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“The Third Element” in Engels’ Vision and
Its Contemporary Value: From the Textual Perspective of
Foundations of the Critique of Political Economy

FENG Kai

(School of Marxism, Anhui University of Science and Technology, Huainan 232001, China)

Abstract: “The third element” is the content that Engels finds hidden by the classical economists when he
criticizes the classical economic theory in Foundations of the Critique of Political Economy. As a spiritual
element, “the third element” is Engels’ criticism and transcendence of the former classical economists’ theories.
Engels’ study inspires young Marx to change from law and philosophy to political economy. The division of
spiritual production theory marks the difference between Engels and classical economists, and lays an
important theoretical foundation for the appearance of historical materialism. Spiritual elements play a very
important role in the social progress and development, which tells us that we must attach importance to arousing
the vitality of cultural innovation and creation, and gather the great spiritual strength for the construction of
socialism with Chinese characteristics in the new era. In this sense, we must draw wisdom from Engels’ analysis
based on the development of the times and the characteristics of national conditions.

Key words: Engels; Foundations of the Critique of Political Economy; “ the third element”;
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