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Abstract
On Marx’s Dissertation — Its Philosophy and Thought
By KAKUTA Shuichi

In early April 1841 Karl Marx submitted his work to the Faculty of Philosophy of the
University of Jena as a dissertation for a doctor’s degree and received the degree on April
15. The thesis was the difference between the Democritean and Epicurean philosophy of
nature. He did not succeed in getting it published. The first publication was in 1902 by F.
Mehring. The full manuscript including Marx’s notes was carried out by the Institute of
Marxism-Leninism in 1927 in Volume One of MEGA. Marx’s own manuscript of the thesis
has been lost. What remains is an incomplete copy written by an unknown person, but
this copy has corrections and insertions in Marx’s handwriting.

Sometimes it was said that Marx’s choice of a subject for his thesis was influenced by
the Young Hegelian, especially Bruno Bauer. But the thesis is unique and interesting.
Epicurus was a great materialist philosopher in Greece. He thought that the atoms in the
void was the ultimate. Marx called Epicurus the greatest representative of Greek
Enlightenment. The principles of Epicurus’ atomism is the absoluteness and freedom of self-
consciousness, even if self-consciousness is only conceived in the form of abstract-
individuality. Marx evidently found human consciousness in Epicurus’ atom. And he noticed
too that the atom had most glaring contradiction between its essence and existence,
between its form and matter. So the abstract-individual self-consciousness struggles against
“the existing universal”.

Using the dialectical methodology of G. W. Hegel, Marx thought that Hegel treated
Epicurus with a certain degree of scorn, and Marx wrote in the forward of the dissertation
that Hegel could not recognize the great importance of Epicurus philosophy because of
Hegel's view of what the giant thinker called speculative thought. Though Marx was not
yet a materialist, he noticed the dualism of form and matter. But he did not clarify the
concrete content of “the universal existence”. After the dissertation, in 1842-43, as editor of
the “Rheinische Zeitung”, Marx first found himself in the embarrassing positon of having to
discuss what is known as material interests, as he wrote in the preface to A Contribution

to the Critique of Political Economy, first published in 1859.



