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Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels' Concept of "Plebeian'" And
The Dimension of Critique on Political Ethics

Bao Dawei (Zhejiang University )

Abstract In Marx and Engels' construction of historical materialism, "plebeian" is a class category
that spans from ancient society to modern society. In different texts, the concept of the plebeian becomes an
important perspective for objectively presenting the evolution of class society and its ideological struggle.
The plebeians were neither peasants nor burghers, but were groups and states of being close to the proletari-
ans in pre-industrial societies. In ancient society, the instinctive resistance of the plebeians, an oppressed class
without a complete identity, and their demands for egalitarianism, promoted the political system of ancient so-
ciety to evolve towards secular politics. In modern society, unorganized and without a uniform class con-
sciousness, the plebeians were mobilized and used by the bourgeoisie in political emancipation, and their po-
litical ethics were taken over by the latter and further theorized into a more universal ideology. In the contem-
porary capitalist world system, plebeian is still a concept which can effectively describe lumpen-proletariat or
those with similar mindset, which is not only clearer than the multitude employed by Michael Hardt and Anto-
nio Negri, but also more conducive to the internal logic of its characteristic development from the complete
threads of the evolution of class society.

Key words plebian; political ethics; egalitarianism; ideology
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