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Introduction

Yuan Junya’s fine study of Marx’s view of the alienation marks a turning
point in Chinese studies of Marx and Marxism, and in the understanding of
Marx’s theories. The main theme in Western Marxism is Hegelian Marxism,
which was created independently by Lukacs and Korsch in 1923, by Lukacs more
than Korsch. That means that after that date, with important exceptions, Western
Marxism unfolds through reading and rereading Marx and Marxism through the
Hegelian perspective mainly formulated by Lukacs, and later accepted, amplified
or as the case may be on occasion rejected by different observers.

It has always been clear that understanding Marx’s relation to Hegel is key to
understanding Marx, but until relatively recently Hegel was not well understood
within Marxism. Western Marxism reaches a new, more mature stage in the emer-
gence of Hegelian Marxism. This influences the Marxist reading of Hegel and the
entire German idealist tradition, and it influences as well the Marxist and non —
Marxist understanding of Marx. An important consequence is to leave to one side
the comparatively uninformed but still widely held view, itself a result of classical
Marxism, that Marx’s contribution lies in solving ( or resolving) the main prob-
lems of German idealism after leaving philosophy behind. The reality is both more

complex and more interesting. In providing a deeper understanding of the philo-
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sophical roots of Marx’s theories, Hegelian Marxism helps us to understand Marx’s
important philosophical contribution to philosophical problems.

Marx began to work within the context of nineteenth century German ideal-
ism. Yet nineteenth German philosophy, especially German idealism, is still not
well known in China. For historical reasons, Chinese Marxism was created by
those who had little philosophical baggage, hence who were not well placed to ap-
preciate the complex links between Marx’s theories and the nineteenth century
philosophical background in which they emerged, in which he formulated his the-
ories, and on which they clearly depend. Western philosophy, though currently
very popular in the East, is still in the early stages in China. Hegel, for in-
stance, a crucial figure for understanding Marx, is still not nearly as well known
in the Chinese debate as he is in the Western debate on Marx and Marxism. Oth-
er philosophical figures, who arguably also contribute to the genesis of Marx’s po-
sition, such as Kant, Fichte and Schelling, are mentioned even less often, rarely
studied in any detail.

With this in mind, Yuan Junya’s detailed treatise makes an important contri-
bution to the Chinese debate on Marx and Marxism on at least three levels. They
include (1) the Hegelian and general philosophical background, (2) the concep-
tion of the human individual as a central theme in Marx’s position, and (3) the
crucial role of the theories of alienation and freedom against the background of the
proposed transition from capitalism to communism.

As someone who has studied and lived in an English speaking country, Yuan
Junya stands out for her first hand acquaintance with the entire Western debate on
Marx and Marxism up to the present. In filling in the background so to speak she
functions as a philosophical bridge between China and Western Marxism in mak-
ing available the entire span of Western Marxism, specifically including the latest
views. In her work one can easily detect the relevance of being aware of the main
theories of Western philosophers, those who influence Marx and whose theories

must be understood in order to come to grips with Marx’s views. One can easily
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dismiss other views as irrelevant, but one simply cannot intelligently evaluate
their importance unless and until they are known.

A second contribution lies in focusing the Marx debate around the conception
of the human individual. A very short statement of Marx’s main concern is an ac-
count of the real conditions of human individuality in human history. All too often
the role of the individual is forgotten in discussion of the intricacies of Marxian
and Marxist political economy. Yet for Marx, these other views are relevant only
because they belong to his analysis of the real possibility of human individuality.
In this respect, Yuan Junya argues, correctly in my opinion, that Marx’s materi-
alism centers on an account of the alienation of human beings in modern industrial
society that functions by extracting profit from working within the system of private
ownership of the means of production. She further shows how Marx corrects earli-
er views of the subject as a transcendental unity of apperception (Kant) or abso-
lute spirit ( Hegel) in restating Fichte’s approach to human being as always and
necessarily active, a view that Marx, under the influence of Hegel’s historicism,
reformulates in a historical framework.

A third contribution lies in Yuan Junya’s constructivist approach to Marx’s
conception of human individuality in a historical context. This is both the deepest
and most original aspect of her work, but also the most difficult element to de-
scribe quickly. Classical Marxism often insists that Marx simply leaves the philo-
sophical tradition behind. She shows that, on the contrary, Marx relies on his
reading of selected figures in the tradition, including not only Hegel, but Kant
and Fichte as well, in formulating a theory of the human subject strongly influ-
enced by Kant’s so — called Copernican revolution and its later rereading by Fich-
te and Hegel. In a single sentence, one can say that the basic insight is that in
and through what one does to meet reproductive needs, a person produces prod-
ucts, oneself as a worker, the entire social framework, as well as the possibility
of a future transition from capitalism to communism. In the latter social stage, in

bringing the economic dimension of modern industrial society under human con-
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trol, at the effective start of human history self — development in a different kind
of social context becomes a real possibility.

In a brief introduction, it is not possible to do more than point to some main
theme of this very original work. It is hence not possible to describe in detail,
much less to evaluate, the complex argument Yuan Junya deploys to make a
largely convincing case. Suffice it to say that her account combines some the best
insights East and West, insights that her Chinese readers will now have the op-
portunity to discuss. This is, hence, an important occasion for the Chinese de-

bate on Marx and Marxism.

Tom Rockmore

McAnulty College Distinguished Professor
Professor of Philosophy

Duquesne University

Visiting Professor, Beijing University
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