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Das Kapital and Self-legislation

Reflections on a Normative Proposal for Reconstructing Marx's Critique of Capitalism
Sun Liang (East China Normal University )

Abstract In response to the academic debate over "Marx and the problem of normativity", Frank
Kuhler reconstructs a Marxian "formal normativity" grounded in Kant's notion of "self-legislation". He con-
tends that the critical force of Das Kapital derives from the capitalist social structure's negation of the practi-
cal subject's capacity for self-legislation, such that the critique of capitalism ultimately rests upon a Kantian
proposition of "self-legislation". This interpretation appears to have moved beyond the moralizing, ethical,
and economic objectivist approaches prevalent in traditional study of Das Kapital, granting the critique of
capitalism a certain source of formalistic normativity, while neutralizing the revolutionary character of Das
Kapital in a juridical manner. From the standpoint of historical materialism, however, self-legislation itself is
merely a product of determinate social structures; no juridico-political structure generated under particular
historical conditions can be treated as a universal premise valid for all societies. On the contrary, the scientific
path to an alternative mode of existence lies in the sustained negation of capitalist social relations.

Key words Das Kapital; normativity; self-legislation; critique of social structure
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