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  Abstract 
The non-ethical problem of civil society is the key clue to grasp the theory of civil 
society. Hegel put forward the argument that civil society is unethical, but his 
discussion on the unethical issues of civil society is limited to consciousness or 
spirit. Although Marx agrees with Hegel's view that civil society is unethical, he is 
not satisfied with his statement on this issue. Marx believes that Hegel's civil so-
ciety is unrealistic and has no foothold. Through the study of political economy, 
Marx found that capital plays a very important role in civil society. Therefore, 
Marx re-discussed the non-ethical nature of civil society and realized the theoret-
ical transcendence of Hegel. The non-ethical problem of civil society is not only 
the problem of Marx's era, but also the problem that we must face now. Exploring 
Marx's discussion at that time is also of theoretical and practical significance to us 
now. 
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1. Introduction 

On the origin of civil society, most scholars used to start from ancient Greece, but in fact we now refer to the 
civil society since the Renaissance of modern society. In China, the word "civil society" comes from the translation 
of "civil society". We know that "civil society is a civil society with universal legal system... Is a civilized and pro-
gressive society." (Leo Strauss, 1993).   

In the 1960s, international academia began to discuss Hegel's theory of civil society. So far, this topic is still hot, 
scholars explore many angles, but few articles or monographs devoted to non-ethical issues of civil society to ex-
plore. Although Hegel was the first to explore this issue and also gave some suggestions for solving the problem, 
Marx believed that his proposed path to solving the problem was unrealistic or something inherent in consciousness, 
after which Marx gave his own solution—that civil society should determine the state, not the other way around. 
Such a reversal makes the civil society based on the earth, rather than floating in the “heaven”. 

2. The unethical nature of Hegel's civil society 
On the formation of civil society, Hegel in the Philosophy of Law which has a clear description: “civil society is 

the difference between family and state stage, although its formation later than the state. In fact, as a stage of dif-
ference, it must be based on the state, and in order to consolidate its existence, it must also have a state as an inde-
pendent thing in front of it” (Hegel, 2016). In this statement, Hegel mainly mentioned two points: (1) The state de-
cides civil society. He emphasized that civil society is developed on the basis of the state. Only under the shelter of 
the state can people release their particularity and people can thrive and develop rapidly. (2) Citizen society is 
modern. That is to say, people in the ancient ethical society have no subjective freedom. Even in ancient Greece, 
one of the origins of Western civilization, when the concept of subjective freedom began to germinate in the hearts 
of a few people, it still could not be implemented into the ethical community society at that time. In the city-state 
society, the slave only unconditional obedience to the master, in addition to close his eyes to fall asleep at the be-
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ginning of the moment, his body, soul is free, otherwise he is “bound”, there is no freedom. What are people like in 
civil society? Hegel also gave a clear answer. He said that “specific people as special people themselves are the 
purpose”, “every special person is through the intermediary of others, but also unconditionally through the interme-
diary of universal forms, and affirm themselves and be satisfied.” (Hegel, 2016). This description shows us a vivid 
scene of civil society. People in civil society regard themselves as a purpose rather than a tool. They only pursue 
personal special interests and freedom. They pay great attention to whether the personality status of individuals is 
respected, and rarely consider the views or feelings of others. People are separated from each other, which is a very 
common phenomenon in civil society. At the same time, people are in general contact with each other because of 
their own practical needs. If individuals want to achieve their own goals and achieve their own aspirations, they 
must use others as intermediaries to complete what they want. At this time, people are both “selfish” and “helping 
each other”. They are both universal and special. 

Hegel's view of civil society is inseparable from his own logical system. He attaches great importance to the 
movement of self-consciousness. In his view, the real world we live in is false and is the intermediary of 
self-consciousness or spiritual self-externalization. In the Principle of philosophy of law, Hegel also said that phi-
losophical inquiry is actually a concept. After the idea or spirit was placed by Hegel, he began his abstract syllogis-
tic logic analysis. The first stage is abstract universality. The reason why the first stage is abstract is that “what is 
directly existing or thereby existing, given and regulated by nature, needs, desires and impulses melts away” (Hegel, 
2016). Everything on earth is abstract, everything on earth melts away. The second stage is the specific particularity. 
At this stage, Hegel incorporated nature and human society into his logical system. The food we eat and the water 
we drink are no longer just ideas, but real food and water that can fill our stomachs and quench our thirst. The first 
to second stages are not arbitrary, and the logic is very strict, in Hegel's words: “The second link is already con-
tained in the first link, it is only the first link in the already existing things set up” (Hegel, 2016). Such an excess 
naturally leads to the third stage. The third stage is the combination of the two, that is, the specific universal link. 
The combination of the two “is a reflection in itself and through this reflection returns to the universality of parti-
cularity—that is, singularity” (Hegel, 2016). In this link, the concept is neither universal nor special, but the unity 
of the two. 

According to Hegel, the family, civil society and the state are the three major areas that exist in social life at the 
same time. At the same time Hegel also discussed the relationship between these three, such a statement is and his 
logical system is inseparable. “The concept of reality, that is, the spirit, divides itself into two ideal areas of its own 
concept, divided into family and civil society, that is, divided into two areas of its own finiteness” (Hegel, 2016). 
First of all, Hegel believes that the state exists before the civil society, it is the purpose of civil society. Civil society 
and family are only two areas of spiritual differentiation. These two areas are unrealistic for Hegel, or spiritual 
things. They must be based on the state to exist and develop. Secondly, the purpose of the country is still the coun-
try. The state provides judicial guarantee, system guarantee and other guarantee systems for civil society and family. 
At the same time, the progress of civil society and family is also for the country. They will further feed the country 
and the spirit will be further developed into the realistic spirit. 

After the relationship between the family, civil society and the state was clarified by Hegel, Hegel pointed out 
that civil society is unethical. “Here the ethical thing has been lost in its two poles, and the direct unity of the family 
has been loosened into the majority.” (Hegel, 2016). “In civil society, everyone is for their own purposes... But if he 
is in a relationship with someone else, he cannot achieve his full purpose” (Hegel, 2016). People themselves should 
have the dual characteristics of universality and particularity at the same time, but in the civil society, people are 
only connected with actual needs. Such a connection is very unreliable. It is easy to break because of the different 
purposes and interests of both parties. Such an unethical civil society will inevitably collapse, which is an inevitable 
event. 

The reason for this phenomenon is very simple. The equal relationship between individuals in civil society is ab-
stract, and there are still a lot of practical differences between people in real life. When there is no universal com-
munication between people, people only regard themselves as “individuals” or “atomic individuals”. The actual 
differences between people will be infinitely enlarged. The actual differences not only have innate natural differ-
ences, but also acquired social differences. Such differences are infinitely amplified, will inevitably produce the gap 
between rich and poor, making the rich richer and the poor poorer. When the gap between the rich and the poor 
develops to the extreme, the richer the rich are, the poorer the poor are. At this time, there will be a bipolar opposi-
tion between the “super rich” and the “untouchables”. “When the lives of the masses fall below a certain level - the 
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level of natural adjustment necessary to be a member of society - and thereby lose this sense of justice, integrity 
and self-respect, the untouchables are created” (Hegel, 2016). It should be noted that Hegel here pointed out that 
the 'untouchables' are not only materially poor, their spirit is also extremely poor. The untouchables in the civil so-
ciety their life is very difficult, often sleeping on the streets, poor food, in such a realistic environment, the untou-
chables will naturally hate the rich, hostile to the government, the existence of untouchables is an important force in 
the self disintegration of civil society. 

Just like Hegel's most pursuit of the perfection of his own philosophical system, he will not only stay at the level 
of analyzing problems, but also give corresponding answers to the major problems existing in the civil society: (1) 
Commune. The guild has the ability to prevent its members from becoming 'untouchables', although the ability is 
small. (2) State decides civil society. Although the individual in civil society is free, its own non-ethical nature is 
difficult to survive in individual freedom. The state must support civil society in a more intrinsic sense, and must 
cultivate and support the ethical mechanisms within civil society. Only in this way can civil society have ethical 
functions, and its members can be educated in real life, transcend subjective arbitrariness, and achieve universal 
recognition (Shuangli Zhang, 2020). Can such an answer solve the problem of the non-ethical nature of civil socie-
ty in the era of Hegel and Marx ? The answer is obvious, No. 

3. Marx's criticism of Hegel's civil society 
Hegel's theory of civil society has a great influence on Marx, and it is also the direct theoretical source for Marx 

to discuss this issue. However, Hegel's discussion of the problem is limited to the spiritual aspect. Marx was very 
dissatisfied with this and criticized it in two books. 

Hegel's logical starting point is self-consciousness, which directly determines the limitations of his discussion on 
civil society issues. In this regard, Marx theoretically launched a rebuttal to him. Marx's rebuttal is more obvious in 
the two texts: first, in the Critique of Hegel's Philosophy of Right, he criticizes Hegel's own logical problems, 
pointing out that his logic is mysticism, that is, the mysterious movement of ideas, and Marx mainly wants to find 
out whether Hegel's answer to the problem of civil society has played its due role. Marx pointed out that Hegel's 
three links (from the state to civil society to the state) is actually a “logical, pantheistic mysticism” (Marx, 2002) 
Why does Marx say that Hegel's three links are mysticism? (1) Marx believes that Hegel's movement from the state 
to the civil society and the family is unrealistic. In Hegel's view, civil society and the family are only the division of 
the state. Civil society and the family are supposed to be the real links in society, but Hegel regards them as illusory. 
(2) The transition of civil society to the State is not a real transition, and it is impossible for Hegel to achieve a real 
transition, which he has done only in theory. Marx concluded that Hegel's three-link transition theory has no realis-
tic basis. 

Secondly, in On the Jewish Question, Marx further criticized Hegel's assertion that the state decides civil society 
and put forward his own view: civil society decides the state. In On the Jewish Question, Marx pointed out that 
Hegel's state and civil society failed to achieve a perfect transition, or the separation of civil society and state was 
caused by political revolution. The state under the influence of political revolution has abstract universality. This is 
the real Christian state. Just like Christianity has reached abstract universality in a religious way, modern countries 
have reached abstract universality through politics. At the same time, the transcendence of Christianity by modern 
countries is obvious. Although people in Christianity already have the principle of equality, this principle can only 
be realized by God, while modern countries rely on politics to achieve equality among people. A highly developed 
political state will promote the development of civil society, but the people in civil society are separated from each 
other, and the people in civil society are “atomic individuals”. The more the civil society develops, the more the 
people in civil society are separated. Such separation will inevitably lead to civil society's devouring of the state, 
making the political state that is not easily established show signs of disintegration. That is to say, the state has be-
come a tool for the part of people who win in the internal competition of civil society to maintain their status. The 
part of the “vulnerable groups” in civil society, that is, the “untouchables” mentioned by Hegel, is increasingly un-
convinced that the state is established on the principle of universality, and then the civil society gradually eats the 
state. After such analysis, Marx concluded that the problems of civil society need to be solved by civil society it-
self. 

4. Marx's exposition on the non-ethics of civil society 
Civil society is the focus of young Marx's research. He wants to find an answer to the current social problems 
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through the study of civil society. The non-ethics of civil society is put forward by Hegel, and Marx agrees with it. 
At the same time, Marx made a more profound discussion on the non-ethics of civil society, and showed a more 
real civil society to people. In 1844, Marx began to study political economy. The reason why he turned to the study 
of political economy is partly to better criticize Hegel. In this sense, Marx's research results at this time still belong 
to the stage of Critique of Hegel's Philosophy of Right. 

A careful reader will find that the concept of “civil society” is rarely repeated in Marx's manuscripts or texts on 
political economy. The Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844 is one of the important achievements of 
political economy research, and there is no concept of civil society in it. This phenomenon has aroused the curiosity 
and exploration of many scholars at home and abroad, and have put forward their own views. Among them, Japa-
nese scholar Kiyoshi Hirota put forward the most typical category of "disappeared category" in "civil society and 
socialism." So has Marx's concept of civil society really disappeared? Does he really stop exploring this concept? If 
it is true that the concept of civil society as Kiyoshi said disappeared in Marx, then Marx 's thought is a 
leap-forward development, there is no logic to speak of, before the critique of Hegel 's philosophy of law, to ex-
plore the issue of civil society, followed by political economy research, such a leap of thought is unimaginable. In 
fact, the concept of civil society has not disappeared, or Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844 is to 
explore the civil society. 

The internal contradictions of civil society are caused by the non-ethics of civil society. After 1845, Marx seldom 
used the concept of "civil society" and replaced it with "bourgeois society". What is bourgeois society? Bourgeois 
society is the modern society which has realized the industrial revolution and political revolution. Although he 
transformed the discussion of civil society into the discussion of bourgeois society, the non-ethical issue of civil 
society is one of the core issues that Marx has been paying attention to. Marx's critique of “‘civil society’ and the 
analysis of bourgeois society ultimately rested on the analysis of the capitalist mode of production” (Yibing Zhang, 
2018). His focus on civil society and the bourgeoisie was to better analyze the capitalist mode of production. Marx 
believed that the bourgeoisie “turned human dignity into a value of exchange, replacing countless privileged and 
self-earned freedoms with a conscienceless freedom of trade” (Marx, 2002). Through analysis, Marx concluded that 
the so-called freedom in bourgeois society is only formal freedom. Such freedom breaks the traditional ethical rela-
tionship, makes bourgeois society become unethical, and creates unethical “atomic individuals”. In bourgeois so-
ciety, atomic individuals want to communicate with others must through the form of commodity exchange. 

Marx believes that the development of bourgeois society will inevitably lead to capital globalization. In order to 
obtain more profits, capitalists will inevitably focus on the world, not only their own country. At the same time, the 
relationship between the state and capital is very delicate: on the one hand, capital cannot spread to the world by 
itself, it depends on the state to give it a reasonable position and external guarantee; on the one hand, capital makes 
the originally ethical state lose its ethicality. The first aspect of the relationship between capital and state has been 
fully demonstrated in front of people in Marx's era. Capital relies on the external expansion of the country, which 
brings only barbaric capital colonial rule to the local people. The colonial country has an absolute advantage over 
the colonized countries and regions. The second aspect is found by Marx through his keen insight. At that time, the 
tension between capital and the loss of ethics of the state was not so obvious, but the “destructive power” of capital 
has been truly displayed in front of people, whether it is a country or a country colonized by capital. This will in-
evitably lead to the loss of national ethics. Marx discovered this essence through his keen insight into the state and 
society. It has to be said that Marx's discovery is correct. Nowadays, the double subtle relationship between capital 
and state has been revealed in front of us: (1) Capital globalization makes the countries with the advantage of the 
original economy gain a monopoly position in the global market. (2) Capital causes more and more internal contra-
dictions in the country or the country colonized by capital, and the non-ethical nature is becoming more and more 
obvious. Marx infers that capital globalization in bourgeois society will inevitably cause disastrous consequences to 
the world. While promoting the development of productive forces, capital globalization will also rapidly disinte-
grate the ethical life or ethical mechanism within the country. Countries without ethical life will in turn restrict the 
development of productive forces, which will inevitably lead to the emergence of economic crisis. The economic 
crisis will produce the emergence of “untouchables” as Hegel said, so the state has no ability to maintain an ethical 
community. 

In On the Jewish Question, Marx focused his research on civil society rather than the state. Marx wants to solve 
the problems encountered by Hegel through the analysis of civil society, so he further expounds the relationship 
between civil society and the state, and points out the two characteristics of the relationship between the two: first, 
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the individual in civil society is the purpose of the state. The most important reason why civil society is the purpose 
of the country is determined by the internal power relations of civil society. With the development of the industrial 
revolution, a class with ruling power has been formed in civil society, that is, the bourgeoisie. The bourgeoisie 
swallows up the property class and makes it a part of itself. The bourgeoisie controls both industry and commerce. 
The bourgeoisie provides a universal form of property relations that have been formed in civil society through po-
litical revolution (Shuangli Zhang, 2020). Characteristic two, civil society makes the country decline. The state is a 
machine by which one class rules another class. Similarly, the bourgeoisie rules civil society by means of the state. 
Hegel believes that the state needs to provide justice and the army to maintain the normal operation of civil society. 
Unlike Hegel, Marx emphasized that the state is the ruling tool of the bourgeoisie, and the state is only a part of the 
rule of the bourgeoisie over civil society. The bourgeoisie connects the state and civil society, and the bourgeoisie 
makes private property universal in civil society through the state. After the generalization of private property in 
civil society, it will inevitably lead to the emergence of economic crisis, resulting in a large number of surplus pop-
ulation, which will resist the existing rule, but the bourgeoisie has no ability to solve this crisis, making it impossi-
ble for both the “rich” and the “untouchables” to gain a foothold in society, which will inevitably lead to the prole-
tarian revolution and a complete proletarian revolution. 

5. Conclusion 
Hegel used his “mysticism” philosophy system to discuss a series of problems of civil society, but Marx found 

that he discussed an unrealistic and no foothold society. Although Marx agrees that Hegel's civil society is 
non-ethical, Marx is not satisfied with the non-ethical discourse of Hegel's civil society. Marx believes that the 
characteristics of civil society are not only reflected in non-ethical aspects, but also in the economic crisis caused 
by non-ethicality. The economic crisis not only occurs in capitalist countries, but also affects China's economic de-
velopment. The reason for the impact is related to our basic economic system. The economic system in which mul-
tiple forms of ownership develop together includes the capitalist economic system. Now it is very meaningful to 
discuss the non-ethical issues of civil society. It is not only a problem encountered by Marx and Hegel, but also a 
problem in our present era. 
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