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INTRODUCTION: THE YOUNG MARX AND A
REVOLUTIONARY TEXT

In the spring of 1844, a twenty-six-year-old Karl Marx sat in his
Paris apartment, filling notebooks with a torrent of ideas. He had
recently left Germany, disillusioned by censorship and drawn to
the revolutionary ferment of the French capital.  The notes he
produced during that feverish period were never published in his
lifetime. They remained hidden for nearly a century, gathering
dust  in  the  archives  of  the  German Social  Democratic  Party.
When  they  finally  appeared  in  1932,  under  the  title  Marx
Economic  And  Philosophic  Manuscripts  Of  1844,  they
caused a seismic shift in how scholars understood the father of
scientific socialism. Here was a Marx who spoke not only of class
struggle and capital but of alienation, human essence, and the
aching desire for a world where labor could be an act of creative
fulfillment.  These  manuscripts  remain  one  of  the  most  intimate
and philosophically rich entries into the mind of the young Marx,
offering  a  bridge  between  his  early  Hegelian  idealism  and  the
mature  critique  of  political  economy that  would  culminate  in
Capital.

For  anyone seeking to understand Marxism not merely as an
economic doctrine but as a deeply humanistic philosophy, the
Marx Economic And Philosophic Manuscripts Of 1844 are
essential reading. They reveal Marx wrestling with the alienation
inherent in capitalist production, sketching an ethical vision of
communism  as  the  "genuine  resolution  of  the  conflict  between
man and nature."  This  article  provides a comprehensive walk
through  the  historical  context,  core  themes,  and  lasting
significance  of  this  foundational  text.

HISTORICAL CONTEXT: PARIS IN 1844 AND THE BIRTH
OF A CRITIQUE

The Move from Germany to
Paris
By 1844, Marx had already become a radical journalist and editor
of  the  Rheinische  Zeitung,  a  liberal  newspaper  in  Cologne.
Prussian authorities, alarmed by his incendiary critiques of press
censorship and the plight of the poor, shut the paper down. Marx
left  for  Paris,  then a haven for  political  exiles,  socialists,  and
utopian thinkers.  In  Paris  he  met  Friedrich  Engels,  began his
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lifelong  collaboration,  and  plunged  into  the  works  of  French
socialists like Fourier, Proudhon, and Saint-Simon. He also read
deeply in the British economists—Adam Smith,  David Ricardo,
James Mill.
The Marx Economic And Philosophic Manuscripts Of 1844
were  the  product  of  this  intense  intellectual  cross-pollination.
They  represent  Marx's  first  systematic  attempt  to  combine
German  philosophy,  French  socialism,  and  English  political
economy into a coherent whole. The manuscripts were written
with no thought of publication; they were raw notes for himself,
which lends them an unfiltered, exploratory energy.

The Hegelian Inheritance
and Feuerbach’s Inversion
Marx  was  educated  in  the  tradition  of  German  idealism,
especially  the  thought  of  G.W.F.  Hegel.  Hegel  had  described
history as  the unfolding of  Spirit  (Geist)  through a dialectical
process of  self-alienation and return.  But  Hegel’s  system was
idealist: he located the driving force in consciousness and ideas.
The young Hegelians, including Ludwig Feuerbach, turned Hegel
on  his  head.  Feuerbach  argued  that  God  is  nothing  but  the
projection of human essence onto a heavenly being—religion is
the alienated self-consciousness of humanity. Marx, inspired by
Feuerbach’s materialism, extended this critique from religion to
the entire economic and political  order.  The Marx Economic
And  Philosophic  Manuscripts  Of  1844  are  the  laboratory

where this extension takes place.

STRUCTURE AND CONTENT OF THE MANUSCRIPTS

The  notebooks  that  constitute  the  Marx  Economic  And
Philosophic  Manuscripts  Of  1844  are  fragmentary  and
disorganized. They run from April to August of 1844. Three main
manuscripts have survived, each exploring a different facet of the
critique of political economy and society. They are often referred
to by the headings later editors gave them.

First Manuscript: Estranged
Labor
The  most  celebrated  section  is  the  first  manuscript,  which
introduces  the  concept  of  alienated or  estranged labor.  Marx
begins with the facts of classical political economy: wages are
determined  by  the  competition  among  workers  and  between
workers and capitalists. The worker becomes a commodity, and
the  more  he  produces,  the  cheaper  he  becomes.  Marx  then
identifies four forms of alienation under capitalism:

Alienation from the product: The object the worker1.
produces does not belong to him. It confronts him as an
alien, independent power. The more he produces, the more
the world of objects—capital—grows at his expense.
Alienation from the process of production: The act of2.
labor itself becomes external to the worker. He does not
affirm himself in his work but denies himself. He works only
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out of compulsion, not desire. His labor is forced, not free.
Alienation from species-being: For Marx, the human3.
species is defined by free, conscious productive activity.
Under capitalism, labor becomes merely a means to
physical survival. The worker’s essence—his capacity for
creative, universal production—is reduced to a miserable
tool.
Alienation from other humans: When the product of4.
labor belongs to another person, that person—the
capitalist—appears as a hostile power. Alienation therefore
structures social relations as conflictual and exploitative.

This  analysis  in  the  Marx  Economic  And  Philosophic
Manuscripts Of 1844 is both economic and deeply moral. Marx
is not merely describing how capitalism works; he is indicting it
for dehumanizing us. The language is fiery and poetic, full of the
pathos of a young thinker discovering the gap between human
potential and the brutal reality of industrial society.

Second Manuscript: The
Relation of Private Property
to Communism
The second manuscript is shorter and more fragmentary, but it
deepens the critique by connecting alienated labor  to private
property.  Private  property,  Marx  argues,  is  not  the  cause  of

alienated  labor  but  its  consequence.  In  a  famous  dialectical
inversion, he states that at first, alienated labor produces private
property, and then private property reinforces alienated labor.
This sets up the need for a revolutionary transformation. Marx
begins to sketch a critique of various forms of socialism: crude
communism,  which  abolishes  private  property  but  only
generalizes  poverty  and  envy;  and  a  higher,  humanistic
communism that goes beyond the abolition of property to the
recovery of the human essence.

Third Manuscript: Critique
of Hegel’s Dialectic and
Philosophy in General
The longest and most philosophically dense section is the third
manuscript. Here Marx explicitly confronts Hegel, praising him for
grasping the self-creation of  man as a dialectical  process but
criticizing him for being idealist and abstract. Hegel, according to
Marx,  sees alienation only in the realm of consciousness—the
object  is  an  alienated  expression  of  Spirit,  which  must  be
reabsorbed  through  knowledge.  For  Marx,  real  alienation  is
material: it exists in the economic world. Overcoming alienation
cannot  be  a  purely  philosophical  act;  it  requires  a  practical,
revolutionary overturning of the social order. This section also
contains the famous passage on communism as "the genuine
resolution  of  the  conflict  between man and nature  and between
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man and man." It is a vision of a society where each person's
labor  is  an  expression  of  human  essence,  freely  given  and
socially recognized.

KEY CONCEPTS IN THE 1844 MANUSCRIPTS

Species-Being
(Gattungswesen)
Taking  a  term from Feuerbach,  Marx  uses  "species-being"  to
denote  the  essential  nature  of  humans  as  a  species.  Unlike
animals, who are identical with their life-activity, humans make
their life-activity an object of will and consciousness. We produce
universally,  freely,  and according to  the standards of  beauty.
Capitalism, however, reduces this universal capacity to a mere
survival  mechanism.  The  Marx  Economic  And  Philosophic
Manuscripts  Of  1844  argue  that  a  truly  human  existence
requires the restoration of species-being through the abolition of
forced labor and private property.

Alienation as a Social
Condition
Alienation is  not  a  feeling of  estrangement  or  anomie in  the
modern sense; for Marx it is an objective condition rooted in the
structure of capitalist production. It is the process by which the

products  of  human  labor  become  independent  forces  that
dominate  their  producers.  This  concept  gave  rise  to  a  rich
tradition  of  Marxist  humanism,  which  saw  the  critique  of
alienation as central to Marx’s entire project.

Positive Communism
The manuscripts offer a utopian—but not merely visionary—vision
of  communism.  Marx  explicitly  distances  himself  from "crude
communism," which he derides as the generalization of private
property  (everyone  a  miser,  everyone  a  worker).  Instead,  he
posits a form of communism that is "the complete return of man
to himself  as  a  social  being" and the "true recreation of  the
nature of man." This positive communism is not a distant ideal
but a historical movement that abolishes the present state of
things.

THE UNFINISHED NATURE OF THE MANUSCRIPTS AND
THEIR REDISCOVERY

Marx dropped these notebooks abruptly in August 1844. We do
not know why—perhaps because he shifted to writing the Holy
Family with Engels, or because he felt the need for more rigorous
economic study. The notebooks were never published, and Marx
never returned to them. When his daughter Eleanor entrusted his
papers to Eduard Bernstein and Karl Kautsky, the manuscripts
were largely ignored. It was only with the Moscow publication of
the  Marx-Engels  Gesamtausgabe  (MEGA)  in  1932  that  they
became widely available. Their appearance electrified intellectual
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circles, especially in the wake of Stalinism. The Marx Economic
And  Philosophic  Manuscripts  Of  1844  offered  a  Marx  who
seemed more concerned with human nature and liberation than
with deterministic laws of history. This sparked decades of debate
between humanist and structuralist interpretations of Marxism.

LEGACY AND INFLUENCE

The Humanist Marxism of
the 20th Century
Philosophers  like  Erich  Fromm,  Herbert  Marcuse,  and  Lucien
Goldmann  seized  upon  the  manuscripts  to  argue  for  an
existentialist  or  ethical  Marxism.  Fromm’s  1961  book  Marx’s
Concept of Man relied heavily on the 1844 writings to present
Marx as a philosopher of love, creativity, and freedom—a thinker
who wanted to heal the wounds of alienation. This interpretation
was contested by Louis Althusser, who viewed the manuscripts as
pre-Marxist  and  still  mired  in  humanist  ideology.  Althusser
identified  an  "epistemological  break"  around  1845,  after  which
Marx  supposedly  abandoned  such  philosophical  language  for
hardheaded  science.  However,  the  debate  itself  testifies  to  the
enduring  power  of  the  Marx  Economic  And  Philosophic
Manuscripts Of  1844  to  provoke deep questions  about  the
meaning of Marx’s work.

Influence on Critical Theory
and Sociology
The concept of alienation, elaborated in the manuscripts, became
foundational for the Frankfurt School of critical theory. Herbert
Marcuse’s One-Dimensional Man and Erich Fromm’s writings on
alienation  in  modern  society  owe  a  clear  debt  to  the  1844
manuscripts.  In  sociology,  the  manuscripts  offered  a  vocabulary
for analyzing work and meaning in advanced capitalism—from
the  assembly  line  to  the  knowledge  economy.  Even  today,
discussions of the "gig economy" and workplace burnout often
echo Marx’s descriptions of labor that impoverishes the soul.

Impact on Aesthetics and
Psychology
Because the manuscripts speak of producing according to the
laws of beauty and of the senses as theoreticians, they have
influenced  Marxist  aesthetics  (e.g.,  Georg  Lukács,  Ernst  Fischer)
and psychological approaches to work and creativity. The idea
that labor can be a free, self-fulfilling activity rather than a chore
has inspired utopian visions of  work and play throughout the
twentieth century.
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READING THE MANUSCRIPTS TODAY: RELEVANCE AND
CRITIQUE

Some  critics  dismiss  the  Marx  Economic  And  Philosophic
Manuscripts Of 1844 as juvenilia—the work of a Hegelian Marx
who had not yet arrived at the mature theory of surplus value
and  historical  materialism.  Others  argue  that  these  youthful

writings  contain  the  hidden  moral  core  of  all  Marx’s  later
economic analyses. The manuscripts are also criticized for their
essentialism:  the  notion  of  a  fixed  "human  essence"  can  seem
naive  after  a  century  of  social  constructionism  and  post-
structuralism. Yet the power of the manuscripts lies precisely in
their  aspiration.  They give  theoretical  form to  a  longing  that
capitalism cannot satisfy: the desire to work creatively, to


