
Introduction

Recently, classicists have started to acknowledge Karl Marx’s dissertation The 
Difference between the Democritean and Epicurean Philosophy of Nature (1841) 
as a work of classical scholarship. These sparse references to the text, however, 
are noticeably brief and ideologically inconsistent. In their respective attempts to 
defend classics’ continued relevance, Mary Beard and Simon Goldhill both men-
tion Marx’s work in passing.1 Each refers to his dissertation to show that classics 
as a discipline is not fundamentally anti-progressive, leaning on the revolution-
ary’s name to support their case. One of the few instances of scholarship on the 
dissertation in classics is Paul Cartledge and David Konstan’s entry on “Marxism 
and Classical Antiquity” in the Oxford Classical Dictionary. The two point out 
the dissertation’s existence to claim Marx “retained a lifelong interest in classical 
antiquity, spicing his writings with a wealth of allusions to ancient texts”.2 The rest 
of the entry then focuses on these allusions to ancient slavery and Marx’s influence 
on the study of antiquity. In all these cases, Marx’s classical training is assumed to 
have some degree of influence on his communist thought. Such proof of classics’ 
revolutionary potential would be welcome news for anyone wishing to defend the 
discipline, especially from renewed inquiry into its imperialist and white suprema-
cist origins. Though to outline the relationship between the dissertation as classical 
scholarship and Marx’s revolutionary tendencies, further exegesis is needed than 
provided in these sources. It is still necessary to connect the dissertation to classics 
in the 19th century and map their influence on Marx’s later communist thought.

This chapter provides a preliminary example of this type of inquiry by plac-
ing the work in its historical context, as opposed to evaluating the integrity of its 
philosophical arguments. It suggests that Marx inherited his Eurocentric tendencies 
from his classical education and scholarship, leaving his later body of work open 
to this critique.

First, the chapter situates Marx’s classical education within 19th-century Ger-
many. Marx received some of his earliest classical education in the German Gym-
nasium, which had been recently reformed by Wilhelm Von Humboldt. His later 
work on classical subjects was within a philosophy department, motivated by phil-
osophical questions laid out by G.W.F. Hegel. Both of these theorists based their 

14  The Anti-radical Classicism of 
Karl Marx’s Dissertation

Kiran Pizarro Mansukhani

DOI: 10.4324/9781003222637-19 
This chapter has been made available under a CC-BY 4.0 license.

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003222637-19


The Anti-radical Classicism of Karl Marx’s Dissertation 235

work on a German ideal known as Bildung, translated as “education”, “cultivation” 
or “culture”.

Then, it identifies connections between the dissertation and these articulations 
of Bildung as they appeared in Humboldt’s and Hegel’s work, as well as within the 
curriculum of the Gymnasium. It argues that Marx’s choice of Epicurean subject 
matter was influenced by the above. There was a shared dismissal of non-Euro-
pean societies and Hellenistic Greece from historical study, and Marx only protests 
against the exclusion of the Hellenistic age. He does not question the framework 
of Bildung which motivates this exclusion, instead attempting to show how Epi-
curean thought embraces Bildung. Marx makes his argument through his account 
of Epicurean atomism. He claims that Epicurus solves a traditional problem of 
Democritean atomism through its emphasis on the atom as an individual “self-
consciousness” entity.3 This language also echoes his predecessors’ account of 
Bildung, which stated that the purpose of education was to shape self-conscious 
individuals. This model of the individual, however, was based on traditionally 
masculine, European features and the treatment of non-European societies as lack-
ing historical importance. The prototype for this individual was thus the white, 
European man. Marx’s emphasis on “redeeming” Epicurus through this language 
of individuality and self-consciousness displays an effort to assimilate Hellenistic 
philosophy into a Eurocentric paradigm.

This chapter concludes by considering the influence of the dissertation’s Euro-
centrism in the concept of historical materialism, as well as pushback against its 
traditional formulation from later non-Western and non-white Marxists. Though 
these later Marxists recognise Marx’s Eurocentrism, they update Marx’s revolu-
tionary vision rather than abandon it entirely. While Marx’s dissertation reproduces 
the field’s Eurocentric epistemology, this alone does not deem Marx and Marxist 
thought outdated. Instead, the dissertation serves as a reminder to scholars of the 
classical world that individual scholars and bodies of thought can change radically 
over time through constant, pointed critique. No scholar is obligated to live in 
the shadows of previous epistemologies articulated by their predecessors, and new 
ways of knowing and existing can always be realised.

Situating Marx’s Classicism

Karl Marx’s classical education, shaped by the cultural forces of 19th-century  
Germany, would seem foreign to classicists today. Marx was born in 1818, soon 
after Wilhelm von Humboldt’s (1767–1835) overhaul of the Prussian educational 
system from 1809–1810,4 and wrote some of his earliest surviving work on antiq-
uity as a student in the Gymnasium.5 As is the case in modern day Germany, the 
Gymnasium was the most elite institution of secondary education in the 19th cen-
tury and served as a precursor to a university education or public office.6 Unlike 
Germany today, the only students admitted to the Gymnasium were boys from 
upper- and middle-class families,7 and as such the curriculum had to reflect the 
values of this demographic. The primary purpose of classical education in the 
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Gymnasium was to showcase works which promoted those values relevant to their 
social class8 rather than provide well-rounded exposure to classical antiquity.

Marx may have received training in classical languages at the secondary level, 
but it was not his primary focus at the tertiary and doctoral levels. While his dis-
sertation was on ancient Greek subjects, it was towards a degree in philosophy, not 
philology.9 It responds to a disciplinary question introduced by philosopher G.W.F. 
Hegel (1770–1831) in his lectures on the development of Greek philosophy.10 Marx 
also incorporates work from early modern philosophers such as Pierre Bayle,11 
Pierre Gassendi12 and Gottfried Leibniz13 as credible sources for ancient philoso-
phy. Unlike contemporary ancient philosophy scholars, Marx lacked important pri-
mary sources for pre-Socratic and Epicurean philosophy, such as the Diels-Kranz 
fragments, Usener’s 1887 collection14 and the Herculaneum papyri. While Marx 
interacts with his limited primary sources, he is motivated by philosophical ques-
tions as opposed to philological ones.

Thus, the dissertation The Difference between the Democritean and Epicurean 
Philosophy of Nature is also based on an understanding of classical antiquity that 
may be unfamiliar to the contemporary classicist. The surviving sections of the 
dissertation make a relatively uncontroversial claim: Epicurean atomism is mark-
edly different from Democritean atomism. What is unusual is how Marx situates 
this argument within the history of philosophy and the language he uses to defend 
his argument. In Part One of the dissertation, Marx explicitly states that he will 
use Epicurean atomism to respond to his contemporaries’ biases against Hellenis-
tic philosophy. These anti-Hellenistic biases include the belief that Greek philoso-
phy somehow “withered” after the death of Aristotle.15 Hellenistic philosophy was 
considered an “almost improper addition”16 to the history of philosophy, a view 
certainly not held today. In Part Two, Marx uses the atom and swerve to come to a 
bold conclusion about the historical importance of Epicurean thought. Epicurean 
atomism, for Marx, is ultimately “the natural science of self-consciousness. This 
self-consciousness under the form of abstract individuality is an absolute princi-
ple”.17 In other words, Epicurus affirms that notions such as “self-consciousness” 
and “individuality” are guaranteed fixtures in nature. In the dissertation, Marx 
responds to a widespread dismissal of Hellenistic thought. He feels the need to 
defend Epicurean atomism through its relationship to the supposedly innate prin-
ciple of individuality, a notably Hegelian tendency.18 As a result, the dissertation 
addresses the philosophical concerns of Marx’s immediate predecessors through 
the language they use to describe Graeco-Roman antiquity and philosophy.

Bildung and a Eurocentric Narrative of Progress

This view of the Hellenistic age and the emphasis on individuality is borrowed 
from a German ideal known as Bildung, which shaped classical education and 
scholarship in the 19th century. Broadly speaking, Bildung was “understood both 
as a process of education, cultivation, and development, and as its result”.19 This 
process was the self-formation of the individual, and the result the full self-real-
isation of one’s individuality.20 Only through this self-realisation did theorists of 
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Bildung believe that humanity as a whole could realise its full potential.21 Trans-
lated as “cultivation”, “education”22 or “culture”,23 Bildung was sometimes quali-
fied with the adjectives “classical” or “humanistic”,24 demonstrating the depth of 
its relationship with classics. Humboldt and Hegel drew inspiration from classical 
antiquity while contemplating the terms of this self-realisation, then situated differ-
ent eras of antiquity into this teleology of human development as they saw fit.25 In 
doing so, they reduced the study of the ancient world to pure utility, as it pertained 
to their own vision of the fully realised individual. In this era, this individual was 
a white, European man.26

While Humboldt’s influence on Marx is not as explicit as Hegel’s, he shaped the 
curriculum under which Marx studied classical antiquity.27 Humboldt’s educational 
reforms were oriented around his own interpretation of Bildung.28 For Humboldt, 
the goal of an individual’s self-development “is the highest and most harmoni-
ous development of his powers to a complete and consistent whole”.29 One must 
learn how to unite differing capacities under a fully realised individual. This under-
taking, however, cannot occur in isolation. The process of Bildung can only take 
place within a society that enables one to encounter a variety of experiences, so as 
to exercise their capacities and provide the freedom to pursue them.30 Humboldt 
explicitly bases this idealised relationship between individual and society on clas-
sical antiquity,31 especially classical Athens, which he believes decayed with the 
arrival of Philip and Alexander.32 He reasons that “the ancient examples explained 
the necessity to connect, in the present, bourgeois involvement and patriotism with 
the ideal of individual autonomy”.33 Humboldt believed that classical Athens held 
knowledge critical for improving his contemporary society. He further cemented 
the necessity of this relationship by building an image of a modern German citizen 
that emulated the classical Athenian.34 Humboldt’s conception of the German citi-
zen with Greek inheritance not only solidified the need to study classical antiquity, 
but also “reinforced the idea of being a citizen of a superior cultural nation”.35 
Under Humboldt’s description of Bildung, classical Athens was tied to a sense of 
German cultural superiority.

This German nationalist conception of Bildung was reflected in the classics cur-
riculum of the newly reformed Gymnasium.36 The Greek world of the Gymnasium 
only went up to “Philip and Alexander”,37 ignoring the Hellenistic world entirely. 
Ancient Greek was only taught because “the study of its grammar helped develop 
formal mental discipline, and literature presented the pupil with the best available 
examples of human culture in an original, unmixed form”.38 Mental discipline and 
the “best” examples of human culture were needed to help students undertake the 
process of Bildung,39 and these were deemed best taught by classical literature. 
This cultural superiority was not uniformly recognised across ancient Greek litera-
ture. Humboldt himself preferred Attic Greek above all other dialects because of 
the abundance of these examples compared to other eras and regions of Greece.40 
Students only received enough language training necessary to be exposed to these 
handpicked examples of supposed human excellence, rather than gain the compe-
tency necessary for philological study.41 Philologists also considered geographical 
and climatic factors when evaluating this cultural superiority in the ancient world,42 
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which resulted in several non-European societies being excluded from historical 
study. Due to the influence of Bildung, Marx’s classical education was not con-
cerned with providing a comprehensive overview of the Graeco-Roman world, 
but reinforcing Humboldt’s conception of German cultural superiority through its 
supposedly Greek heritage.

Hegel holds a similar bias against the Hellenistic era, but unlike Humboldt justi-
fies this with a systematisation of cultures and historical eras based on their ability 
to promote Bildung. Jennifer Herdt states that Hegel’s “entire philosophical project 
is nothing less than a project of Bildung”.43 For Hegel, Bildung is not merely the 
self-realisation of the individual for the sake of humanity’s collective yet secu-
lar development, but a process oriented towards a universal spirit.44 According to 
Hegel, this process moves in stages manifested through different eras and individu-
als, and each era progresses towards an ultimate and full self-consciousness or a 
purity of thought.45 This progress is not merely evaluated based on the schools of 
thought which came out of particular periods and regions, but physical markers 
of their environment such as the geography and climate.46 For him, the area that 
could best support historical progress is “the temperate zone; or, rather, its northern 
half, because the earth there presents itself in a continental form”.47 In other words, 
history only truly occurs in Europe. He ranks different regions and eras based on 
their proximity to Europe and whiteness,48 designating Black Africans as unable to 
achieve Bildung.49

Hegel’s dismissal of the Hellenistic age is partially based on the expansion of 
the Greek world into Asia and Egypt.50 Hegel also evaluates the historical impor-
tance of Epicurean thought based on its place in this teleology. In a series of lec-
tures Hegel delivered on the atomist, he “had presented Democritus (and fellow 
atomist Leucippus) as part of the cycle of early Greek philosophy which traces a 
dialectic of ‘pure thought’ ”.51 Hegel labels Democritean thought as an early stage 
in the development of history. Epicurus’ return to atomism then indicates the lack 
of historical progress in the Hellenistic age.52 His evaluation of Epicurean thought 
corresponds to his assessment of the era overall, that it failed to further promote 
Greek culture due to contact with Asia. For Hegel, Bildung is an explicitly racist 
process, striving towards a universal purity realised through the deliberate exclu-
sion of non-white peoples from history.

Marx explicitly situates the dissertation within his predecessors’ systematisation 
of historical progress in Part One. In this section, his goal is to assimilate Epicurus 
into this periodisation of antiquity rather than push back against it. The dissertation 
opens with a scathing assessment of Greek philosophy:

Greek philosophy seems to have met with something with which a good 
tragedy is not supposed to meet, namely, a dull ending. The objective history 
of philosophy in Greece seems to come to an end with Aristotle, Greek phi-
losophy’s Alexander of Macedon, and even the manly-strong Stoics did not 
succeed in what the Spartans did accomplish in their temples, the chaining of 
Athena to Heracles so that she could not flee.53
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Though this appears to be a general statement about Greek philosophy, it clearly 
refers to philosophy from Athens. First, there is the comparison of philosophy to 
tragedy, a genre also associated with Athens. Marx contrasts the Stoics, the phi-
losophers of the Stoa Poikile, with Athens’ traditional rival, Sparta. While Pau-
sanias attests to this Spartan temple to Athena,54 Marx speaks metaphorically in 
this passage. He mentions an “objective history of philosophy” where the history 
of thought Progresses linearly until it reaches Aristotle. Hellenistic philosophy, 
including its Stoic branch, was unable to continue this march forward. Here, Marx 
is invoking Hegel’s systematisation of the history of philosophy and explicitly says 
so in his preparatory Notebooks.55 This condescending view of Hellenistic thought 
also harkens back to Humboldt’s curriculum for the Gymnasium, which similarly 
placed classical Athens on a pedestal. The dissertation revolves around this con-
struction of classical Athens as the apex of human wisdom, made possible through 
a tradition of devaluing ancient societies outside of Europe.

While Marx perhaps exaggerates this view for the sake of mockery, he does not 
push back against this “objective history”. Instead, he disagrees with his contempo-
raries’ assessment of Hellenistic thought and wishes to rehabilitate Epicurus’ image 
for them. He attempts to show that the progression of knowledge did take place 
within and through the Hellenistic schools, asking “[a]re they not the prototypes of 
the Roman mind, the shape in which Greece wandered to Rome?”56 The purpose of 
defending Epicurean thought is to show its historical importance. By fixing Hegel’s 
oversight, Marx can defend the integrity of older philosopher’s teleology. Yet Marx 
does not wish to question this notion of progress past antiquity. Marx claims that 
his study of the Hellenistic schools is “not at all concerned with their significance 
for culture [Bildung] in general, but with their connection with the older Greek 
philosophy”.57

Here, Marx acknowledges a contemporary cultural relationship between Hel-
lenistic thought and Bildung. Marx could be alluding to multiple connotations 
of Bildung, all of which fall under the translator’s choice of “culture”. He was 
exposed to this relationship as early as the Gymnasium and in the dissertation 
actively engages with Hegel’s articulation of it. Marx, however, does not question 
the necessity of this contemporary norm built on exclusion. Instead, the project of 
the dissertation is to promote the inclusion of one group of thought by revealing 
previously unacknowledged similarities with those traditionally included. Thus, 
the dissertation is situated against the backdrop of Bildung, a tradition that valued 
ancient Greek thought based on its relationship to an overtly racist, Eurocentric 
notion of historical progress.

Bildung and the Individual as European

Marx assimilates Epicurean thought to this notion of progress by articulating the 
relationship between individuality and the atom. He believes Epicurus’s main con-
tribution to atomic theory is the idea of the “swerve”, which triggers a process that 
allows the atom to fully distinguish itself as unique and material.58 The description 
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of this process of the atom’s self-realisation incorporates terminology that Marx’s 
predecessors associated with Bildung. This relationship to Bildung is strengthened 
by comparisons between the atom’s individuality and human individuality.

It is important to note no existing Epicurean fragment contains this language 
of the “swerve”.59 The main source for this is the clinamen in Lucretius’ De rerum 
natura,60 written almost 200 years after Epicurus’ death. Marx also uses Lucretius 
as his primary source for Epicurean thought, arguing his account of the swerve 
provides a solution to a philosophical issue articulated by Democritus. Accord-
ing to Marx, Democritean atomism cannot account for how imperceivable atoms 
could cause perceivable objects.61 Both Democritus and Epicurus are materialist 
philosophers, meaning they believe only matter exists.62 Underlying all matter, for 
both philosophers, are imperceivable objects called atoms and the space between 
them called void.63 Democritus posits that while perceived reality is true,64 it cannot 
show the imperceivable atoms and void.65 In his frustration, Democritus turns to 
the empirical sciences to find an explanatory principle that governs the relationship 
between the atom and appearance.66 Marx identifies Democritus’ approach as a 
“universal” one – the older atomist turns to the physical world to solve philosophi-
cal problems.

In contrast, Epicurus’ approach marks a “subjective” shift away from Democri-
tus’ “universal” approach to atomism, by turning to the nature of the individual 
atom itself. Marx’s succeeding analysis shows the movement of the history of phi-
losophy from the external to the internal, with the individual as the new centre of 
philosophical discourse.

The individual was similarly prioritised by Marx’s predecessors, especially 
within accounts of Bildung. For Humboldt and Hegel, the model of the individual 
achieving self-realisation was the white, European man. Humboldt saw the devel-
opment of the individual as the telos of Bildung.67 To achieve this goal, a method 
and model was needed to encourage, “the full development of the individual and 
the full development of the community of mankind being interdependent”.68 The 
individual had to be educated in a manner that taught one how to exist as an inde-
pendent yet social being. This required one to learn how to navigate different kinds 
of social interactions and incorporate them into one’s sense of self. In the Gym-
nasium, this was realised through classical instruction. The Graeco-Roman world, 
as stated previously, was deemed to have the culture and history best able to pro-
mote Bildung. As a result, “Languages, and in particular Latin and Greek, were a 
main subject, and also considered the medium of Bildung because these languages 
in particular were seen to have a rich historical tradition and therefore to enable 
access to ‘manifold worldviews’ ”.69 This meant ancient language instruction was 
the best method for developing this socially interactive sense of self. The model 
for this individual was taken from Humboldt’s idealised antiquity, specifically the 
traditionally male Athenian citizen.70 Such an individual was supposed to have 
“strength and independence”71 while “[l]iving in the love of others is delightful 
but weak, effeminate”.72 The purpose of Bildung is to develop autonomy within 
society, with this autonomy being seen as a masculine trait and its opposite, co-
dependence, seen as feminine. The preference for instruction via classical antiquity 
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and its modelling on classical Athens also demonstrates that this autonomous indi-
vidual was modelled off the white, European male.

The notion of the individual developed through interaction is also present in 
Hegel’s work. The individual’s development is but part of the development of the 
whole universe, as a part of a “world spirit”.73 For Hegel, this development takes 
place through his account of the dialectic. He stages the dialectic as “a dramatic 
struggle arising from the encounter of two self-consciousnesses . . . nothing else 
but an account of Bildung of self-consciousness, which undergoes the formative 
development toward its ‘in and for itself’ existence”.74 Unlike a Platonic dialectic, 
which is based on an argument between two physical interlocutors, a Hegelian 
dialectic addresses a concept’s self-definition as it exists in the world. The dialec-
tic situates individual concepts against one another. Once a concept is met with 
its opposite, there is no choice but to clarify the definition of each.75 Constantly 
bombarded with oppositions, the concept becomes more and more clearly defined 
as it has to continuously distinguish itself. Self-consciousness includes not only 
awareness of the self but how the individual contextualises this self-awareness. 
The dialectic is thus not limited to undercovering semantic definitions. This dia-
lectical process of Bildung is “not a purely individual undertaking; it is a social 
enterprise that takes place in the historical and social world (the world of spirit) 
through various interactions with other individuals”.76 Like Humboldt, Hegel con-
nects individual and social development. The process of achieving Bildung also 
contributes to the growth of one’s society. Given that Hegel’s ideal society is based 
in the “temperate” areas of Europe, it follows that the individual who can achieve 
Bildung is the white, European man.77

Marx identifies the atom with the process of Bildung by associating it with indi-
viduality, self-consciousness and social interaction. With the swerve, Marx argues 
that Epicurean thought is able to articulate the individual nature of the atom and its 
relationship to the physical world. The swerving atom becomes a “self-conscious” 
individual, realised through its interactions with other atoms.78 Marx introduces 
the swerve by describing the relationship between the atom and different types 
of atomic motion. There are three types of motion: the atom’s free fall through 
the void, the decline away from this straight path, and then repulsion (or colli-
sion) with other atoms.79 When the atom falls in a straight line, it does not come 
into contact with other atoms.80 As a result, it is unable to determine whether it is 
an existing individual.81 Humboldt too warns that individuality cannot be realised 
through monotonous action,82 and for Hegel, self-recognition cannot begin without 
an encounter with another existence.83

During the swerve, the atom first declines, acknowledging its independence from 
the set path of its fall.84 Then, repulsion occurs.85 Upon this encounter with other atoms, 
the individual atom can finally be confirmed as such. The atom’s self-consciousness is 
ultimately realised through this context, the manifestation of its relationship to other 
atoms.86 In other words, the singular atom recognises itself as distinct because it can 
confront and still exist separately from other atoms. Once atoms recognise themselves 
en masse through frequent collisions and encounters, they create observable material 
objects,87 thereby solving the problem put forth by Democritus.
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Marx’s demonstration that the atom meets this requirement of self-conscious-
ness defends Epicurus’ position in Hegel’s teleology of progress.88 Nor does Marx 
stray far from his earlier classical education, meant to guide individuals through 
manifold social interactions towards self-realisation. He explains the importance 
of atomic repulsion through the process of human individuation, saying that “man 
ceases to be a product of nature only when the other being to which he relates 
himself is not a different existence but is itself an individual human being”.89 The 
individual atom cannot confirm its existence as such in its default state of merely 
falling through void, failing to interact with other atoms. Marx likens this to human 
cultivation, where the individual cannot move beyond their most basic instincts 
except when encountering other human beings. The atom’s process of individua-
tion can thus be seen as parallel to a person’s self-realisation, aligning it with the 
process and telos of Bildung. By doing this, Marx assimilates the atom to a concep-
tion of individuality modelled on the white, European man.

Though Marx later criticises Epicurus’ understanding of individuality, this was 
only to say that the philosopher had just fallen short of Hegel’s own account.90 For 
Epicurus’ pre-Hegelian innovations, Marx champions him as “the greatest repre-
sentative of Greek Enlightenment”.91 With this final description of Epicurus, Marx 
makes it clear that his interpretation of the individual atom is based on his prede-
cessors’ Eurocentric account of the individual.

Critiquing Marx’s Classical Inheritance

Marx begins the dissertation by declaring his intention to expand on its subject 
matter in later work but was soon forced to discard the study of antiquity soon after 
submitting the piece in 1841.92 His mentor, Bruno Bauer, was dismissed from the 
University of Bonn in 1842, which severed Marx’s only connection to a univer-
sity position and academic career.93 A lack of prospects led Marx to abandon his 
academic pursuits and become a journalist at the Rhineland News.94 His first expo-
sure to communist thought took place during this period from 1842 to 1843, after 
finishing the dissertation.95 Marx’s eventual critiques of capitalism were strongly 
influenced by conditions of the working poor he reported on. He admits in his 
Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy that “as editor of the Rheinische 
Zeitung, I experienced for the first time the embarrassment of having to take part in 
discussions on so-called material interests”.96 After a lifetime of studying classics 
and philosophy, Marx did not think seriously about economics until he had to write 
on “material” issues, as opposed to theoretical, academic work.

There, Marx makes it clear that his musings on classical subjects themselves 
were not directly responsible for his conversion to the communist cause. Scholars 
such as Wilfried Nippel are perhaps correct to insist that references to antiquity in 
Marx’s later work “have their proper place in footnotes”.97 According to Nippel, 
scattered mentions of antiquity, such as Roman class relations in the Manifesto,98 
were simply used as points of comparison to explain changes in class relations 
over time.99 For Marx, ancient class relations belong to a distant past, providing 
little analytical insight into present conditions. The ancients themselves were not 
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the primary focus of Marx’s anti-capitalist critiques, nor can one show a causal 
relationship between his study of classics and political radicalisation.

While Marx may not have been radicalised by studying classics, it is still pos-
sible to make the case that Marx’s dissertation had some influence on his later 
work. In the dissertation, one may see the early workings of a key facet of Marxism 
known as historical materialism or the materialist conception of history.100 There 
is considerable debate about how developed the materialist theory is in the disser-
tation versus Marx’s later work, though some degree of influence is clear.101 One 
description of historical materialism can be seen in “Wage Labour and Capital”:

Thus the social relations within which individuals produce, the social rela-
tions of production, change, are transformed, with the change and develop-
ment of the material means of production, the productive forces. The relations 
of production in their totality constitute what are called the social relations 
society and specifically a society as a definite stage of historical develop-
ment, a society with a peculiar, distinctive character.102

What makes this conception of history “materialist” is its basis in phenomena exter-
nal to the individual, such as production of goods and the social relations required 
for the production and exchange of goods.103 Different historical eras are defined 
by how these different facets of production and society interact. Marx’s solution to 
the Epicurean issue takes a similar form – what distinguishes the unrealised atom 
from the realised is the shift in its relations, from the isolated fall to the different 
components of the swerve. Yet if historical materialism developed out of Marx’s 
classical scholarship, this should be a cause for concern rather than a point of pride.

It is the “historical” aspect of historical materialism that is most heavily cri-
tiqued by Marx’s critics, since his Eurocentric approach to history produces a simi-
larly Eurocentric model of revolutionary thought.104 The dissertation foreshadows 
this by self-consciously restricting itself to a particular notion of “classical” his-
tory. It attempts to insert Epicurus into this history by showing that his work meets 
criteria defined by an aggressively Eurocentric intellectual tradition. Marx bases 
historical materialism on a similar conception of history. He considers his contem-
porary Europe the apex of human development, categorising progressive stages 
of economic development as “Asiatic, ancient, feudal, and modern bourgeois 
modes of production”.105 The most backwards and undeveloped epoch, for Marx, 
is referred to as “Asiatic”, implying 19th-century Asia was less developed than 
ancient Greece and Rome.106 Due to this Eurocentric view of history, Marx also 
limits the membership of the revolutionary class. Marx and other European social-
ists developed the notion of the proletariat, the working class with revolutionary 
potential, from the working class of Industrial England and France.107 Rural peas-
ants and the unemployed were considered part of the lumpenproletariat, classes 
incapable of enacting revolution.108 Marx, in the Manifesto, describes the proletar-
ian struggle as “the self-conscious, independent movement of the immense major-
ity”.109 Marx distinguishes the proletariat from these other social classes and from 
those outside of Europe by characterising it as an independent self-consciousness, 
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echoing his earlier description of the atom. Therefore, if Marx’s economic theory 
develops out of his classically oriented dissertation, then it inherits its problems: a 
narrow Eurocentrism combined with a limited conception of the historical subject.

Marx’s classicism thus makes him a liability to those attempting to use left-
ist thought to defend the continued relevance of the study of antiquity. This does 
not mean that the Marxist tradition has ceased to be relevant beyond the ivory 
tower. Marx was no prophet and could not predict the ever-shifting winds of his-
tory, especially when it did not conform to his Eurocentric expectations. Towards 
the end of his life, he was already struggling to grasp the anomalous rise of Japan 
as an industrial and imperial power on par with Europe.110 Marx’s model for the 
modes of production crumbled as soon as it appeared and was further desecrated by 
Marxist anti-colonial theorists. Marxist movements arose across Asia in response 
to both Western and Japanese colonialism, including in Korea, Indonesia and the 
Philippines.111 These movements challenged their societies’ supposed lack of his-
torical development and redefined the role of the peasantry in revolutionary strug-
gle.112 Pan-African thinkers such as Amílcar Cabral and Kwame Nkrumah also 
critique the notion that African societies were frozen in a primitive state prior to 
contact with the West.113 In the United States, increased automation and subse-
quent unemployment led thinkers like James Boggs to suggest that even the goal of 
revolution needs to change. No longer should the industrial workers aspire to con-
trol the means of production that they work with but have these newly automated 
means of production work for them.114 To realise this would require a revolution 
that included those unemployed by automation,115 a class Marx considered to be 
lumpenproletariat. Marx’s initial articulation of the conditions for revolution, in 
light of these historical shifts, appears sorely outdated. Yet these theorists still rec-
ognised the power of Marx’s vision of collective struggle and did not turn away 
from his thought. They sought to identify its oversights and update it for a modern 
age and, in doing so, envisioned a more just world. Refusing to leave this world in 
the abstract realm of ideas, they then strove to realise it by materially improving the 
conditions of the marginalised. Through education, activism and international soli-
darity that stretched past their comfortable national boundaries, these movements 
cultivated global citizens who recognised the humanity, individuality and potential 
of all human beings. Perhaps this is the lesson our field should learn from the Marx-
ist tradition, regardless of Marx’s relevance to the study of the ancient world.

Conclusion

Marx’s dissertation therefore exemplifies how difficult it is for any scholar of the 
ancients to detach themselves from the ideological bases of their education. This 
chapter does not claim that the dissertation is intentionally racist but enclosed in an 
epistemology so Eurocentric that it produces structurally racist arguments. Rather 
than redeem the radicality of classics, it provides the discipline another means to 
reflect on its racist attitudes. Accepting the cultural and epistemological framework 
provided by his predecessors’ work on Bildung, Marx’s argument accepts Eurocen-
tric norms as timeless universals, thereby operating within a mythical pre-history 
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of the West. He then applies this telos to the study of ancient philosophy, making 
even metaphysical arguments reproduce these cultural biases. Should scholars of 
the ancient world wish to move beyond such a mythos in critical ancient world 
studies, they must critique the cultural and intellectual milieus in which even the 
most philosophically abstract work was formed. The assumption of the abstract as 
objective and outside of the philosopher’s social context only serves to reinforce 
the notion of the “universal”. Similarly, the harmlessness of Marx’s dissertation 
should not be assumed a priori based on its author’s later work. The dissertation 
was a beginning, a snapshot of where the thinker began before his political radicali-
sation. It alone cannot account for where his work ended up and how far his influ-
ence continues to lead, well beyond his death. If classics wants to distance itself 
from its Eurocentric legacy and reform the field’s image, perhaps it should forget 
trying to claim Karl Marx’s dissertation.
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