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“Seeking the Idea in Reality Itself” and the Holistic Thread of Marx’s

Intellectual Transition During His University Years
Li Binbin

Abstract ; During his university years, Marx underwent two critical intellectual transitions: he shifted from
Romantic literary creation to Kantian—Fichtean legal philosophy, and then to Hegelian philosophy. The con-
sistent thread running through these transitions was his theoretical pursuit of “seeking the idea in reality it-
self.” In his early poetic works, Marx not only drew upon the expressions and imagery of German Roman-
tics, but also inherited its ideological characteristic of separating between “reality” and the “idea.” By situ-
ating the “idea” on the transcendent side of “reality,” his poetry became filled with abstract yearnings for
“heaven” and “love,” which eventually evolved into an unbounded emotional effusion. Grounded in free-
dom as a transcendental principle, Kantian—Fichtean legal philosophy seeks to comprehend “reality” from
the standpoint of the “idea.” While it helped Marx overcome the limitation that his Romantic poetry merely
stayed at emotional expression, it still failed to escape the dualistic separating between “reality” and the “i-
dea.” Marx ultimately turned to Hegelian philosophy to seek a theoretical scheme that unifies “reality” and
the “idea.” Yet, while embracing Hegel’ s thought, Marx remained wary of Hegel’ s approach of dissolving
“reality” through the “idea,” and sacrificing the independence of “reality.” Through his proposition that
“the philosophization of the world is the worldization of philosophy,” Marx transcended Hegel’ s conserva-
tive approach of reconciling the relationship between “reality” and the “idea.” This revolutionary shift ben-
efited both from Romanticism’ s reflection on the universality of the “idea,” and the critical stance on real-
ity itself inherent in Kantian—Fichtean enlightenment philosophy.
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