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F O R E W O R D 

In the preface to A Contribution to the Critique of Po­
litical Economy, published in Berlin, 1859, Karl Marx re­
lates how the two of us in Brussels in the year 1845 set about 
"to work out in common the opposition of our view"—the 
materialist conception of history which was elaborated main­
ly by Marx—"to the ideological view of German philoso­
phy, in fact, to settle accounts with our erstwhile philosoph­
ical conscience. The resolve was carried out in the form 
of a criticism of post-Hegelian philosophy. The manuscript, 
two large octavo volumes, had long reached its place of pub­
lication in Westphalia when we received the news that al­
tered circumstances did not allow of its being printed. We 
abandoned the manuscript to the gnawing criticism of the 
mice all the more willingly as we had achieved our main 
purpose—self-clarification". 

Since then more than forty years have elapsed and Marx 
died without either of us having had an opportunity of re­
turning to the subject. We have expressed ourselves in var­
ious places regarding our relation to Hegel, but nowhere 
in a comprehensive, connected account. To Feuerbach, who 
after all in many respects forms an intermediate link be­
tween Hegelian philosophy and our conception, we never 
returned. 

In the meantime the Marxist world outlook has found 
representatives far beyond the boundaries of Germany and 
Europe and in all the literary languages of the world. On 
the other hand, classical German philosophy is experiencing 
a kind of rebirth abroad, especially in England and Scan­
dinavia, and even in Germany itself people appear to be 
getting tired of the pauper's broth of eclecticism which is 
ladled out in the universities there under the name of phi­
losophy. 
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In these circumstances a short, coherent account of our 
relation to the Hegelian philosophy, of how we proceeded, 
as well as of how we separated, from it, appeared to me to 
be required more and more. Equally, a full acknowledgement 
of the influence which Feuerbach, more than any other 
post-Hegelian philosopher, had upon us during our period 
of storm and stress, appeared to me to be an undischarged 
debt of honour. I therefore willingly seized the opportunity 
when the editors of the Neue Zeit asked me for a critical 
review of Starcke's book on Feuerbach. My contribution was 
published in that journal in the fourth and fifth numbers of 
1886 and appears here in revised form as a separate publi­
cation. 

Before sending these lines to press I have once again 
ferreted out and looked over the old manuscript of 
1845-46.* The section dealing with Feuerbach is not com­
pleted. The finished portion consists of an exposition of the 
materialist conception of history which proves only how 
incomplete our knowledge of economic history still was at 
that time. It contains no criticism of Feuerbach's doctrine 
itself; for the present purpose, therefore, it was unusable. 
On the other hand, in an old notebook of Marx's I have 
found the eleven theses on Feuerbach printed here as an 
appendix. These are notes hurriedly scribbled down for la­
ter elaboration, absolutely not intended for publication, but 
invaluable as the first document in which is deposited the 
brilliant germ of the new world outlook. 

London, February 21 , 1888 

Written by Engels for the sepa­
rate edition of his book, 
Ludwig Feuerbach 
and the End of Classical 
German Philosophy, 
which appeared in Stuttgart in 
1888 

Frederick Engels 

Printed according to the text of 
the book 

Translated from the German 

* The reference is to The German Ideology.—Ed. 
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The volume * before us carries us back to a period which, 
although in time no more than a generation behind us, has 
become as foreign to the present generation in Germany as 
if it were already a hundred years old. Yet it was the pe­
riod of Germany's preparation for the Revolution of 1848; 
and all that has happened since then in our country has been 
merely a continuation of 1848, merely the execution of the 
last will and testament of the revolution. 

Just as in France in the eighteenth century, so in Germa­
ny in the nineteenth, a philosophical revolution ushered in 
the political collapse. But how different the two looked! 
The French were in open combat against all official science, 
against the church and often also against the state; their 
writings were printed across the frontier, in Holland or 
England, while they themselves were often in jeopardy of 
imprisonment in the Bastille. On the other hand, the Ger­
mans were professors, state-appointed instructors of youth; 
their writings were recognised textbooks, and the terminat­
ing system of the whole development—-the Hegelian sys­
tem—was even raised, as it were, to the rank of a royal 
Prussian philosophy of state! Was it possible that a revolu­
tion could hide behind these professors, behind their obscure, 
pedantic phrases, their ponderous, wearisome sentences? 
Were not precisely those people who were then regarded 
as the representatives of the revolution, the liberals, the 
bitterest opponents of this brain-confusing philosophy? But 
what neither the government nor the liberals saw was seen 
at least by one man as early as 1833, and this man was 
indeed none other than Heinrich Heine. ** 

* Ludwig Feuerbach, by К. N. Starcke, Ph. D., Stuttgart, Ferd. 
Enke. 1885. (Note by Engels.) 

** Engels had in mind Heme's remarks on the "German philosophi­
cal revolution" contained in the latter's sketches Zar Geschichte der 
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Let us take an example . N o philosophical proposit ion has 
earned more gra t i tude from n a r r o w - m i n d e d governments 
and wra th from equally na r row-minded liberals than H e ­
gel's famous s tatement: "Al l tha t is real is ra t iona l ; and all 
that is rat ional is rea l . " T h a t was tangibly a sanctification of 
things that be, a philosophical benediction bestowed upon 
despotism, police government , Star Chamber proceedings 
and censorship. T h a t is how Frederick Wi l l i am I I I and how 
his subjects understood it. But according to Hege l cer tainly 
not everything that exists is also real , wi thout further qua l ­
ification. For Hegel the a t t r ibute of real i ty belongs only to 
that which at the same time is necessary: " I n the course of 
its development reali ty proves to be necessity." Л par t icu la r 
governmental measure—Hegel himself cites the example of 
"a certain tax regula t ion"—is therefore for h im by no 
means real without qualification. T h a t which is necessary, 
however, proves itself in the last resort to be also ra t iona l : 
and, applied to the Prussian state of that t ime, the Hege l ian 
proposition, therefore, merely means : this state is ra t ional , 
corresponds to reason, in so far as it is necessary; and if it 
nevertheless appears to us to be evil, but still, in spite of 
its evil character , continues to exist, then the evil character 
of the government is justified and expla ined by the corres­
ponding evil character of its subjects. T h e Prussians of that 
day had the government tha t they deserved. 

Now, according to Hegel , real i ty is, however , in no way 
an at t r ibute predicable of any given state of affairs, social 
or political, in all circumstances and at all t imes. On the 
contrary. T h e Roman Republic was real, but so was the 
Roman Empire , which superseded it. In 1789 the French 
monarchy had become so unrea l , tha t is to say, so robbed 
of all necessity, so i r rat ional , that it had to be destroyed 
by the Grea t Revolution, of which Hegel a lways speaks 
with the greatest enthusiasm. In this case, therefore, the 
monarchy was the unrea l and the revolut ion the real . A n d 
so, in the course of development , all tha t was previously 
real becomes unreal , loses its necessity, its r ight of existence, 
its rat ionali ty. A n d in the place of mor ibund reali ty comes 
a new, viable real i ty—peacefully if the old has enough 

Religion und Philosophie in Deutschland (On the History of Religion 
and Philosophy in Germany), written in 1833.—Ed. 
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intelligence to go to its death without a struggle; forcibly if 
it resists this necessity. Thus the Hegelian proposition turns 
into its opposite through Hegelian dialectics itself: All that 
is real in the sphere of human history becomes irrational in 
the process of time, is therefore irrational by its very des­
tination, is tainted beforehand with irrationality, and every­
thing which is rational in the minds of men is destined 
to become real, however much it may contradict existing 
apparent reality. In accordance with all the rules of 
the Hegelian method of thought, the proposition of the 
rationality of everything which is real resolves itself 
into the other proposition: All that exists deserves to 
perish. 

But precisely therein lay the true significance and the rev­
olutionary character of the Hegelian philosophy (to which, 
as the close of the whole movement since Kant, we must 
here confine ourselves), that it once for all dealt the death 
blow to the finality of all products of human thought and 
action. Truth, the cognition of which is the business of phi­
losophy, was in the hands of Hegel no longer an aggregate 
of finished dogmatic statements, which, once discovered, had 
merely to be learned by heart. Truth lay now in the process 
of cognition itself, in the long historical development of 
science, which mounts from lower to ever higher levels of 
knowledge without ever reaching, by discovering so-called 
absolute truth, a point at which it can proceed no further, 
where it would have nothing more to do than to fold its 
hands and gaze with wonder at the absolute truth to which 
it had attained. And what holds good for the realm of phi­
losophical knowledge holds good also for that of every 
other kind of knowledge and also for practical action. Just 
as knowledge is unable to reach a complete conclusion in a 
perfect, ideal condition of humanity, so is history unable to 
do so; a perfect society, a perfect "state", are things which 
can only exist in imagination. On the contrary, all succes­
sive historical systems are only transitory stages in the endless 
course of development of human society from the lower to 
the higher. Each stage is necessary, and therefore justified 
for the time and conditions to which it owes its origin. But 
in the face of new, higher conditions which gradually devel­
op in its own womb, it loses its validity and justification. 
It must give way to a higher stage which will also in its 

2' 
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turn decay and perish. Just as the bourgeoisie by large-scale 
industry, competition and the world market dissolves in 
practice all stable time-honoured institutions, so this dialec­
tical philosophy dissolves all conceptions of final, absolute 
truth and of absolute states of humanity corresponding to it. 
For it (dialectical philosophy] nothing is final, absolute, 
sacred. It reveals the transitory character of everything and 
in everything; nothing can endure before it except the unin­
terrupted process of becoming and of passing away, of end­
less ascendancy from the lower to the higher. And dialecti­
cal philosophy itself is nothing more than the mere reflec­
tion of this process in the thinking brain. It has, of course, 
also a conservative side; it recognises that definite stages of 
knowledge and society are justified for their time and cir­
cumstances; but only so far. The conservatism of this mode 
of outlook is relative; its revolutionary character is abso­
lute—the only absolute dialectical philosophy admits. 

It is not necessary, here, to go into the question of wheth­
er this mode of outlook is thoroughly in accord with the 
present state of natural science, which predicts a possible 
end even for the earth, and for its habitability a fairly cer­
tain one; which therefore recognises that for the history 
of mankind, too, there is not only an ascending but also a 
descending branch. At any rate we still find ourselves a 
considerable distance from the turning-point at which the 
historical course of society becomes one of descent, and we 
cannot expect Hegelian philosophy to be concerned with a 
subject which natural science, in its time, had not at all 
placed upon the agenda as yet. 

But what must, in fact, be said here is this: that in He­
gel the views developed above are not so sharply delineat­
ed. They are a necessary conclusion from his method, but 
one which he himself never drew with such explicitness. 
And this, indeed, for the simple reason that he was com­
pelled to make a system and, in accordance with traditional 
requirements, a system of philosophy must conclude with 
some sort of absolute truth. Therefore, however much He­
gel, especially in his Logic, emphasised that this eternal 
truth is nothing but the logical, or, the historical, process 
itself, he nevertheless finds himself compelled to supply this 
process with an end, just because he has to bring his system 
to a termination at some point or other. In his Logic he can 
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make this end a beginning again, since here the point of 
conclusion, the absolute idea—which is only absolute in so 
far as he has absolutely nothing to say about it—"alien­
ates", that is, transforms, itself into nature and comes to itself 
again later in the mind, that is, in thought and in history. 
But at the end of the whole philosophy a similar return to 
the beginning is possible only in one way. Namely, by con­
ceiving of the end of history as follows: mankind arrives at 
the cognition of this self-same absolute idea, and declares 
that this cognition of the absolute idea is reached in Hegel­
ian philosophy. In this way, however, the whole dogmatic 
content of the Hegelian system is declared to be absolute 
truth, in contradiction to his dialectical method, which dis­
solves all dogmatism. Thus the revolutionary side is smo­
thered beneath the overgrowth of the conservative side. And 
what applies to philosophical cognition applies also to his­
torical practice. Mankind, which, in the person of Hegel, 
has reached the point of working out the absolute idea, must 
also in practice have gotten so far that it can carry out this 
absolute idea in reality. Hence the practical political de­
mands of the absolute idea on contemporaries may not be 
stretched too far. And so we find at the conclusion of the 
Philosophy of Right that the absolute idea is to be realised 
in that monarchy based on social estates which Frederick 
William III so persistently but vainly promised to his sub­
jects, that is, in a limited, moderate, indirect rule of the 
possessing classes suited to the petty-bourgeois German con­
ditions of that time; and, moreover, the necessity of the 
nobility is demonstrated to us in a speculative fashion. 

The inner necessities of the system are, therefore, of 
themselves sufficient to explain why a thoroughly revolution­
ary method of thinking produced an extremely tame polit­
ical conclusion. As a matter of fact the specific form of this 
conclusion springs from this, that Hegel was a German, and 
like his contemporary Goethe had a bit of the philistine's 
queue dangling behind. Each of them was an Olympian 
Zeus in his own sphere, yet neither of them ever quite freed 
himself from German philistinism. 

But all this did not prevent the Hegelian system from 
covering an incomparably greater domain than any earlier 
system, nor from developing in this domain a wealth of 
thought which is astounding even today. The phenomeno-
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logy of mind (which one may call a parallel of the embryo­
logy and palaeontology of the mind, a development of indi­
vidual consciousness through its different stages, set in the 
form of an abbreviated reproduction of the stages through 
which the consciousness of man has passed in the course of 
history), logic, natural philosophy, philosophy of mind, and 
the latter worked out in its separate, historical subdivisions: 
philosophy of history, of right, of religion, history of philo­
sophy, aesthetics, etc.—in all these different historical fields 
Hegel laboured to discover and demonstrate the pervading 

thread of development. And as he was not only a creative 
genius but also a man of encyclopaedic erudition, he played 
an epoch-making role in every sphere. It is self-evident that 
owing to the needs of the "system" he very often had to 
resort to those forced constructions about which his pigmy 
opponents make such a terrible fuss even today. But these 
constructions are only the frame and scaffolding of his work. 
If one does not loiter here needlessly, but presses on farther 
into the immense building, one finds innumerable treasures 
which today still possess undiminished value. With all phi­
losophers it is precisely the "system" which is perishable; 
and for the simple reason that it springs from an imperish­
able desire of the human mind—the desire to overcome all 
contradictions. But if all contradictions are once for all dis­
posed of, we shall have arrived at so-called absolute 
truth—world history will be at an end. And yet it has to 
continue, although there is nothing left for it to do—hence, 
a new, insoluble contradiction. As soon as we have once 
realised—and in the long run no one has helped us to real­
ise it more than Hegel himself—that the task of philosophy 
thus stated means nothing but the task that a single philo­
sopher should accomplish that which can only be accomp­
lished by the entire human race in its progressive develop­
ment—as soon as we realise that, there is an end to all phi­
losophy in the hitherto accepted sense of the word. One 
leaves alone "absolute truth", which is unattainable along 
this path or by any single individual; instead, one pursues 
attainable relative truths along the path of the positive sci­
ences, and the summation of their results by means of dia­
lectical thinking. At any rate, with Hegel philosophy comes 
to an end: on the one hand, because in his system he summed 
up its whole development in the most splendid fashion; 
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and on the other hand, because, even though unconsciously, 
he showed us the way out of the labyrinth of systems to 
real positive knowledge of the world. 

One can imagine what a tremendous effect this Hegelian 
system must have produced in the philosophy-tinged atmos­
phere of Germany. It was a triumphal procession which last­
ed for decades and which by no means came to a standstill 
on the death of Hegel. On the contrary, it was precisely 
from 1830 to 1840 that "Hegelianism" reigned most exclu­
sively, and to a greater or lesser extent infected even its 
opponents. It was precisely in this period that Hegelian 
views, consciously or unconsciously, most extensively pene­
trated the most diversified sciences and leavened even popu­
lar literature and the daily press, from which the average 
"educated consciousness" derives its mental pabulum. But 
this victory along the whole front was only the prelude to 
an internal struggle. 

As we have seen, the doctrine of Hegel, taken as a whole, 
left plenty of room for giving shelter to the most diverse 
practical party views. And in the theoretical Germany of 
that time, two things above all were practical: religion and 
politics. Whoever placed the chief emphasis on the Hegelian 
system could be fairly conservative in both spheres; whoever 
regarded the dialectical method as the main thing could 
belong to the most extreme opposition, both in politics and 
religion. Hegel himself, despite the fairly frequent outbursts 
of revolutionary wrath in his works, seemed on the whole 
to be more inclined to the conservative side. Indeed, his sys­
tem had cost him much more "hard mental plugging" than 
his method. Towards the end of the thirties, the cleavage 
in the school became more and more apparent. The Left 
wing, the so-called Young Hegelians, in their fight with the 
pietist orthodox and the feudal reactionaries, abandoned bit 
by bit that philosophical-genteel reserve in regard to the 
burning questions of the day which up to that time had 
secured state toleration and even protection for their teach­
ings. And when in 1840, orthodox pietism and absolutist 
feudal reaction ascended the throne with Frederick William 
IV, open partisanship became unavoidable. The fight was 
still carried on with philosophical weapons, but no longer 
for abstract philosophical aims. It turned directly on the 
destruction of traditional religion and of the existing state. 
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