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Marx’s Ideas About Freedom:

An Exposition and Commentary

Karl James E. Villarmea
Institute of Religious Studies, Silliman University

Long embedded in the history and tradition of democracy, the 
idea of freedom has played a conspicuous role, particularly, in 
modern human history. In the case of the rise of liberal democracy 
in the 20th century, the idea of freedom shaped up nationalist 
discourse and empowered dissident movements in Asia, Africa, 
and Latin America. It has also penetrated in the consciousness and 
inspired liberationist movements in non-western Eastern Europe, 
Soviet Union and China. The student movements that swept the 

freedom. Indeed one could argue with David Harvey that freedom 
is fundamental and a central value of human civilization. 

What is of import and relevant in contemporary public 

appropriation from different sectors of the society, may it be cultural, 
political, economic or even military, as in the case of former US 

that could be asked: What is freedom? Whose freedom? To whose 
end does freedom serve?

This paper attempts to contribute to this discussion, with the 
intent to view the subject matter differently. In this project, I intend 
to offer a Marxian perspective. Although I will largely elucidate and 
comment on Marx’s ideas about freedom, the larger intent of the 
project is to contribute to the discussion and to offer ways in which 
to think and enact freedom for contemporary times. 

INTRODUCTION

T



200

SILLIMAN JOURNAL               JULY TO DECEMBER 2010 VOL.  51 NO.2

 The 

4  

5

6  

MARX'S IDEAS ABOUT FREEDOM



201

SILLIMAN JOURNALVOL.  51 NO. 2                JULY TO DECEMBER 2010

Relation to nature 
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just as 
man as man   

 

Man as an Estranged Species

Division of Labor
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THE SPHERE OF HUMAN EXISTENCE: 
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Is freedom a freedom from estrangement? 
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Freedom constitutes the structure of human life
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he is required to

estranged

64

How does such freedom manifest 
itself in concrete social relations? 

MARX'S IDEAS ABOUT FREEDOM



213

SILLIMAN JOURNALVOL.  51 NO. 2                JULY TO DECEMBER 2010

65  
On the Jewish Question

66

relations between man and man
of man from man

What characterizes such relation? 
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the exercise of human creativity

FREEDOM AND PHILIPPINE DEMOCRACY: 

A BRIEF REFLECTION

deconstruction
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bayanihan 

 

END NOTES

1 !roughout this paper, I use the generic “man” rather than a more inclusive alternative. 
Because this study is devoted to engaging Marx’s ideas, use of the inclusive pronoun would 
misleadingly create an impression that Marx held more gender-sensitive views about women 
than he actually did.

2 Here I follow the argument made by Ding Xueliang on Marx’s theory on man’s full 
development. See his A Survey of Marx’s #eory on Marx’s Full Development, ed. Institute of 
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Marxism-Leninism-Mao Zedong !ought (Beijing: Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, 
1983). In this paper, I utilize his theory in order to suggest that Marx’s critique and study of 
capitalism is due to his primary concern on the estrangement and deprivation of man to fully 
become and realize his potentials—in short, I am employing a more humanist reading of Marx.

3  Giorgio Agamben, Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare Life. Trans. Daniel Heller-Roazen 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1998), 12. Present-day democracy is, according to 
Agamben, “at the very moment in which it seemed to have %nally triumphed over adversaries 
and reached its greatest heights, proved itself incapable of saving zoe, to whose happiness it had 
dedicated all its e#orts, from unprecedented ruin” (10). Responding thus to what he believes 
as “bloody mysti%cation of the new planetary order,” he writes, “it became clear that one 
cannot…accept as a guarantee any of the notions that the social sciences (from jurisprudence 
to anthropology) thought they had de%ned or presupposed as evident, and that many of these 
notions demanded—in the urgency of catastrophe—to be revised without reserve” (12). By 
examining, and therea$er using Marx’s idea of freedom, I hope to illustrate that modern 
capitalist-democratic notion of freedom actually helps in the ruin of zoe. 

4 Paul Heyer, Nature, Human Nature, and Society: Marx, Darwin, Biology, and the Human 
Sciences (Westport, Connecticut; London, England: Greenwood Press, 1982), 71.

5 In general, Marx’s understanding of man could be classi%ed both as philosophical and 
biological; the philosophic and biological nature, however, are %nely intertwined and fully 
interdependent that is almost impossible to argue one over the other. For a more biologically-
oriented discussion of man, see, for example, Paul Heyer, Nature, Human Nature, and Society: 
Marx, Darwin, Biology, and the Human Sciences (Westport, Connecticut; London, England: 
Greenwood Press, 1982). For a philosophical discussion of man, see, for example, Joseph Bien, 
History, Revolution and Human Nature: Marx’s Philosophical Anthropology (Amsterdam: B.R. 
Gruner Publishing Co., 1984).

6 Here I agree that generally speaking “Marx takes in his analyses man as a natural-biological 
being as a datum and he is not concerned with the process of anthropogenesis leading to 
the formation of homo sapiens as a biological species.” See George Markus, Marxism and 
Anthropology: #e concept of ‘human essence’ in the philosophy of Marx. Trans. E. de Laczay and 
G. Markus (Netherlands: Van Gorcum Assen, 1978), 3.

7 Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844 in Robert Tucker, ed., Marx-Engels Reader, 
2nd ed. (New York, NY: W. W. Norton & Company, 1978), 75. !e Reader is used throughout; 
title and page numbers are cited accordingly.

8 Ibid., 114.

9 Heyer, 83.

10 Economic and Philosophic Manuscripst of 1844, 115.

11 Ibid., 75. 

12 Heyer, 77.

13 In Economic and Philosophic Manuscript of 1844, Marx illustrates more clearly how man is in 
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relation to nature. For example, “A being which does not have its nature outside itself is not a 
natural being, and plays no part in the system of nature. A being which has no object outside 
itself is not an objective being. A being which is not itself an object for some third being has 
no being for its objects; i.e., it is not objectively related. Its be-ing is not objective” (116; bold 
italics mine).

14 It is not immediately clear, however at this juncture, if, for Marx, man is at once both part 
and not part of nature as such. 

15 Economic and Philosophic Manuscripst of 1844, 115.

16 See, for example, his #eses on Feuerbach. Man has indeed the capacity to change his 
circumstances; in Marx’s theory, there are varying degrees of capacity of/in man in each 
historical epoch. Under the capitalist system, for example, he does not have the capacity to 
change his relation to the means of production; but certainly, he has the capacity to survive in 
such circumstances.

17 Heyer, 80.

18 Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844, 76.

19 Ibid., 76.

20 Ibid., 75.

21 #e German Ideology, 150.
 
22 As Walliman points out, Marx does not claim that his method and conceptuality is new; 
in fact, Marx acknowledges that as early as Aristotle, such understanding of man (that is in 
relation to animals) is already recognized. See Isidor Walliman, Estragement: Marx’s Conception 
of Human Nature and the Division of Labor (Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 1981).

23 Wallliman, 13.

24 Ibid., 16.

25 Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844, 85.

26 #e Grundrisse, 262.

27 For Marx, the chief means of this individuation [Vereinzelung] happens where production 
and exchange (of commodities) takes place. !us he argues: “[Exchange] makes the herd-like 
existence super=uous and dissolves it.” Ibid., 263.

28 Markus, 16.

29 #esis on Feuerbach VI, 145.

30 Markus, 23.
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31 #e German Ideology, 171.

32 Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844, 85.

33 Walliman, for example, argues this same thesis by suggesting that Marx was against the 
utility of theory by Jeremy Bentham; “Against Jeremy Bentham, Marx argues…that general 
human nature cannot be de%ned from the utility theory, since what is useful is historically 
relative and general human nature is in no way relative” (14).

34 In this paper, I adopt the term estrangement rather alienation. For an insightful treatment 
on this topic, see Isidor Wallimann, Estrangement: Marx’s Conception of Human Nature and 
the Division of Labor. Foreword by Gunter W. Remmling (Westport, Connecticut; London, 
England: Greenwood Press, 1983).

35 Walliman, 147. Here he suggests that estrangement is qualitative and not a quantitative 
phenomenon. Man is either estranged or not. !e basis for such a claim should only be based 
on man’s relation to his labor power and the product of his labor. !us he writes: “the only 
society Marx advocated was one free from estrangement—free from any domination of man 
by man” (154).

36 Walliman, 165.

37 Ibid., 149-50.

38 Ibid., 32.

39 Ibid., 31.

40 Ibid., 149.

41 Tucker, xxiv. See also Marx’s Contribution to the Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right. !is 
paper, however, does not proceed to discuss the signi%cance and implication of this di#erence. 
What is raised here is only to suggest the place of the civil society in Marx’s political philosophy, 
especially its relation to his understanding of man.

42 !us it is here that the in=uence of Hegel must be taken into consideration and how Marx 
transforms Hegelian philosophy into a materialist philosophy is signi%cant.

43 Here we could also invoke the in=uence of Aristotle. However, it must be clearly delineated 
that for Marx, man is %rst a species-being—as opposed to a political being (Aristotle)—who 
enters and interacts with other species as a producer of his own subsistence. 

44 #e German Ideology, 163.

45 For further discussion on how Marx elaborates and uses such theoretical framework to 
criticize other thinkers that uses ‘old Hegelian junk’ i.e., M. Proudhon, see Society and Economy 
in History.

46 In the political state, he is a citizen. Man is distinct from citizen; for Marx, man is a member 
of the civil society. For more discussion on this distinction, see On the Jewish Question, 41-44.
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47 Bürgeliche Gesellscha* can also mean “bourgeois society.” See #e German Ideology. In #e 
Grundrisse, Marx de%nes bourgeois society as “the most developed and the most complex 
historic organization of production”

48 #e German Ideology, 163.

49 On the Jewish Question, 34.

50 Marx traces this historical development particularly in later works, i.e., #e Grundrisse, Das 
Capital.

51 Manifesto of the Communist Party, footnote.

52 Such claim (the existence of class), Marx claims, is his own; something that which is new that 
he proves. See his Class Struggle and Mode of Production. 

53 On the Jewish Question, 34.

54 Ibid., 43.

55 See On the Jewish Question.

56 Tucker, xxiv. And as Tucker suggests, the life of man and his condition in the civil society 
becomes the fundamental basis for his theoretical investigation and construction. 

57 !e structure of his discussion of these themes, I suggest, are implicitly dialectical, e.g. in 
anthropology: natural vs. social, and in political philosophy: state vs. civil. But it remains 
to be seen, however, if this is true to his notions of freedom, given the way in which I have 
structured this discussion. Provisionally, however, I suggest that freedom is also dialectical 
in character, that is, it could be expressed in, e.g. universal and particular. !e former is what 
Marx is advocating for.   

58 Kolakowski, 86.

59 Ibid.

60 Ibid. 100.

61 As Marx writes in Alienation and Social Classes: “!e possessing class and the proletarian 

class represent one and the same human self-alienation. But the former feels satis%ed and 
a&rmed in this self-alienation, experiences the alienation as a sign of its own power, and 
possesses in it the appearance of a human existence. !e latter, however, feels destroyed in 
this alienation, seeing in its own impotence and the reality of an inhuman existence” (bold 
emphasis mine) (133).

62 Walliman, 112.

63 Tucker, xxiv.
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64 Here man is understood more in light of the developmental theory of man, that is, in light of 
the historical and material conditions—thus as opposed to the more utopian idea of man (that 
is, there is a “lost” nature of man that needs to be recovered). Man’s natural character while 
it essentially remains, changes and develops as it copes with the changing environment, both 
historically and physically. As such, his potentials and capacities as a species-being not only 
adopts and but also expand and develop in order to survive and support its subsistence. See 
Ding Xueliang’s A Survey of Marx’s #eory on Marx’s Full Development.  

65 !is proposition could also be read in Walliman’s Estrangement: Marx’s Conception of Human 
Nature and the Division of Labor. I employ such structure in order to o#er a kind of dialectical 
discussion over the subject matter—which I believe is a properly Marxian strategy.

66 !e right of private property (its origin and development) is an important and related theme; 
in this paper, however, I will limit my interpretation to the nature of the relation of man in the 
civil society. An exploration of Marx’s view of human rights must be reserved for a later study.

67 On the Jewish Question, 42 (italics mine).

68  Ibid., 42.

69 Ibid., 43.

70 Such e#ectively made them exposed and predisposed to the force and violence of law. !us, 
for Marx, security is the “supreme social concept of civil society” (On the Jewish Question, 43).

71 By its very nature, wage labour, for Marx, dehumanizes man.

72 A judicial force maintains the relation of men. In Marx’s schema, this is a political apparatus 
meant to protect the order of civil society. Such is why, for him, state is an outgrowth of civil 
society—contrary to Hegel. !e political state is only a by-product of the structure of civil 
society; thus, it serves to only protect and promote vested interests within the civil structure.

73 On the Jewish Question, 46.

74 Placed within the trajectory of his theory, this claim clari%es the historic tasks of the 
proletariats to bring about the dialectical consciousness that liberate humanity from inhuman 
living conditions. See also his Alienation and Social Classes.

75 For example, based on Marx’s theory of estrangement or the psychoanalytical and 
philosophical account. 

76 It is for this reason that for Marx, workers are still able to organize themselves despite or 
in spite of the ‘absence’ of freedom under the capitalist society. And they are able to imagine 
or think about, i.e., a di#erent kind of society (and this is, for Marx, the exercise of human 
creativity). 
       !is view, however, because of the limitation of this study, must still be further examined 
and elaborated; there are, at least, two identi%able dimensions in light of this discussion: 
one, how Marx understands consciousness, and two, what and how the notion of freedom is 
understood in the communist state (i.e., is it still a creative expression?)  
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77 A point also convincingly pointed out by Nobel-prize economist Amartya Sen: the more we 
create freedom, the more development is made possible. See Amartya Sen, Development as 
Freedom (New York, NY: Anchor Books, 1999).
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