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Marx on Rights 

 

Please read the following selection from Karl Marx’s On the Jewish Question. After reading the 

selection, answer the questions that follow.  

 

The political elevation of man above religion shares all the deficiencies and all the advantages of 

political elevation in general. The state as state annuls private property, for example, as soon as 

man declares in a political manner that private property is abolished, as soon as he abolishes the 

requirement of a property qualification for active and passive participation at elections, as has 

happened in many North American states. Hamilton interprets this fact from the political 

standpoint quite correctly: 'the masses have thus gained a victory over the property owners and 

monied classes'. Is private property not abolished ideally speaking when the non-owner has 

become the lawgiver for the owner? The census is the last political form of recognizing private 

property. 

And yet the political annulment of private property [by abolishing property requirements to vote] 

has not only not abolished private property, it actually presupposes it. The state does away with 

difference in birth, class, education, and profession in its own manner when it declares birth, 

class, education and profession to be unpolitical differences, when it summons every member of 

the people to an equal participation in popular sovereignty without taking the differences into 

consideration, when it treats all elements of the people's real life from the point of view of the 

state. Nevertheless the state still allows private property, education, and profession to have an 

effect in their own manner, that is as private property, as education, as profession, and make their 

particular natures felt. Far from abolishing these factual differences, its existence rests on them 

as presupposition, it only feels itself to be a political state and asserts its universality by 

opposition to these elements. Therefore Hegel defines the relationship of the political state to 

religion quite rightly when he says: 'In order for the state to come into existence as the self-

knowing ethical actuality of spirit, it is essential that it should be distinct from the form of 

authority and of faith. But this distinction emerges only in so far as divisions occur within the 

ecclesiatical sphere itself. It is only in this way that the state, above the particular churches, has 

attained to the universality of thought- its formal principle- and is bringing this universality into 

existence.' Of course! only thus does the state build its universality over and above its particular 

elements. 

The perfected political state is by its nature the species-life of man in opposition to his material 

life. All the presuppositions of this egoistic life continue to exist in civil society outside the 

sphere of the state, but as proper to civil society. When the political state has achieved its true 

completion, man leads a double life, a heavenly one and an earthly one, not only in thought and 

consciousness but in reality, in life. He has a life both in the political community, where he is 

valued as a communal being, and in civil society, where he is active as a private individual, treats 

other men as means, degrades himself to a means, and becomes the plaything of alien powers. 

The political state has just as spiritual an attitude to civil society as heaven has to earth. It stands 
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in the same opposition to civil society and overcomes it in the same manner as religion 

overcomes the limitations of the profane world, that is, it must likewise recognize it, reinstate it, 

and let itself once more be dominated by it. Man in the reality that is nearest to him, civil society, 

is a profane being. Here where he counts for himself and others as a real individual, he is an 

illusory phenomenon. In the state, on the other hand, where man counts as a species-being, he is 

an imaginary participant in an imaginary sovereignty, he is robbed of his real life and filled with 

an unreal universality. 

The conflict with his citizenship and with other men as members of the community in which man 

as an adherent of a particular religion finds himself can be reduced to the secular division 

between political state and civil society. For man as a bourgeois 'life in the state is only an 

apparent and momentary exception to the essential rule'. Of course the bourgeois, like the Jew, 

only remains in the life of the state sophistically speaking, just as the citizen only sophistically 

remains a Jew or bourgeois; but this sophism is not a personal matter. It is a sophism of the 

political state itself. The difference between the religious man and the citizen is the difference 

between the trader and the citizen, between the labourer and the citizen, between the property 

owner and the citizen, between the living individual and the citizen. The opposition to the 

political man in which the religious man finds himself is the same opposition in which the 

bourgeois finds himself to the citizen and the member of civil society to his political lion’s skin. 

—Marx, On the Jewish Question 

 

1. How does abolishing a property requirement to vote neutralize differences in property as 

far as the state is concerned?  

2. When the state abolishes legal distinctions based on property, birth, class, or education, 

religion, etc., do these differences stop mattering in society? Or do they continue to shape 

how people live in other ways?  

3. Based on Marx’s language comparing “life in a political community” as “heavenly” to 

the “profane” life in “civil society,” which do you think he favors and why? What 

specific words does he use to describe private life in civil society here?   

4. How does thinking we are private individuals affect how we relate and treat other people, 

according to Marx?  

 

According to Bauer man must sacrifice the 'privilege of belief' in order to be able to receive 

general human rights. Let us discuss for a moment the so-called human rights, human rights in 

their authentic form, the form they have in the writings of their discoverers, the North Americans 

and French! These human rights are partly political rights that are only exercised in community 

with other men. Their content is formed by participation in the common essence, the political 

essence, the essence of the state. They fall under the category of political freedom, under the 

category of civil rights, which, as we have seen, in no way presuppose the consistent and positive 
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abolition of religion, nor, consequently, of Judaism. It remains to discuss the other part of human 

rights, the rights of man, in so far as they differ from the rights of the citizen. 

Among them are freedom of conscience, the right to exercise a chosen religion. The privilege of 

belief is expressly recognized either as a human right, or as a conequence of one of the human 

rights, freedom. 

Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen, 1791, Article 10: 

'No one should be molested because of his opinions, not even religious ones'. In the first section 

of the constitution of 1791 'the liberty of every man to practise the religion to which he adheres' 

is guaranteed as human right. The Declaration of the Rights of Man ... 1793 counts among 

human rights, in Artcle 7, 'the free exercise of religious practice'. Indeed, concerning the right to 

publish one's thoughts and opinions, to hold assemblies and practise one's religion, it goes as far 

as to say: 'the necessity of announcing these rights supposes either the present or the recent 

memory of despotism'. Compare the constitution of 1795, Section 14, Article 354. 

Constitution of Pennsylvania, Article 9, Paragraph 3: 'AU men have a natural and indefeasible 

right to worship Almighty God according to the dictates of their own consciences: no man can of 

right be compelled to attend, erect or support a place of worship, or to maintain any ministry, 

against his consent; no human authority can, in any case whatever, control or interfere with the 

rights of conscience.' 

Constitution of New Hampshire, Articles 5 & 6: 'Among the natural rights, some are in their very 

nature unalienable .... Of this kind are rights of conscience'. 

The incompatibility of religion with the rights of man is so far from being evident in the concept 

of the rights of man, that the right to be religious, to be religious in one's own chosen way, to 

practise one's chosen religion is expressly counted as one of the rights of man. The privilege of 

faith is a universal right of man. 

The rights of man are as such differentiated from the right of the citizen. Who is the 'man' who is 

different from the 'citizen?' No one but the member of civil society. Why is the member of civil 

society called 'man', simply man, and why are his rights called the rights of man? How do we 

explain this fact? From the relationship of the political state to civil society, from the nature of 

political emancipation. 

Above all we notice the fact that the so-called rights of man, the rights of man as different from 

the rights of the citizen are nothing but the rights of the member of civil society, i.e. egoistic 

man, man separated from other men and the community. The most radical constitution, the 

constitution of 1793, can say: 

Declaration of the Rights of Man ... , Article 2. These rights etc. (natural and imprescriptable 

rights) are: equality, liberty, security, property. 

What does liberty consist of? 
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Article 6: 'Liberty is the power that belongs to man to do anything that does not infringe on the 

right of someone else' or according to the declaration of the rights of man of 1791 'liberty 

consists in the power of doing anything that does not harm others'. 

Thus freedom is the right to do and perform what does not harm others. The limits within which 

each person can move without harming others is defined by the law, just as the boundary 

between two fields is defined by the fence. The freedom in question is that of a man treated as an 

isolated monad and withdrawn into himself. Why is the Jew, according to Bauer, incapable of 

receiving the rights of man? 'So long as he is a Jew the limited nature that makes him a Jew will 

get the upper hand over the human nature that should unite him as a man to other men and will 

separate him from the non-Jew.' But the right of man to freedom is not based on the union of 

man with man, but on the separation of man from man. It is the right to this separation, the rights 

of the limited individual who is limited to himself. 

The practical application of the rights of man to freedom is the right of man to private property. 

What does the right of man to property consist in? 

Article 16 (Constitution of 1793): 'The right of property is the right which belongs to all citizens 

to enjoy and dispose at will of their goods and revenues, the fruit of their work and industry.' 

Thus the right of man to property is the right to enjoy his possessions and dispose of the same 

arbitrarily, without regard for other men, independently from society, the right of selfishness. It 

is the former individual freedom together with its latter application that forms the basis of civil 

society. It leads man to see in other men not the realization but the limitation of his own freedom. 

Above all it proclaims the right of man 'to enjoy and dispose at will of his goods, his revenues 

and fruits of his work and industry'. 

There still remain the other rights of man, equality and security. 

Equality, here in its non-political sense, is simply the counterpart of the liberty described above, 

namely that each man shall without discrimination be treated as a self-sufficient monad. The 

constitution of 1795 defines the concept of this equality, in conformity with this meaning, thus: 

Article 3 (Constitution of 1795): 'Equality consists of the fact that the law is the same for all, 

whether it protects or punishes.' 

And security? 

Article 8 (Constitution of 1793): 'Security consists in the protection afforded by society to each 

of its members for the conservation of his person, rights, and property.' 

Security is the highest social concept of civil society, the concept of the police. The whole of 

society is merely there to guarantee to each of its members the preservation of his person, rights, 

and property. It is in this sense that Hegel calls civil society the 'state of need and of reason'. 

The concept of security does not allow civil society to raise itself above its egoism. Security is 

more the assurance of egoism. 
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Thus none of the so-called rights of man goes beyond egoistic man, man as he is in civil society, 

namely an individual withdrawn behind his private interests and whims and separated from the 

community. Far from the rights of man conceiving of man as a species-being, species-life itself, 

society, appears as a framework exterior to individuals, a limitation of their original self-

sufficiency. The only bond that holds them together is natural necessity, need and private 

interest, the conservation of their property and egoistic person. 

It is already paradoxical that a people that is just beginning to free itself, to tear down all barriers 

between different sections of the people and form a political community, should solemnly 

proclaim (Declaration of 1791) the justification of egoistic man separated from his fellow men 

and the community. Indeed, this proclamation is repeated at a moment when only the most 

heroic devotion can save the nation, and is therefore peremptorily demanded, at a moment when 

the sacrifice of all interests of civil society is raised to the order of the day and egoism must be 

punished as a crime (Declaration of the Rights of Man .. . 1793 ). This fact appears to be even 

more paradoxical when we see that citizenship, the political community, is degraded by the 

political emancipators to a mere means for the preservation of these so-called rights of man, that 

the citizen is declared to be the servant of egoistic man, the sphere in which man behaves as a 

communal being is degraded below the sphere in which man behaves as a partial being, finally 

that it is not man as a citizen but man as a bourgeois who is called the real and true man. 

 

5. What is the difference between “the rights of man” and “the rights of the citizen,” for 

Marx?  

6. How do the “so-called rights of man” cause us to become isolated from others?  

7. What is the “right of selfishness” and how does it affect how we see other people?  

8. What does it mean to degrade citizenship to “mere means” to preserve the “so-called 

rights of man?” 

 


