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The Critique of the Speculative Dialectic in Marx’s
Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844
WU Xiaoming
( School of Philosophy Fudan University Shanghai 200433  China)

Abstract. The ontological foundation of Marx’s dialectic is obscured due to the fact that to a large extent it has
always been understood as a merely formalistic method and thus been applied as some abstract principles to whatever
content in the manner of external reflection. Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844 however marks the true
inauguration of Marx’s unique critique of speculative dialectic and enables us to explore and seize the very origin of the
fundamental project of that critique that is to rebuild dialectic ontologically. In elaborating this the present essay
follows four steps. 1) By opposing “sensuousness” to “speculative thinking” ontologically Feuerbach comprehends
dialectic or the negation of the negation merely as philosophy’s contradicting itself as its affirming theology again after
having negated it while Marx not only endorses the position of sensuousness but at the same time grasps critically the
negation of the negation as “the abstract logical speculative expression” of “the movement of history”. 2) What
concerns Marx is therefore to spell out “the critical form” of the “still uncritical process” of speculative dialectic
and its secret or truth is shown through a comprehensive critical inspection of the Phenomenology of Spirit as none other
than “the essence of labor” or rather the metaphysical essence of labor in the modern era. 3) Then the ontological
critique of speculative dialectic is particularly directed against Hegel’s “uncritical idealism”: on the one hand
“abstractly spiritual labor” turns the subject into a “spiritual being”; on the other hand since the pure activity of self-
consciousness has to surmount the object of consciousness to confirm its vanishing or nothingness or to “sublate
Gegenstiindlichkeit as such ” the ontological thrust of this is revealed by Marx as that “a non-gegenstindlich being is a
non-being ( Unwesen) . ” 4) Consequently the whole critique of speculative dialectic in the Manuscripts results in an
ontological position centered on the concept of “gegenstindlich activity ” which not only points to a possible
reoccupation of the legacy of Hegel’s dialectic but also implies the basic reasons for criticizing Feuerbach. Later in the
Theses on Feuerbach this concept is reformulated as that of “praxis ” which signals both Marx’s critical break with the
old philosophy in its entirety and the initial ontological foundation of his dialectic.
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