete sublation of theology into anthropology in which all 

contradictions have been overcome,36 because it is not only the sublation in the brain (theory, Germany), but 

also in the heart (practice, France) – the new philosophy is, in other words, a post-theoretical praxis. It is a 

praxis which takes man—all of man—as its object, i.e., which takes man as an object not just as a particular 

individual but also as universal, meaning the species-being of man, precisely that which makes him something 

other than an animal.37 When man takes himself as object in art, religion, and philosophy, he unifies the 

particular and the universal in himself. As such, ‘the new philosophy’, meaning the post-theoretical praxis that 

corresponds to the needs of the future, is also the unification of particular and universal and therefore the 

realisation of man as species-being. 

Marx latches on to this identification of the new philosophy with practice, and to him the criticism of religion 

has been “essentially completed”, as he writes in the opening paragraph of his “Introduction”.38 Following 

Feuerbach’s critique, we now see that, 

man is no abstract being squatting outside the world. Man is the world of man, state, society. This state 

and this society produce religion, an inverted consciousness of the world, because they are an inverted 

world.39 

In fact, Marx is here expanding on Feuerbach’s analysis. With his critique of religion, Feuerbacch has shown 

how it is man’s own alienation, but this inversion (Verkehrung) Marx now claims is a double one: it is an 

inverted consciousness because theory mirrors an inverted world. It is thus not enough to criticise the inverted 

consciousness, as Feuerbach has done; one must also criticise the inverted world, and this is Marx’s project in 

his critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right (which he, following Hegel himself, sees as the most clear expression 

of the essence of the modern state40). In doing so, he is following in the footsteps of another Young Hegelian 

                                                           
34 Feuerbach, “Preliminary Theses on the Reform of Philosophy”, 173. 
35 Feuerbach, “Preliminary Theses on the Reform of Philosophy”, 153; Principles of the Philosophy of the Future, 177. 
36 Feuerbach, Principles of the Philosophy of the Future, 241. 
37 Feuerbach, Principles of the Philosophy of the Future, 242. 
38 Marx, “Introduction”, 243. 
39 Marx, “Introduction”, 244. 
40 David Leopold, The Young Karl Marx. German Philosophy, Modern Politics, and Human Flourishing (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2007), 32-34. 
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author, who had initiated a critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right a few years earlier (recall that Marx’s essay 

is ‘a contribution’ to the critique): Arnold Ruge. 

 

IV. 

As already mentioned, Marx’s essay was published in the short-lived journal Deutsch-Französische Jahrbücher 

which he and Arnold Ruge published together in Paris in 1844. Ruge had been a central figure in the Young 

Hegelian movement from the beginning. Together with Theodor Echtermeyer, he had founded and been the 

driving figure in the Hallische Jahrbücher, the all-important theoretical organ of the Young Hegelians. During 

the late 1830s and early 1840s, Ruge, who was originally an ardent supporter of the Prussian state, which he 

saw as uniquely poised to realise human freedom, had become a harsh critic of the same. In 1842, he published 

the essay “Hegel’s Philosophy of Right and the Politics of our Time”, in which he undertook an effort similar to 

that of Marx: to criticise the present condition through a critique of their condensation in the political 

philosophy of Hegel. 

Ruge opens the essay with the words, “Our times is political, and our politics intend the freedom of this 

world.”41 As we have also seen Feuerbach claim, Hegel’s philosophy was the most advanced formulation of the 

theoretical principle, but as such he remains at the theoretical, ‘Olympian’, standpoint from which everything 

seems at peace. But as soon as one shifts to the practical standpoint, Ruge says, 

To the irrationality of existing things, there enters unrest, dissatisfaction, the demand and the nasty 

ought [Sollen] of praxis. Now something must be done! (…) The standpoint of thinking is therefore now 

no longer abstract or one-sidedly theoretical, but is correct unity of thinking and willing. Only willing 

(that is to say, on the basis of rational insight) is real thinking.42 

In other words, both ‘standpoints’ are needed – both theory and practice. Again, praxis is the unity of thinking 

and action, and we thus have clear reminiscences of Cieszkowski. However, it is also a praxis forged through 

determinate negation: the criticism of irrationality (notice the clear reference to Hegel’s double dictum) is a 

historical criticism of specific and concrete historical phenomena: 

                                                           
41 Arnold Ruge, “Hegel’s ‘Philosophy of Right’ and the Politics of our Times”, in The Young Hegelians. An Anthology, ed. 
Lawrence S. Stepelevich (Amherst, NY: Humanity Books, 1999), 211. 
42 Ruge, “Politics of our Times”, 224. 
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The historical process is the relating of theory to the historical existences of Spirit; this relating is critique. 

Indeed, historical development itself is objective critique (…) This application of theory to existence is 

lacking in Hegel’s political thought.43 

And, Ruge continues, 

The French have already done this; they are thoroughly historical. In the French thinkers, Spirit is living 

and develops the world in its image. That is why their relevant critiques of the present have such a deep 

effect and discover the sensibility of which we Germans have no idea.44 

Again, as in Marx, as in Feuerbach, and as in Cieszkowski what is needed is the marriage of the French and the 

German principles. It is only by abstracting from this criticism, which is so much more profoundly expressed 

by the French, i.e., by practice, by abstracting from the historical movement itself and thus from the really 

existing states and politics, that theory is able to elevate itself to universal concepts or categories (Formen der 

Allgemeinheit) such as ‘state’, ‘family’, ‘property’, etc. as in Hegel. In this way, the Hegelian philosophy of right 

raises “existences or historical determinations to logical determination”.45 And theory must do so, it must 

abstract from historical reality in order to recede to the reconciliatory standpoint, because historical reality is 

itself critique. By the very fact of the existence of the irrational, the rational theory is criticised and vice versa). 

However, “only the critique of this existent is the pulse of development”,46 and so while Hegel’s Olympian 

abstractions might secure peace they also stifle development. Only through the criticism of the present 

conditions is it possible to unite concept and existence, not by sublating the existent into the concept but by 

incarnating the concept in existence. In other words, it is not the case that the real is rational, it is that the 

rational must become real. And—to return to where Ruge began, i.e., that the goal of politics is freedom—this 

is also identical with the future realisation of freedom, which philosophy, through determinate negation, is 

fully capable of projecting – no owls needed. This projection of the future by philosophy through evaluation 

of the historically determinate present is what critique is. 

When Marx introduces his own critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right, he is therefor not doing it in a vacuum 

– especially considering that Ruge was the co-editor of the journal, and that his essay had been widely 

                                                           
43 Ruge, “Politics of our Times”, 227. 
44 Ruge, “Politics of our Times”, 228. 
45 This very clearly echoes Feuerbach’s similar critique in the Essence of Christianity that Hegel hypostasises the qualities 
of man into absolute categories, thereby alienating man’s essence from himself. This critique is repeated by Marx in his 
critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right in the 1843 Kreuznach manuscripts. 
46 Ruge, “Politics of our Times”, 228. 
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disseminated and discussed. Marx also draws on many of the same themes, including those of critique and a 

Franco-German alliance, but in one respect his analysis is radically different than Ruge’s, namely on what is to 

constitute the subject of this future realisation of freedom. 

Both Feuerbach and Cieszkowski had seen a connection between a future realisation of freedom through 

some form of post-theoretical practice (praxis) on the one hand, and on the other hand the equivalent 

unification of particular and universal in what Cieszkowski calls “individuation as concrete totality and full 

unity”.47 As mentioned previously, to Feuerbach the individual is only something as a consequence of being 

cleaved off from a greater whole. To the early Feuerbach, this is still to be understood metaphysically: man is 

only a subject, not subjectivity itself, which is instead identified as Spirit. However, the Feuerbach (post 1839) 

whom Marx adopts is radical in his critique of precisely this kind of thinking. Like Ruge, he criticises it for 

being a hypostatisation ofactually appearing phenomena into abstract concepts: Spirit instead of man’s 

spirituality, subjectivity instead of man as subject, etc. But to a certain extent, he also sticks to his guns. Man 

is, he claims, only man through taking part in humanity as such, i.e., the human species-being. Man is precisely 

such a being that is able to take their own species as the object of their consciousness, and so the human species-

being  also becomes the complete subject-object, or, in Cieszkowski’s words, individuation as concrete totality 

and full unity. 

Ruge is not a Feuerbachian. To him, the unity of particular and universal is to be found in the political 

principle as such (though the subject which enters into this realised polity will also be the more real as a 

subject). But for Marx, the concept of species-being becomes central in the period around 1844. Even though 

it is not mentioned explicitly in the “Introduction”, it is to be found between the lines as well, having been 

applied wholeheartedly in the 1843 Kreuznach manuscript of Marx’s full criticism of Hegel for which the essay 

was presented as the preliminary introduction. The realisation of the practical and theoretical principle in 

praxis is a political revolution (because even though criticism is a weapon, “Clearly the weapon of criticism 

cannot replace the criticism of weapons”, as Marx writes48), but any such one is always conditioned on one 

class appearing as the entire society, i.e., that it takes on a universal character: 

                                                           
47 Cieszkowski, Gott und Palingenesie, 23-24. 
48 Marx, “Introduction”, 251. 
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that one part of civil society emancipates itself and attains universal domination, that one particular class 

undertakes from its particular station the universal emancipation of society. This class liberates the 

whole of society, but on condition that the whole of society finds itself in the same situation as the class.49 

This is the standpoint from which the universal subject must engage in a critique of the present German 

conditions in the mode of the French. In Marx’s words, the Germans have done only in thought what other 

nations have done in reality. In Germany, theory has moved beyond practice: through criticism—and especially 

Feuerbach’s criticism of religion—the inverted consciousness has been dispelled. But in politics, the inverted 

world still persists. And so, Marx cries, “war on the conditions in Germany! By all means!” and he continues: 

[The Germans] are below the level of history, they are beneath all criticism, but they remain an object of 

criticism, in the same way as the criminal who is beneath the level of humanity remains an object for the 

executioner. It is not a scalpel but a weapon. Its object is its enemy, which it aims not to refute but to 

destroy. For the spirit of these conditions is already refuted (…) Criticism itself does not require any 

further understanding of this object (…) [it] is no longer and end in itself, but simply a means. The 

essential force that moves it is indignation and its essential task is denunciation.50 

Criticism has already shown the present conditions in Germany to be irrational and therefor unreal— the new 

philosophy is already here—and in keeping with a distinctive Young Hegelian theme, that which is unreal 

should not simply be subsumed or sublated but completely destroyed.  

However, this destruction of the present condition, this revolution, is not possible in Germany because the 

kind of universal subject capable of playing the role of executioner. However, per historical necessity it can, 

must, and will appear, Marx claims. And (perhaps not surprisingly) this class, which can throw up its particular 

existence to universal emancipation, is the proletariat. The proletariat is the class that abolishes all classes; it is 

universal because its suffering is universal, and it demands no particular rights because it is not the subject of 

a particular but a universal denial of rights. The proletariat suffers a total loss of humanity, and therefore it is 

only through it that the total absolution of humanity can take place. The proletariat incarnates the praxis of 

the future: the weapons of critique cannot replace the criticism of weapons, and material force (Gewalt) must 

be conquered through material force, and that is precisely what appears in the proletariat: “Theory also 

                                                           
49 Marx, “Introduction”, 254. 
50 Marx, “Introduction”, 246. 
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becomes a material force once it has gripped the masses”.51 The proletariat is the unity of particular and 

universal because it is a particular class that is able to posit itself as the universal class, and its struggle is the 

realisation of post-theoretical praxis in the eschatological moment that heralds in the future: 

When the proletariat proclaims the dissolution of the existing world order, it is only declaring the secret 

of its own existence, for it is the actual dissolution of that order (…) Just as philosophy finds its material 

weapons in the proletariat, so the proletariat finds its intellectual weapons in philosophy; and once the 

lightning of thought has struck deeply into this virgin soil of the people, emancipation will transform 

the Germans into men.52 

The proletariat is not only the collective subject which embodies the unification of particular and universal, it 

is likewise in and of itself the unification of theory and practice. As such, the ‘dissolution of the existing world 

order’ by the proletariat is in itself praxis, i.e., the post-theoretical practice of the future described by 

Cieszkowski, and this praxis is in itself the heralding in of the future—the French cock crowing in the German 

dawn—and the critique of the present conditions in the guise of history itself, as Ruge had said. This also makes 

it more clear what it is Marx and Engels means when they write four years later, in the so-called ‘German 

ideology’ manuscripts that, “Communism is for us not a state of affairs which is to be established, an ideal to 

which reality [will] have to adjust itself. We call communism the real movement which abolishes the present 

state of things.”53 

In both Marx and Ruge, then, we see a repetition of the link between the problem of universal and particular 

and history, which also means the future. If the criticism of the existing irrational, i.e., the concrete historical 

demonstration of this irrationality itself, shows that the realisation of the unification of particular and universal 

has not yet taken place, that also demonstrates the relevance of the future as an analytical category for political 

philosophy, as for philosophy as such. Despite the differences over details like the identification of the 

historically bearing subject, this is a defining feature of Young Hegelian political thought: freedom must be 

realised in the future; the universal and the particular must be unified in the future; philosophy itself must be 

                                                           
51 Marx, “Introduction”, 251. 
52 Marx, “Introduction”, 256-257. 
53 Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, The German Ideology, in Karl Marx Frederick Engels Collected Works, vol. 5, Marx 
and Engels 1845-1847 (London: Lawrence and Wishart, 1976), 49; Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, [Konvolut zu 
Feuerbach], Ms-S. 1 bis 29, in Karl Marx Friedrich Engels Gesamtausgabe (MEGA), vol. I.5, Deutsche Ideologie 
Manuskripte und Drucke (Berlin: De Gruyter Akademie Forschung, 2018), 37. 
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sublated into practice in the future – meaning that it must become praxis. As such, to the Young Hegelians 

philosophy becomes politics. 
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