
285   Etica & Politica / Ethics & Politics, XXVII, 2025, 1, pp. 285-299 

 ISSN: 1825-5167 

 

MARXõS ANTHROPOLOGIES? 
A DIALOGUE WITH MICHAEL HEINRICH õS 
WISSENSCHAFT VOM WERT 

GABRIELE SCHIMMENTI  

Department of Philosophy, Communication, and Performing Arts 
Roma Tre University 

gabriele.schimmenti@uniroma3.it 
 

 

A B S TR AC T  

My article aims to problematize the idea of a break between Marx and anthropologism, as 

proposed by Michael Heinrich in his important text Die Wissenschaft vom Wert. I will deal with 

Heinrichõs argument that Marx, from 1845 onward, developed a new non-anthropological and 

non-essentialist conception. Instead, I will tentatively suggest that while Marxõs position is non-

essentialist, it remains ôanthropologicalõ in a certain sense.  
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Die Revolution, die hier nicht ihr Ende, sondern ihren 

organisatorischen Anfang findet, ist keine kurzatmige Revolution. 

(...) Es [Das jetzige Geschlecht ð G.S.] hat nicht nur eine neue 

Welt zu erobern, es muß untergehen, um den Menschen Platz 

zu machen, die einer neuen Welt gewachsen sind1. 

(K. Marx, Die Klassenkämpfe in Frankreich 1848 bis 1850) 

1. INTRODUCTION 

At least from Althusserõs groundbreaking writings onwards2, Marx studies have 

to address the issue of the relationship between Marxõs thought and his conception 

or rejection of humanism. This is, of course, no small matter, since this issue has a 

crucial impact on the identification of emancipatory subjectivities, or of concepts 

capable of bringing new perspectives of freedom into play. Obviously, this debate ð 

or at least the vindication of the alliance between Marxism and humanism ð has 

origins that go back further in the history of Marxism (one might recall Franz 

 
1 òThe revolution, which finds here not its end, but its organisational beginning, is no short -lived 

revolution. (é) It [the present generation] has not only a new world to conquer, it must go under in 

order to make room for the men who are able to cope with a new worldó (MECW 10, p. 117).  
2 Althusser (1965; 1965b). 
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Mehring or György Lukács, but also Herbert Marcuse or György Márkus). 

However, the aim of my article is not to discuss this issue in the history of Marxism 

or in the reception of Marxõs thought, but to interrogate the relationship between 

Marx and humanism from the recent praiseworthy Italian translation of Michael 

Heinrichõs Wissenschaft vom Wert3. I must confess that thinking along the lines, 

but also outside the lines of Heinrichõs text is not an easy task for me. Essentially 

for one main reason: because my reading of Marx has been profoundly influenced 

by the Wissenschaft vom Wert. The monetary theory of value, the idea of a 

nachträgliche Vergesellschaftung, the anti-dogmatic and philological method 

adopted by Heinrich are just some of the elements that make me sympathetic to 

that approach and which I would like to briefly mention here4. For this reason, the 

reflection I do in this essay of a certain aspect of Heinrichõs discourse does represent 

in some ways a reconsideration I do of a certain aspect of Marxõs interpretation that 

I endorse.  

In this paper, I argue that the break with anthropologism in Marxõs thought 

during the years 1845ð46 can be traced by reconstructing, from the perspective of 

conceptual history (Begriffsgeschichte), the concepts of Humanismus and 

Menschheit. This approach reveals that Marx sought to abandon a particular 

semantics (and essentialist conception) of the term òhumanó in favor of a non-

essentialist one. This new semantics, whose primary characteristic I identify with the 

concept of self-determination, fulfills multiple functions: while emphasizing an 

empirical generalization, it simultaneously acts both as a òpolitical operatoró, as it 

has been termed, that is a concept capable of articulating ever-expanding forms of 

universalization in qualitative or, as they have been called, insurgent5 terms. 

Nevertheless, this concept of the human could be also assessed both as remaining 

entangled in the theoretical field of political economy, but also as an overcoming of 

a naturalistic and essentialist conception of human beings ð and thus a critique 

directed against the Young Hegelian positions ð as well as a further positive 

modulation of the same concept. In other words, Marx would transcend essential 

anthropologism to establish a new form of political anthropologism. As I mentioned 

above, I will draw on the conceptual history (Begriffsgeschichte) of the German 

terms by which humanism has been defined (Menschheit, Humanismus, 

Humanität), hoping in this way to further problematize the concept of the human 

in Marxõs thought. I will argue my thesis in the following steps: in a first step (§ 2), I 

 
3 This is an important project, for which both Stefano Breda and Riccardo Bellofiore are to be 

thanked ð but thanks are also due for involving me in this symposium. 
4 Heinrichõs interpretation of Marxõs effort to transcend the theoretical field of classical political 

economy aligns closely with two other significant works by Roberto Fineschi (2021; 2024). 
5 Tomba (2019, pp. 14-15) speaks of òpolitical operatoró: òWomen, the poor, and slaves have 

instead acted as the excess of the term òmanó with respect to the law and to every essentialist definition 

of the human. In their praxis, the concept of òhommeó has become a political operator capable of 

disordering the existing orderó. 
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will show in what terms Heinrichõs perspective can be called anti-humanist or better 

said, òanti-anthropologistó. In a second one (§ 3), I will summarise the conceptual 

history (Begriffsgeschichte) of the concepts of Humanismus and Menschheit, trying 

to show the main differences between them. In the third section (§ 4), I will provide 

a brief examination of how these terms appear in Marxõs works, aiming to highlight 

key conceptual tensions within his reflections. However, it is worth noting that this 

essay does not claim to provide an exhaustive interpretation of Marxõs trajectory; 

rather, it positions itself as a working framework and an open laboratory for further 

researches. Finally, I will conclude (§ 5) by asking whether the perspective I argue 

can be integrated or not into Heinrichõs readings.    

 2. BEYOND MARXõS ANTHROPOLOGY 

According to Heinrich, the radical epistemological novelty of Marxõs thought is 

the break with the theoretical field of political economy. This is why it should always 

be kept in mind that Marxõs reflection is a critique of political economy. By 

theoretical field, Heinrich means òa series of assumptions, mostly unexplained but 

considered self-evidentó that underlie various problematics, i.e. òthe structure of a 

discourse, which generates certain kinds of questions and excludes othersó. Taking 

this into account, òMarxõs critique of political economy does not simply present 

itself as a new theory or a new problematic in the history of economic thought, but 

rather as a critique of the theoretical field from which the various theories of classical 

economics derivedó6. Heinrich argues in the first part of the volume ð which is not 

by chance dedicated to Marxõs òanthropologicaló perspective ð that different 

problematics are present in classical economics on the one hand, and in vulgar 

economists and marginalism on the other. Underneath these different problematics 

lies the same theoretical field of bourgeois society and thus of bourgeois economics, 

which is characterised by four defining elements, which Heinrich summarises with 

the terms a) anthropologism, b) individualism, c) ahistoricity and, finally, d) 

empiricism. According to Heinrich, anthropologism presupposes an essence of the 

human being, òa specific natural framework of the human being, composed of 

instincts, needs, and, above all, a particular form of rationalityó7. To essentialist 

anthropologism is thus linked individualism, that is, the idea of a society conceived 

as being composed of individual atoms, each bearing the human essence. Both of 

these aspects (anthropologism and individualism) lead to ahistoricism, meaning that 

bourgeois thought and political economy conceive socialization as either adequate 

or inadequate to this natural human essence. Heinrich argues this idea of a break 

 
6 Heinrich (2023), pp. 105-107; my transl. Obviously, Heinrichõs epistemological perspective is 

clearly indebted, even at the terminological level, to Althusserõs reflections from the 1960s. For 

clarification regarding Heinrichõs Althusserian influences see Morfino (2023). 
7 Heinrich (2023), p. 170; my transl.; see also p. 210.   
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with the anthropological element of the theoretical field of political economy in the 

second part of the volume (chapters 3 and 4), where he discusses the still 

anthropological critique of the young Marx and the gradual gaining ground of the 

crisis of such conception. I agree with Heinrichõs reconstruction of the crisis of 

Marxõs early essentialist conception. This essentialist conception embodied in the 

concepts of alienation (of a human essence) and Gattungswesen was indebted to 

Feuerbach. Marx emancipated from that naturalistic concept of essence, even 

though he gained from Feuerbach the idea of the human being primarily constituted 

by material needs and sensibility ð in a certain sense, the reversal of the hierarchy 

of the anthropological faculties according to German idealism8. The recognition of 

the historical and social character of the human being allowed him to break with a 

naturalistic and essentialist conception of it.  It is not possible here to retrace all the 

textual evidence on the basis of which Heinrich develops his interpretation of a 

break, to be located in 1845-1846, with the anthropological point of view. To briefly 

summarize, it can be mentioned, that a crisis of the anthropological and essentialist 

point of view emerges in 1845, but it solidifies in 1846. We read in fact with regard 

to the Draft of an Article on Friedrich Listõs Book Das nationale System der 

politischen Oekonomie (1845): 

It is true that Marx speaks with great emphasis about the òhumanó [...]. However, 

with such expressions, he no longer refers to an original human essence and its loss 

through alienation, but rather to the possibilities offered by industry once it is no 

longer conducted in the interest of òcommodity exchangeó but in the interest of 

human beings. In any case, although Marx strives to no longer argue within the 

discursive framework of òhuman essenceó and òalienationó, his emphasis on the 

òhumanó still places him on the threshold of an essentialist framework9. 

Heinrich correctly demonstrates how, in the Theses on Feuerbach and The 

German Ideology, there is a radical critique of essentialism and the concept of 

òhumanó (essence), by discussing the stages of the transition towards the conception 

of human as an òensemble of the social relationsó10. In such formulation, one can 

read Marxõs critique of his own earlier anthropological positions. Heinrich then 

critiques those authors (Sève, Braun) who have reduced the critique of 

anthropologism in the sixth thesis on Feuerbach to a mere critique of Feuerbachõs 

naturalism, identifying in Marx a lingering essentialist notion of the human tied to 

the historicity11. As I shall demonstrate, the issue of historicity, while relevant, is at 

 
8 Feuerbach overturns the predominance of the so-called theoretical senses, assigning greater 

significance to touch and taste. I hinted at that in Schimmenti (2025). 
9 Heinrich (2023), p. 221; my transl. 
10 MECW, 5, p. 4; MEGA

2
, IV/3, p. 19.  

11 Heinrich (2023), p. 228. 
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least complementary to the element of autonomy and the idea of the (self-

)construction of the human in this second phase12.  

3. HUMANISMUS AND/OR MENSCHHEIT 

By adopting a conceptual-historical approach, it becomes possible to trace and 

examine the various differentiations within the concept of the human. For this 

reason, it is appropriate here to discuss some central conceptual passages in the 

historical semantics of words such as Humanismus, Humanität or Menschheit. The 

development of this semantics shows the simultaneous coexistence of two 

competing trajectories of the concept of the human: on the one hand, the human 

understood as a natural essence, a Naturwesen, and on the other the human meant 

as a being capable of self-determination, i.e. as a historical, autonomous being ð that 

is to say, capable of giving itself its own law (self-determining). In this second case, 

the nature of the human being is redefined within the relationship of self-

determination. Hans Erich Bödeker, in his entry of the Geschichtliche 

Grundbegriffe on the concepts of òMenschheit, Humanität, Humanismusó, 

explained the differentiations and òdevelopmentsó of these concepts in detail. I will 

therefore briefly summarise some key passages of this process hereinafter.  

First, it is worth noting that the semantics of the concept of Menschheit do not 

immediately align with those of Humanismus or Humanität. The Latin term 

humanitas will be introduced in German in XVI century with the term òhumanitetó 

and then it will become in XVII century the word òHumanitªtó. The term 

Humanismus, instead, is a neologism that emerged in the pedagogical discussions 

around 1800 and then migrated to the Vormärz debate13, an issue I shall briefly 

discuss later. The term Menschheit, on the other hand, while coming from a 

semantics closely related to theology which connected the concept of the human to 

creatural naturality, emancipates itself from this background to emphasise the 

element of human self-determination14. Bödeker, thus, examines, broadly 

speaking, the process of the emergence of a Kollektivbegriff which since the 19
th

 

century has teleologically oriented the praxis of human subjectivities. For the sake 

of argumentation, it is not necessary to retrace the particular moments in the 

ôdevelopmentõ of these concepts; however, it must be said that clearly such a history 

is in many respects multifaceted and non-univocal. Clearly over a long period of 

time the term has been used by different social classes to defend or expand their 

own interests. Nevertheless, it is possible to indicate some substantial moments of 

 
12 As I argued above, this is no small matter if one considers that the political epitome of this 

transition could be observed when in June 1847 the League of Communists ð first League of the Just 

ð modified the motto òAlle Menschen sind Br¿deró to òProletarier aller Lªnder, vereinigt euch!ó. 
13 Bödeker (1982), p. 1064. 
14 Bödeker (1982), p. 1063. 
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transition. For example, by the end of the 17th century and throughout the 18th 

century, the term began to emancipate itself from the aristocratic naturalistic 

horizon in which it was used and became a concept through which the bourgeoisie 

sought to distance and emancipate itself from estate-based society. This will lead to 

the separation of the previously conjoined concepts of òhumanityó and òroyalty,ó 

contributing to a critique of the supposed natural differences promoted by the 

aristocratic ideology of the ancien régime15. Precisely in the second half of the 18th 

century, the concept of humanity takes on an emancipatory function. Although still 

bound to the concept of nature, it increasingly begins to be understood in relation 

to concepts such as self-determination, capacity for refinement, perfectibility and so 

on. The concept of Menschheit thus moves away from the description of a 

(naturalistic) condition (Zustand) and begins to be understood as a task (Aufgabe) 

or a project, before becoming a collective concept. Bödeker correctly recognizes 

here the òsyndrome of a bourgeoisly conceived subjectivityó16.  It takes over the idea 

of human being as a self-determining human being whose end is himself or herself 

(Kant)17. If the reference to an ôAristotelianõ naturality collapses, then the 

temporality proper to human beings expands from the space of individual life to 

that of society and history: òMenschheit becomes the linguistic expression of the 

historical process of becoming humanó18. It was only in the final third of the 18
th

 

century that the term Humanität began to be used synonymously with Menschheit 

19. Even at the end of the century, the former term was connoted by semantics 

related to aristocratic conception. It should be noted that when the two semantics 

conflated, the noun Mensch served as the term for both Humanität and 

Menschheit. However, a point to be stressed is that it was through the coexistence 

of two concepts ð letõs say roughly one ancient and one modern concept of the 

human ð that the bourgeoisie was able to criticize the ancien régime. On the one 

hand, from a naturalistic perspective, the absolute monarch could be criticized 

because the sovereign and the subject shared the same nature, so the former should 

not have any privilege. On the other hand, however, the criticism moved on the 

side of the result and not the origin. In other words, the logical chain can be 

summarized as follows: if the human being is characterized by perfectibility, so to 

speak, then his (or her) merits will define him (or her); the sovereign will therefore 

have to prove that he is sovereign through his own efforts and not by natural 

privilege. But the sovereign is sovereign by natural privilege and not by his merits. 

While on the one hand, the former critique centered on the shared natural essence 

 
15 Bödeker (1982), pp. 1077-1078. 
16 Bödeker (1982), p. 1079; my transl. 
17 I keep òhimselfó and òherselfó more to respect what seems to me to be the spirit of the Kantian 

discourse, rather than the letter. 
18 Bödeker (1982), p. 1081; my transl. 
19 Herderõs writings are situated precisely in this temporal rift. 
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of humanity between monarch and subject, in the latter case, it shifts toward the 

shared capacity for self-determination. But this capacity of self-determination was 

considered a natural property (the essence) of the human being and not a collective 

political practice, ending therefore in a logical short-circuit. As I shall examine later, 

Marx seeks to disentangle (political) self-determination, in the sense I will discuss, 

from its essentialist and theoreticist distortion.  

In any case, starting from the concept of freedom as autonomy formulated by 

Kant, one could read the reflections of Schiller and German idealism, which 

nonetheless seek to overcome the Kantian dualism between sensibility and reason, 

between nature and freedom, and emphasize the political and social aspect of the 

concept of humanity. One should consider that in a germinal phase of German 

idealism, the concept of humanity is even used to make a critique of the State20.  

For this reason, the emancipatory potential of the concept of the human has been 

considered dangerous by conservative thought at the end of 18
th

 and at the beginning 

of 19
th

 century. Conservative critiques on the one hand address the universal nature 

of the concept of the human, and on the other emphasize the humanõs inability to 

change his nature, i.e., a critique against the human beingõs capacity for self-

determination and perfection21.   

As I mentioned above, the concept of Menschheit should be differentiated from 

that of Humanismus. The latter concept emerged around 1800 within pedagogical 

debates. Niethammer coins it in opposition to òPhilantropinismusó (or 

òRealismusó) to defend the study of ancient languages in the German educational 

system22 ð but more generally whether education should focus on the theoretical or 

òabstractó side (Humanismus), or consider more strictly the applicational or 

òpracticaló side (Realismus). Obviously, such issue was largely related to the 

German concepts of Bildung and Erziehung.  However, alongside the pedagogical 

employment, the term began to be included in the political debate, for example by 

prominent Young Hegelians such as Arnold Ruge, but also by Ludwig Feuerbach, 

who conflated the two semantics. Hakkarainen has shown how the journalistic 

debate contributed to the semantic shift from the field of pedagogy to the field of 

politics, also exhibiting how the concept experienced a significant expansion in the 

 
20 òFrom nature I come to the works of man (Menschenwerke). First of all the idea of humanity 

(die Idee der Menschheit). I want to show that there is no more an idea of the state than there is an 

idea of the machine, because the state is something mechanical. Only that which is an object of 

freedom can be called an idea. We must therefore go beyond the State! For every state must treat 

free human beings as if they were cogs in a machine; but that it should not do; therefore it would 

cease to exist. You can see for yourself that here all ideas, for example that of eternal peace, are only 

subordinate ideas of a higher idea. At the same time I want to lay down here the principles for a 

history of humanity, and to expose down to the bone the whole miserable apparatus of state, 

constitution, government, and legislationó (Anon [Hegel, Hºlderlin, Schelling ?] 1996,  3ð4). 

Obviously, the three potential authors of the manuscript do not have the bourgeois state in mind. 
21 Bödeker (1982), pp. 1102-1107. 
22 Niethammer (1808). 
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concepts of the philosophical tradition. In fact, Marx shifts the òholy Humanusó 

into the realm of politics, while playing between the religious and the secular 

meanings of the term27. In my view, this suggests that Marx, even in his early years, 

reflects on the concept of the human within the context of politics and society. 

However, it is, in my opinion, undeniable that the young Marx still adopts 

Feuerbachõs essentialist conceptualization of the human. 

A terminological aspect that emerges from the study of Marxõs texts is that, while 

the term òhumanismó (Humanismus) is used positively until approximately the mid-

1840s, after which it is gradually abandoned and strongly criticized, the same cannot 

be said for the term Menschheit, which reappears several times in Marxõs work, 

even within his critique of political economy, where Marx speaks for instance of a 

òEntwicklungsgeschichte der Menschheitó, a òhistory of the development of 

humanityó28. If that is the case, it is then necessary to understand which is the 

meaning of the terms Mensch and Menschheit in the writings on the critique of 

political economy.  

If one looks at the terms Humanität and Humanismus, one can easily notices 

how in the Holy Family Marx even go so far as to speak of a ôrealer Humanismusõ29 

and to equate Humanismus with communism and to a fully developed naturalism 

(vollendeter Naturalismus)30 in the Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts from 

1844. Correctly, Heinrich notices how from 1845 onwards, Marx begins to 

explicitly criticise essentialist positions. Nevertheless, I contend that Marxõs critique 

of òhumanismó is referring to the essentialist framework of some Young Hegelians 

and, therefore, also to his own previous essentialism. In particular Feuerbach had 

defended the idea of an essence of men intended as a sum of properties, which 

were transhistorical. In the Theses on Feuerbach, Marx still accepts the idea of an 

essence of the human being, but such essence is now the òensemble of the social 

relationshipsó, as I already mentioned. And Marx can still affirm that the standpoint 

of the new materialism is the òhuman societyó (menschliche Gesellschaft) or the 

òsocial humanityó (gesellschaftliche Menschheit). Nevertheless, Marx becomes 

gradually aware of the fact that the concept of Wesen is ambiguous and does not 

fully allow to think human as historically determined, until he finally abandons such 

concept. Heinrich acknowledges that òWhen Marx defines ôthe ensemble of social 

relationsõ or ôthe sum of productive forces, capitals, and forms of social relationsõ as 

 
27 See Schimmenti (2019). In fact, in the passage of the Debates, where the mention of the òholy 

Humanusó appears, Marx uses Hegelõs concept of ògeistige Tierreichó. For a different reading of the 

relationship between this concept in Goethe and Hegel, see Donougho (1982). 
28 MEGA

2
, II/10, p. 73. In the new English translation of Marxõs Capital one can read: òhistory of 

human developmentó (Marx (2024), p. 51). Moreover, assuming hypothetically what is reported in 

the Bekenntnisse to be true, one should remember that Marxõs favourite maxim was òNihil humani 

a me alieneum [sic! ð G.S.] putoó (MEW 31, p. 597). 
29 MEGA

2
, I/4, p. 72. 

30 MEGA
2
, I/2, p. 263. 
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the real basis of the ideas of human essence, he is deciphering the reality hidden in 

the ideological conceptualization of ôhuman essenceõ, but he is not making any 

positive assertion about this essenceó31. But, in the Theses on Feuerbach, Marx 

does not yet claim that there is no human essence. Indeed, he is precisely defining 

human essence as the òensemble of social relationsó. In the Theses on Feuerbach, 

it seems that Marx still remains entangled in an old terminology while attempting to 

express a new conceptual framework32. In other words, Marx is still working with 

the term òessenceó, with which he still paradoxically expresses a non-essentialist 

position. Finally, in The German Ideology, Marx and Engels clarify their stance 

regarding the rejection of an anthropological essentialism33. Nevertheless, my 

hypothesis is that when Marx criticizes explicitly the term òMenschó, he is 

dismantling the essentialist version of the concept proper to Humanismus, 

undertaking an operation of liberation of a new concept from an abstract and 

ahistorical framework. Only through this liberation, the historical genesis of the 

universal concept of òthe humanó can be traced, both in its ideological and 

emancipatory dimensions. However, I have the impression that he is also 

attempting to do something more than that: to move beyond those positions that 

view self-determination as an essential property of the human being. In particular, 

he seeks to transcend liberal conceptions of self-determinationñperspectives that 

interpret self-determination as an individual property rather than as a social or 

political practice, and that consider self-determination as something inherently 

 
31 Heinrich (2023), p. 229; my transl. 
32 òFeuerbach resolves the essence of religion into the essence of man. But the essence of man 

(das menschliche Wesen) is no abstraction inherent in each single individual. In its reality it is the 

ensemble of the social relations (In seiner Wirklichkeit ist es [das menschliche Wesen ð G.S.] das 

ensemble der gesellschaftlichen Verhältnisse)ó (MECW 5, p. 7;MEGA
2
, IV/3, pp. 20-21; my 

emphasis).  
33 Cf. the passage cited by Heinrich (2023), p. 230: òThe individuals, who are no longer subject to 

the division of labour, have been conceived by the philosophers as an ideal, under the name ômanõ, 

and the whole process which we have outlined has been regarded by them as the evolutionary process 

of ômanõ, so that at every historical stage ômanõ was substituted for the individuals existing hitherto and 

shown as the motive force of history. The whole process was thus conceived as a process of the self-

estrangement of ômanõ, and this was essentially due to the fact that the average individual of the later 

stage was always foisted on to the earlier stage, and the consciousness of a later age on to the 

individuals of an earlier. Through this inversion, which from the first disregards the actual conditions, 

it was possible to transform the whole of history into an evolutionary process of consciousnessó 

(MECW 5, pp. 88-89). Here the passage from the MEGA
2
: ăDie Individuen, die nicht mehr unter 

die Theilung der Arbeit subsumirt werden, haben die Philosophen sich als Ideal unter dem Namen: 

ăder Menschò vorgestellt, & den ganzen, von uns entwickelten ProzeÇ als den EntwicklungsprozeÇ 

ădes Menschenò gefaÇt, sodaÇ den bisherigen Individuen auf jeder geschichtlichen Stufe ăder 

Menschò untergeschoben & als die treibende Kraft der Geschichte dargestellt wurde. Der ganze 

ProzeÇ wurde so als SelbstentfremdungsprozeÇ ădes Menschenò gefaÇt & dies kommt wesentlich 

daher, daß das Durchschnittsindividuum der spªteren Stufe immer der fr¿heren & das spªtere 

Bewußtsein den fr¿heren Individuen untergeschobenó (MEGA
2
, I/5, p. 114). But see also on this 

topic MEGA
2
, I/5, pp. 19, 25, 95ff.  
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belonging to human nature, rather than as the result of political practice within given 

conditions.  

Human òbeingsó are therefore now for Marx individuals who do not act 

concretely in an absolute time (a time without time), but within determined 

historical conditions; this obviously does not imply determinism or absolute 

heteronomy, but rather that the possibilities for transforming reality are determined 

and depend on historical and real conditions. In other words, it is not only history 

that produces the human, but the human also makes history and can thus self-

constitute within it34. To avoid this statement being misinterpreted as (what Marx 

conceived as) Young Hegelian, it should be clarified that we are referring to the 

historically determined humans, who are capable of modifying history, not in an 

absolute manner, but still in a determined one. The òhumanó, therefore, is no more 

conceived as a thing or an essence, but as an open process of self-constitution. What 

I would like to emphasize here, however, is that the element of self-determination 

or autonomy is central to this process of self-constitution; this is, of course, not the 

perspective of individual self-determination, but of collective self-determination, 

expressed in the idea of a òVerein freier Menschenó35. For this reason, the concept 

of the human can still represent, in Capital, a constructive and open process of 

universalization grounded in self-determination. In this way, Marx can contrast the 

concept of òthe cult of the abstract human beingó36 of Christianity with that of òfrei 

vergesellschafteter Menschenó (freely associated humans). A constitutive element 

of these freely associated humans is self-determinationñor at least, this is how I 

interpret when Marx argues that òThe form of the social life-processñi.e., the 

material production processñwill not shed its foggy shroud of mystery until it 

becomes the product of freely associated people (frei vergesellschafteter 

Menschen), consciously planned and controlled by them (unter deren bewußter 

planmªßiger Kontrolle)ó37. Subsequently, Marx specifically addresses this dialectic 

 
34 It seems to me that Marx formulates this idea not only in the famous passage of Der achzente 

Brumaire des Louis Bonaparte (MEGA
2
, I/11, p. 96), but later as well: òThus, the existence of the 

human is the result of an earlier process that organic life has undergone. Only at a certain point do 

they become human. But once the human is posited, they are, as a constant precondition 

(Voraussetzung) of human history, just as much its constant product and result, and they are a 

precondition only as their own product and resultó (MEGA
2
, II/3.4, pp. 1491-1492; my translation).  

35 MEGA
2
, II/10, 78. For the concept of association (Verein) in Marx see Ricciardi (2023). 

36 òWhich form of religion corresponds most closely to a society of commodity producers, where 

what constitutes the general social relation of production is that the producers relate to their products 

as commoditiesñ thus as valuesñand with their instances of private labor in that thingly form, they 

bring them into relation with one another as equal human labor? This distinction belongs to 

Christianity, with its cult of the abstract human being, which is especially pronounced in its bourgeois 

stage of development: Protestantism, Deism, and so onó (Marx 2024, p. 55; MEGA
2
, II/10, p. 78). 

37 Marx 2024, p. 56; MEGA
2
, II/10, p. 78. I maintain the English translation, but it is interesting 

to notice, that in the new English translation of Capital, the term òMenschenó has been rendered as 

òpeopleó in this passage. 
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5. CONCLUSION 

This brief analysis cannot and does not aim to be exhaustive; it would 

undoubtedly require further investigation into the broader Marxian corpus. I have 

argued that, starting from 1845-46, Marx does not òdevelop a new non-

anthropological and non-essentialist conceptionó41, but rather a conception that, 

while non-essentialist, remains ôanthropologicalõ in a different sense. Instead of 

rejecting the concept of anthropos, of human, he reconfigures it. This new 

conception, which I have tried to outline, can certainly be interpreted as a 

persistence of an essentialist or anthropological (in a negative sense) conception, or 

it can be seen as an attempt to criticize and rethink the conceptual and semantic 

framework of modernity. As I argued, I stress that at stake in Marxõs ômatureõ 

semantics of the human is the issue of the social conditions of possibility of 

freedom42. 
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