
Marx Lecture 

On The Jewish Question 

Fundamentally about the question of emancipation - in particular the limitations of civic or political 
emancipation 

— read against a text by contemporary Bruno Bauer considering the emancipation of Jews in 
Germany, as a minority in the Christian state 
 — important to understand this backdrop to understand the language, which can sound very 
problematic to our modern ears 
 — Bauer argues that no one is emancipated in Germany, so the Jew cannot ask for a special 
emancipation — they must seek universal emancipation 
 — in fact both the Christian state and the Jew are concerned with granting particular 
privileges not universal emancipation  
 — For Bauer this means emancipation from all religion via renunciation of religion as such, 
otherwise political freedom only serves to impose further limitations via religious belief 

Marx wants to take this further - by asking what kind of emancipation are we concerned 
with? 

Where Bauer criticises the Christian State - Marx wants to critique the state as such - Bauer fails to 
“investigate the relation of political emancipation to human emancipation and, therefore, puts 
forward conditions which can be explained only by uncritical confusion of political emancipation 
with general human emancipation.” 

So, does political emancipation justly demand the renunciation of religion for the Jew and of 
religion generally? 

Jewish emancipation depends upon the nature of the state in question - the theological state of 
Germany is different from the constitutional state of France, for example.  

In Germany there is no political emancipation but only the question of religious emancipation, 
while in France, Marx argues, political emancipation is incomplete because it depends upon a civil 
religion of the  majority. Hence he turns to North America to see the full development of the 
political rather than the religious state.  

Yet, in North America there is not the renunciation of religion but rather religion finds fresh vigour, 
such that “the existence of religion is not in contradiction to the perfection of the state.” 

Marx suggests that even in the developed political state the narrowness of religion remains because 
the emancipation in the political state itself is narrow - not the other way around. 

The state is emancipated from state religion, asserting itself as a state while not professing any 
religion - political emancipation is not the completion of human emancipation  

“the state can be a free state without man being a free man.” 



The state as an essential intermediary for freedom - as Christ is for divinity - that doesn’t provide 
for freedom in the concrete but in the abstract. Property, for example, is eliminated as a condition of 
political freedom but without annulling its effect in practice  

“every member of the nation is an equal participant in national sovereignty, when it treats all 
elements of the real life of the nation from the standpoint of the state. Nevertheless, the state allows 
private property, education, occupation, to act in their way “ 

“Far from abolishing these real distinctions, the state only exists on the presupposition of their 
existence; it feels itself to be a political state and asserts its universality only in opposition to these 
elements of its being”  

This leads to a bifurcated existence - in which species-being is opposed to material life  

Species-being - attaches to political life, in which we exist as communal beings 

Material life - attaches to civil society, in which we exist as private individuals, regarding ourselves 
and others as means - the human as the play thing of alien powers 

“In his most immediate reality, in civil society, man is a secular being. Here, where he regards 
himself as a real individual, and is so regarded by others, he is a fictitious phenomenon. In the state, 
on the other hand, where man is regarded as a species-being, he is the imaginary member of an 
illusory sovereignty, is deprived of his real individual life and endowed with an unreal universality.” 

In both cases we lack full human emancipation. The equality of the citizens is an illusory equality, 
obscuring the inequalities of civil society. But this bifurcation seen as necessary. 

Political emancipation from religion is achieved by banishing religion from public law - to the 
private law. Religion no longer expresses community but difference - the difference between each 
member of civil society - public man and private man. (note relation to Kant and Hegel here) 

This is a real advance but a limited one - this is key to understanding Marx - he’s not suggesting a 
desire to go back but that the emancipation achieved is limited. This end point - of a separation 
between public and private is the end point of political emancipation.  

“At times of special self-confidence, political life seeks to suppress its prerequisite, civil society and 
the elements composing this society, and to constitute itself as the real species-life of man, devoid 
of contradictions. But, it can achieve this only by coming into violent contradiction with its own 
conditions of life, only by declaring the revolution to be permanent, and, therefore, the political 
drama necessarily ends with the re-establishment of religion, private property, and all elements of 
civil society, just as war ends with peace.” 

Hence for Marx the perfected Christian state is the democratic state in which religion is reserved for 
civil society - the religious state becomes the secular state, in which religion lives on in the private 
lives of individuals in civil society.  



Moves to a consideration of the rights of man  

This question arises as the origin of the rights of the citizen is clear enough, but this begs the 
question of whether the rights of man promise a fuller emancipation.  

Marx thinks, no - the rights of man are the rights of man in civil society. To choose one’s religion, 
not be emancipated from it. 

The rights of man are the rights of egotistical man, separated from each other, individuals without 
community. 

Liberty - free to do whatever harms no one else. 
Property - to own and dispose of one’s property in accord with self-interest. 
Equality - only the equality of one’s individuality/isolation 

Security the highest concept of civil society - police - protects the individual and their property from 
others. In turn leads to seeing political life as a means to private life.  

“This fact becomes still more puzzling when we see that the political emancipators go so far as to 
reduce citizenship, and the political community, to a mere means for maintaining these so-called 
rights of man, that, therefore, the citoyen is declared to be the servant of egotistic homme, that the 
sphere in which man acts as a communal being is degraded to a level below the sphere in which he 
acts as a partial being, and that, finally, it is not man as citoyen, but man as private individual 
[bourgeois] who is considered to be the essential and true man.”


