
Henri Lefebvre 

Hegel, Marx, Nietzsche, or the Realm of Shadows

Trans. by David Fernbach, Verso, New York and London, 2020.

208 pp., £18.99 hb 

ISBN 9781788733731

About the reviewer

Kaiyue He is studying for a PhD on

Marxist feminism and Muriel

Spark’s works at the University of

…

 More

Reviewed by Kaiyue He

At the age of 74, philosopher and sociologist Henri
Lefebvre published his Hegel, Marx, Nietzsche, or,
The Realm of Shadows (1975), between The
Production of Space (1974), and The Critique of
Everyday Life (1981). The book cover combines
those of three other books, including Hegel’s The
Difference Between Fichte’s and Schelling’s Systems
of Philosophy, Marx’s Capital and Nietzsche’s On
the Genealogy of Morals: Ecce Homo (1887). This

combination indicates Lefebvre’s understanding of the modern world through
these three foundational thinkers.

Hegel, Marx, Nietzsche opens with a lengthy introductory chapter on ‘triads’,
followed by three sections on each thinker and a conclusion and afterword. In
the introduction, Stuart Elden, author of Understanding Henri Lefebvre: Theory
and the Possible, provides a detailed summary of the interactions of Lefebvre’s
works and the theories of the three German philosophers, as well as Lefebvre’s
contribution to the scholarship on each of them. This background knowledge
gives readers an overall understanding of the context of Lefebvre’s book and
helps to locate the influence of Hegel, Marx and Nietzsche on different aspects of
Lefebvre’s theory.

In ‘Triads’, Lefebvre deals with the ‘Hegel-Marx-Nietzsche’ conjunction and the
continuity and discontinuity between the works of these thinkers. In his view,
Hegelian thought is focused on one word and one concept, the state; Marxist
thought strongly emphasizes the social and society; and Nietzsche meditates on
civilization and values (3-4). These three figures are regarded by Lefebvre as
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stars in one constellation. His book focuses on studying the links and tensions of
their theories in the context of modernity. In this chapter, Lefebvre also
explicates the rationale behind his choice of the triadic thought and of three
German thinkers at the gateway to modernity. ‘Hegel would be the Father, the
law; Marx, the Son and faith; Nietzsche, the Spirit and joy’ (30). Through this
triadic model, Lefebvre compares the relations of three thinkers’ theories to the
Trinity. He aims to reveal a picture of the modern world in all its complexity and
contradictions through a detailed investigation of their ideas.

In ‘The Hegel File’, drawing on Hegel’s philosophical works, such as The
Phenomenology of Spirit, Science of Logic, Philosophy of Right and Aesthetics,
Lefebvre illuminates Hegelianism around the concepts of the state, knowledge
and cognition, as well as the dialectic method. He discusses the social status of
knowledge in France and in Europe before the nineteenth century and
investigates the state’s institutionalisation of cognition ‘in the form of academies
and academicism’ (50). For Lefebvre, Hegel emerged as the thinker of the French
Revolution. The influence of Hegel on Marx, including Marx and Engels’s
challenge to Hegel’s dialectic method and Marx’s modification of the concept of
social labour in the Hegelian line, are also thoroughly interrogated in this
chapter. As Lefebvre notes, Marx reached a conclusion incompatible with
Hegelianism: ‘the state itself is a concrete abstraction’ that ‘demands a
foundation’, rather than ‘the celestial transcendence of the Idea’ (76). Rather than
following Marx’s approach, Lefebvre observes the inadequacy of explanation
about the support that unifies the social ensemble in Marxism. He argues that
‘the support of social relations is space’ and his book The Production of Space
includes the analysis of social space (76). Following the explanation of
Hegelianism regarding the system of productive labours and the system of needs,
Lefebvre expresses his doubts about the Hegelian model of the state, due to its
‘misunderstanding [of] social class’ (81). This chapter ends with the definition of
knowledge, cognition and science as three key concepts of Hegelianism.

In ‘The Marx File’, Lefebvre deals with the term ‘Marxism’. In his opinion, Marx’s
thought does not take the form of a system as ‘Marxism’ and Marx’s theoretical
projects remained incomplete. What Marx’s writings contain is better than a
system; they represent ‘a vocabulary, a terminology, a language’, argues Lefebvre
(92). By contrast, ‘“Marxism” exists only in the form of an interpretation’ (96).
Lefebvre goes on to address the question of whether the contemporary world is
Marxist or not and remarks that ‘Marx’s thought […] has been changed into
ideology; the radical critique of the state by Marx, Engels and Lenin has been
changed into state doctrine’ (120). The second focus of this chapter is the
comparison of Marx’s thought with Hegelianism. Lefebvre observes not only



Marx’s harsh critique of Hegelianism, but also his appropriation of Hegel’s
materials: ‘[m]ore Hegelian than Hegel, and yet profoundly anti-Hegelian’ (97).
Lefebvre further illuminates the differences between Hegel and Marx’s analyses
of the social classes and the relations of production as the social basis of the
political state. In terms of the forecasts in Marx’s writings, Lefebvre notes that
Marx’s short-term predictions about ‘the end of competitive capitalism’ can be
matched with historical facts and his long-term prophesy of ‘the coming of
automatic machinery and the automation of production’ is accurate (102). As
Lefebvre concludes, ‘economism and productivism drawn from Marxism and
justified by appeal to Marx […] have invaded the modern world’ (126).

In ‘The Nietzsche File’, Lefebvre points out the misunderstanding of
Nietzscheanism in France and in Germany and emphasises the importance of
studying Nietzsche’s original texts. He illuminates Nietzsche’s critique of
modernity, his glorification of poetry, as well as his thunderous declarations
against the state and Germany, which are contemporaneous with The Gay Science
and Thus Spoke Zarathustra. More comparisons between the theories of Hegel,
Marx and Nietzsche are made in this chapter. Lefebvre puts forward that the
common ground between the Marxist project and Nietzsche’s thought is their
opposition to Hegelianism as a theory of the state. Apart from this, Nietzsche is
critical of Hegel’s theory of history, language and knowledge. Lefebvre explicates
Nietzsche’s theory of language, which is opposite to that of Hegel. For Nietzsche,
language is poetical and creative and is ‘a power of metamorphosis’ (157).
Lefebvre also illuminates the relationship between the Nietzschean theme of
ressentiment and the Hegelian concept of alienation, as well as the similarities
and differences between the Marxist project and Nietzsche’s thought. At the end
of this chapter, Lefebvre offers a detailed explanation of Nietzsche’s theory of the
body. For Nietzsche, ‘the body contains depth’ and the body of poetry, music and
dance is full of energy (184). It is considered by Nietzsche to be fundamentally
opposed to power.

In ‘Conclusion and Afterword’, Lefebvre summarises the perspectives of Hegel,
Marx and Nietzsche, and proposes that we need to read the work of all three to
have a full understanding of modern society. He concludes that space is where
the objective (socio-economic) and subjective (poetic) intersect. This indicates
that Lefebvre’s theory of space, expounded in The Production of Space, is
influenced by the theories of these three thinkers.

As one of Lefebvre’s ‘last major philosophical writings’, Hegel, Marx, Nietzsche
provides guidance for readers who are interested in Lefebvre’s theoretical
works, such as Metaphilosophy and The Production of Space (xxi). Hegel, Marx,
Nietzsche neatly summarises Lefebvre’s sustained study and criticism of the



theories of these thinkers and explains the key concepts that underpin the
development of his philosophy. As Elden notes in the introduction,
Metaphilosophy demonstrates Lefebvre’s debt to Hegel, Marx and Nietzsche (xx).
However, due to the absence of an English translation, Hegel, Marx, Nietzsche has
not attracted much critical attention among English readers for a long time.
According to Elden: ‘Lefebvre has been seen in English-language debates simply
as an innovative thinker in two registers – his cultural studies work on everyday
life; and his urban and spatial writings’ (xx). The translation and republication of
Hegel, Marx, Nietzsche is thus invaluable in inviting a thorough analysis of
Lefebvre’s theoretical endeavour.

This book is also useful for academics or students to work on the philosophy of
these three thinkers and recognise their relevance to modern society. On the one
hand, it points out the neglected aspects of the theories of each thinker. In ‘Marx
File’, for example, Lefebvre highly recommends Marx’s The Critique of the Gotha
Programme, arguing that the theory of social surplus product has been neglected
by most Marxist currents. Lefebvre also notes Nietzsche’s prediction of ‘the end
of ends’ (‘God, “man”, history, capitalism, the state, and subsequently the human
species and even life on planet “earth”’) ahead of other writers (194). At the same
time, Hegel, Marx, Nietzsche deals with the major concerns of modernity, such as
the common ground and differences of state capitalism and state socialism (80).
Lefebvre’s approach to conducting a comparative study is also valuable in its
own right. His triadic model provides exemplary comparisons of the theories of
Hegel, Marx and Nietzsche on their key concepts. Overall, this book is highly
commendable and should be read alongside Lefebvre’s theoretical works to
afford the reader a richer understanding of the origin and theoretical
background of his philosophy.
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This is a helpful synopsis of *Hegel, Marx, Nietzsche*. I think a couple of
Lefebvre’s comments in “The Marx File” merit some clarification, as I may have
interpreted these differently to Kaiyue He. First, as He notes, Lefebvre’s
criticisms of the notion of “Marxism” seem primarily aimed at those “‘Marxists’
who looked for a system in the thought and work of Marx (materialism,
economism, theory of history, theory of determinism and freedom, etc.) and
proceeded to invent one.” Whether this same criticism applies to everyone who
uses the term “Marxism” as a shorthand way to indicate they are using Marx’s in
an attempt to understand, so as to change, our world is less clear to me. This is
particularly so given that Lefebvre concludes the second point at the beginning
of “The Marx File” with the observation that, “In fact and in truth, ‘Marxism’ does
not act in the modern world as a system already here, present like a rock. It acts
like a germ, a ferment. This living being transforms itself; it spreads germs and
ferments that diversify, that die or degenerate here or there, but prosper
elsewhere.”

Second, I think that it is important to emphasize that, for Lefebvre, Marx
intentionally left his theoretical concepts incomplete. Lefebvre elaborates on this
around p. 92 (I am working with an electronic version of the book, which does
not have page numbers) when he asks, “Why did he [Marx] not complete any of
the theoretical constructions he undertook? Lack of time? Lack of material? Lack
of method? No. Understanding aims to attain ‘an all’, or even ‘the All’. But the All
slips from reach. The critical moment, intervening both in (against) the
constructions under way and against (in) the object of cognition, shatters the
edifice before it is complete. The real changes during the analysis. By the time of
synthesis it has already changed. A scrupulous exposition can only proceed
cautiously by signalling the way, showing the horizon.”

This, in turn, feeds into the third point, which is that when Lefebvre refers to
Marx’s texts containing “a vocabulary, a terminology, a language,” he goes on to
say that this is one “different from current language and everyday discourse, yet
unlike the discourses developed by specialists … or philosophers.” More
importantly, Lefebvre argues that Marx did not intend for his work to function
solely at the level of discourse: “Marx was not content with words; he pursued
them to the level of concepts, and assembled these into theories,” and that this
was part of Marx’s project “to realize philosophy, conceived as the project of a
different world, the perspective and horizon of a higher and truer (human)
reality.” In other words, Marx was not attempting to provide only a new
language, but developed this new language as part of his efforts to understand
the world so as to be able to change it.
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