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o Introduction ©

The Making of an
American Democratic Socialist
of African Descent

America is in the midst of a massive social breakdown. Never before
in U.S. history has national decline and cultural decay so thoroughly -
shaken peoples’ confidence in their capacity to respond to present-day
problems. America remains the premier military power in the world,
yet has a waning influence on the global scene. American big business
can no longer compete with that of Japan, West Germany, and others as
a result of bad management, myopic profiteering, insufficient produc-
tive investments, and a refusal to educate its workers adequately. The
mediocrity of American leaders is horrendous. Money-driven elections
and packaged politicians (turned fundraisers) have made the political
system virtually an ugly joke—whose punchline is on the American
people.

Cultural decay is pesvasive.The erosion of civil society—shattered
families, neighborhoods, schools, and voluntary associations—has con-
tributed to 2 monumental eclipse of hope and to a collapse of meaning
across the country. Civic terrorism—the sheer avalanche of mindless
and calculated violence in our social fabric—haunts many urban, subur-
ban, and rural streets. Deteriorating physical infrastructures—unkept
highways, subways, bridges, and buildings—are everywhere. Escalat-
ing class inequality (including growing gaps between rich and poor),
xenophobic violence (especially men against women, whites against
mmmﬁ and gays),
and ecological devastation frighten most Americans.

Consumer culture—a way of life that spawns addictive personalities
and passive citizens—promotes a profound spiritual impoverishment
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and moral shallowness. The culture industries of TV, radio, film, and
. video bombard Americans with degrading stcrcotypes——e;g/ccjg%gf
' women and people of color—and saturate leisure time with-seductive

frrfages of sexual foreplay and orgiastic pleasures. Never before have
Americans been so ill-equipped to confront the traumas of despair,
dread, and death, even as so many, especially those among the political
and economic elite, ignore the social chaos and self-destruction eating
at the core of American soc1ety

In short, there is a growing nihilism and cynicism afoot in the
country. This nihilism—the lived experience of meaninglessness, hope-
lessness, and lovelessness—encourages social anomie (drugs, crime)
and therapeutic forms of escape (sports, sex). This cynicism, often
masquerading as patriotic lore, traditional “commonsense,” and
nostalgic posturing, is a form of paralysis; the body politic shrugs its
shoulders while it waddles in private opulence and public squalor.

This present moment of massive social breakdown in America occurs
at a time of epochal change in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe:
the revolutionary shift of authoritarian regimes with command econo-
mies to parliamentary political systems with capitalist economies. This
collapse of bureaucratic elitist forms of communism—encouraged by
the courageous and visionary Mikhail Gorbachev of the U.S.S.R. and
enacted by heroic working peoples in these countries—has helped
revivify the spirit of revolution in our day. Yet this epochal change
warrants both support and suspicion. It is salutary because it reasserts
the autonomy and integrity of civi e.g., individual liberties to
speak, organize, publish, travel, and worship). It also is frightening in
that it rekindles ugly xenophobia (such as anti-Semitism and chau-
vinistic nationalism) and unleashes harsh “free market” forces. To put it
crudely, the breathtaking anti-communist revolutions of 1989 affirm
and accent the libertarian—not egalitarian—aspects of the capitalist
revolutions of 1776, 1789, and 1848. Like those revolutions of old—
and like the present moment of the major capitalist power in the world,
the United States—fundamental issues of employment, health care,
housing, child care, and education for all are being ignored and over-
looked.

The profound tragedy of the epochal change in the Soviet Union and
Eastern Europe may be a turning away from these fundamental is-
sues—a kind of global erasure of egalitarian and democratic concern for

Introduction xiii

jobs, food, shelter, literacy, and health care for all. This would mean
that along with the unleashing of capitalist market forces on an interna-
tional scale goes an unleashing of despair for those caught within or
concerned about the world’s ill-fed, ill-clad, and ill-housed, especially
those in “invisible” Africa, Asia, and Latin America. This tidal wave of
popular cynicism and nihilism about the capacities of people to imag-
ine, create, and sustain alternatives to the world-encompassing cap-
italist order is the spectre now haunting the globe.

This enormous obstacle of cynicism and nihilism is the starting point

. for freedom fighters who defend and promote egalitarian and demo-

cratic possibilities in our time. How do we put the fundamental issues
of employment, health and child care, housing, ecology, and education
on the agenda of the powers that be in a world disproportionately
shaped by transnational corporations and nation-state clites in a global
multipolar capitalist order? How do we keep a focus on these issues .
while we fight racism, patriarchy, homophobia, and ecological abuse?
What effective forms of progressive politics can emerge in this new
moment of history?

The present tasks for the remaking of the left are threefold. First,
given the extraordinary power of capitalism and the pervasive cynicism
and skepticism toward fundamental social change it breeds, we should
try to understand and support all egalitarian and democratic concerns,
efforts, and movements that focus on more and better jobs, food,
shelter education, child and health care, and ecologica —Fhis
means, in part, a wholesale critical inventory of ourselves and our
communities of struggle. More pointedly, the existential and ethical
dimensions of our lives require serious scrutiny. Why do we still fight
and hope for social change? What really sustains our faith in struggle
and our hope for change in these barbaric times? How do we analyze
and account for the egalitarian values and democratic sensibilities we
act upon?

I am suggesting here neither moral confession nor personal therapy.
Rather, I am calling for a historical assessment and political reading of
our morality and morale, in order to shed light on how we can make
them more contagious to others captive to the prevailing cynicism and
nihilism. This assessment and reading should disclose some of the
cultural sources of critique and resistance still extant in a society satu-
rated by market ways of life.
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Second, we must confront candidly the intellectual crisis of the left.
How do we best analyze and explain our society and world? Which
moral visions and values apply? What do we mean by such precious
ideals as equality, democracy, freedom, and justice? What are the com-
plex dynamics of such ugly phenomena as racism, patriarchy, ageism,
homophobia, class exploitation, bureaucratic domination, and ecolo-
gical abuse? How do we best mobilize and organize both victims and
people of good will? What are the appropriate responses to the collapse
of communist regimes, the new developments in southern Africa and
Brazil, the economic power of Japan and Europe, and the diverse yet
devastated state of most of Africa, Asia, the Middle East, and Latin
America?

These crucial questions and urgent challenges require a careful eval-
uation of past and present efforts of those social theorists, historical
sociologists, and cultural critics who have grappled seriously with
them. I am convinced that, despite its blindnesses and inadequacies—
especially in regard to racism, patriarchy, homophobia, and ecological
abuse—Marxist thought is an indispensable tradition for freedom fight-
ers who focus on the fundamental issues of jobs, food, shelter, literacy,
health and child care for all. One of the major ironies of our time is that
Marxist thought becomes even more relevant after the collapse of
communism in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe than it was
before. The explosion of capitalist market forces on a global scale—
concomitant with open class conflict, aggressive consumerism,
rapacious individualism, xenophobic tribalism, and chauvinistic na-
tionalism—makes Marxist thought an inescapable part of the intellec-
tual weaponry for present-day freedom fighters.

Third, we have to specify the kind of credible strategies and tactics
for progressive politics in the United States. The existential and ethical
dimensions of struggle—linked to subtle analyses and sophisticated
explanations of power, wealth, status, and prestige—must yield con-
crete ways that people’s pressure can be brought to bear to change
American society. This entails a fresh examination of the crisis of
leadership, mobilization, and organization of the left. I shall now
elaborate on each of the three tasks for the remaking of the left in the
present global capitalist epoch in light of my own critical self-inventory
over time and space.

Introduction xv
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A wholesale critical inventory of ourselves and our communities of
struggle is neither self-indulgent autobiography nor self-righteous rem-
iniscence. Rather, it is a historical situating and locating of our choices,
sufferings, anxieties, and efforts in light of the circumscribed options
and alternatives available to us. We all are born into and build on
circumstances, traditions, and situations not of our own choosing; yet
we do make certain choices that constitute who we are and how we live

- in light of these fluid circumstances, traditions, and situations.

The most significant stage-setting for my own life pilgrimage has
been neither academic life nor political organizations, but rather my
closely knit family and overlapping communities of church and friends.
These pillars of civil society—my loving parents, siblings, and commu-
nities—transmitted to me ideals and images of dignity, integrity, maj--
esty, and humility. These ideals and images—couched within Christian
narratives, symbols, rituals, and, most importantly, concrete moral
examples—provided existential and ethical equipment to confront the
crises, terrors, and horrors of life. The three major components of this
equipment were a Christian ethic of love-informed service to others,
ego-deflating humility about oneself owing to the precious yet fallible
humanity of others, and politically engaged struggle for social better-
ment. This Christian outlook, as exemplified in our time by Martin
Luther King, Jr., serves as the basis for my life vocation. As a youth, I
resonated with the sincere black militancy of Malcolm X, the defiant
rage of the Black Panther Party, and the livid black theology of James
Cone. Yet I did not fully agree with them. I always felt that they lacked
the self-critical moment of humility I discerned in the grand example of
Martin Luther King, Jr. Such humility has always been a benchmark of
genuine love for, and gratitude to, ordinary people whose lives one is
secking to enhance. I witnessed this same kind of integrity and dignity
in the humble attitude to black folk of my early heroes: the Godfather
of Soul, James Brown; the legendary baseball player, Willie Mays; my
pastor, Rev. Willie P. Cooke (of Shiloh Baptist Church in Sacramento,
California); my grandfather, Rev. C. L. West, of Metropolitan Baptist
Church in Tulsa, Oklahoma; and my older brother, Clifton L. West III,
to me an exemplary human being. In this way, Martin Luther King, Jr.
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has always been not so much a model to imitate but ##e touchstone for
personal inspiration, moral wisdom, and existential insight. I heard him
speak in person only once—when I was ten years old (1963)—and I
rerember not his words but his humble spirit and sense of urgency.

My first noteworthy political action—besides marching with my
family in a civil rights demonstration in Sacramento—was the coordi-
nation of a city-wide strike of students demanding courses in black
studies. At the time there were four black student body presidents in
Sacramento high schools (including myself). My good friend Glenn
Jordan and I decided to launch this effort during the 1969-1970
school year, and we had good results.

My critical self-inventory highlights the fact that I was born eight
years after the end of the Age of Europe (1%2—1945). Much of who
and what we are has to do with where and with what our immediate
ancestors confronted the advent of modernity during the Age of Eu-
rope. And for most of us there is no escape from the effects of European
modernity in that by the carly twentieth century the handful of states
located between the Atlantic Ocean and the Ural mountains (in addi-
tion to the former British colony, the United States) controlled more
than two-thirds of the land and peoples on the globe. My perspective
on the achievements and deficiencies of this Age of Europe is shaped
and colored by being a descendant of seven generations of Africans in
the Western hemisphere, enslaved and exploited, devalued and despised
by Euro-Americans; and three generations of African-Americans, sub-
ordinated and terrorized by legal racist practices in the South. Both of
my parents were born in Jim (and Jane) Crow Louisiana in the late
1920s and early 1930s. With the post-World War II decentering of
Europe, the dwarfing of European populations, the demystifying of
European cultural hegemony, the deconstruction of European philo-
sophical systems and, most importantly, the decolonization of the third
world, I came of age during the eclipse of one epoch and the emergence
of another.

My carly formative years were spent during what Henry Luce called
the “American century”—a period of unprecedented economic boom
in the United States, the creation of a large middle class, i.c., a pros-
perous working class with a bourgeois identity and a mass culture
primarily based on African-American cultural products (music, style,
etc.). I arrived on the scene just when black, and some white, blood,

Introduction xvii

sweat, and tears broke the back of an apartheid-like rule of law in the
South and overturned discriminatory laws (though not de facto prac-
tices) in employment, housing, and education. In 1970, when I entered
Harvard College, I became part of the first generation of young black
people to attend prestigious lily-white institutions of higher learning in
significant numbers—institutions still coping with the new wave of
Jewish faculty and students who had confronted an earlier tribal civility,
snobbish gentility, and institutional loyalty of primarily well-to-do
white Anglo-Saxon Protestants. Owing to my family, church, and the

_ black social movements of the 1960s, I arrived at Harvard unashamed

of my African, Christian, and militant decolonized outlooks. More
pointedly, I acknowledged and accented the empowerment of my black
styles, mannerisms, and viewpoints, my Christian values of service,
love, humility, and struggle, and my anti-colonial sense of self-deter-
mination for oppressed people and nations around the world. But I .
soon discovered that this positive black identity, these persuasive Chris-
tian values, and this deep commitment to struggles for freedom were
not enough. Given my privileged position (as a student—only about 18
percent of black young people were enrolled in college at the time) and
grand opportunities, I needed a more profound understanding of his-
tory, a deeper grasp of the complex, conflict-ridden dynamics of so-
cieties and cultures, and a more flexible perspective on human life.

My passionate interest in philosophy was—and remains—primarily
motivated by the radical historical conditionedness of human existence
and the ways in which possibilities and potentialities are created, seized,
and missed by individuals and communities within this ever changing
conditionedness, including our inescapable death, illness, and disap-
pointment. This attention to the historical character of all thought and
action has led me to be suspicious of intellectual quests for truth
unwilling to be truthful about themselves, including my own. So
though I find delight in the life of the mind—inseparable from, yet not
identical with, struggles for freedom—I do not put primary value on
intelligence or book knowledge. Rather, I believe we have a moral
obligation—for the quality of human life and protection of the environ-
ment—to be wise, especially about the pitfalls and shortcomings of
mere intelligence and book knowledge.

My three decisive years at Harvard College empowered me in a
variety of ways. Although I first majored in philosophy and then
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changed to Near Eastern Languages and Literature (especially Biblical
Hebrew and Aramaic) in order to graduate a year early, my major focus
was on history and social thought. I learned much of the former from
Samuel Beer, H. Stuart Hughes, and Martin Kilson; of the latter from
Talcott Parsons, Hilary Putnam, Preston Williams, Terry Irwin, and
John Rawls; My polltlcal involvement consisted of daily work (begin-

‘ning at 6:00 a.m.) in the breakfast program in Jamaica Plain with left
black friends like Steven Pitts; weekly trips to Norfolk State Prison
with fellow supporters like Valerie Hepburn; and campus activism led
by the Black Student Organization. The major action of this student
group was the legendary 1972 takeover of Massachusetts Hall (includ-
ing the president’s office) to oppose Harvard’s investments in Gulf Oil
and to support the anti-imperialist forces in Angola. Randall Robinson,
founder of TransAfrica but at that time Harvard law student, played a
crucial and courageous leadership role, as did the chief undergraduate
spokesman, Harvard Stephens. I could not go into the building with
my comrades because of trumped-up charges brought by the Cam-
bridge Police Department, and two Hebrew tests I had to take in order
to catch up with my class. Instead I joined the support work outside,
which culminated in a march of 5,000 people on the first weekend of
the takeover.

In the early 1970s, varieties of black nationalism were predominant
at Harvard. Imamu Amiri Baraka’s Congress of African People (CAP),
Ron Karenga’s early writings, the politics of the Republic of New
Africa (RNA), and, to some extent, the Nation of Islam were attractive
to black student activists. As a product of the Black Church I have
always acknowledged some of the tenets of black nationalism, namely,
black intelligence, beauty, character, and capacity, and their subjection
to vicious attack by white supremacist practices. The fundamental issue
of black identity—the affirmation of African humanity and ability—is a
precondition for any black progressive politics. Yet my Christian uni-
versalist moral vision and my progressive international political per-
spective-—derived from my readings of Frantz Fanon, Kwame
Nkrumah, and Karl Marx (promoted by the Black Panther Party over
what Huey Newton called “porkchop nationalism”)—made me deeply
suspicious of the politics of black nationalists. I worked with them on
anti-racist issues—and we discussed, laughed, and partied together
weekly—but I always staked out my Christian version of democratic
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socialist values and politics. My conversations with Trotskyists—es-
pecially the provocative lectures given by Peter Camejo—reinforced an
anti-Stalinist stance I had already adopted, exposed me to a Leninist
view I remained unpersuaded of, and promoted an appreciation of
black nationalist insights within a larger multiracial organization. I
learned much from readings of Trotskyist intellectuals like Leon
Trotsky himself, C.L.R. James, Perry Anderson, and others, but I was
not convinced. At this time, my major intellectual influences on politi-
cal matters were the carly Reinhold Niebuhr (of Moral Man and

- Immoral Society), R. H. Tawney (especially The Acquisitive Society and

Equality), Julius K. Nyerere (Essays on Socialism), the early Leszek
Kolakowski (Towards a Marxist Humanism), and the dissenting Marxist
humanists Markovi¢ and Stojanovi¢. I was most excited by the power-
ful essays by Harold Cruse in Rebellion or Revolution—a book 1 much
preferred . over his classic, The Crisis of the Negro Intellectual. Yet 1 .
remained critical of Cruse’s cultural nationalist followers at Harvard,
most of whom were my close friends. At that time, Martin Luther
King, Jr. was a grand example of integrity and sacrifice but, in sharp
contrast to Malcolm X, not a distinct voice with a credible politics in
our Harvard conversations. Malcolm X’s voice was as fresh as ever. We
were all convinced that Malcolm X would hold our position and have
our politics if he were alive. We rarely if ever asked this question of King
in those days, even Christians like myself, principally owing to our
blindness to his affirmation of democratic socialist politics and our
impatience (read: ignorance) of his anti-imperialist (not just anti-Viet-
nam war) stance. King was for us the Great Man who died for us—but
not yet the voice to whom we had to listen, question, learn from, and
build on. This would change in the next decade.

When I arrived at Princeton’s philosophy department—by far the
best in the country at the time—I anticipated three basic intellectual
challenges: the undermining of my Christian faith by the powerful
tools of analytical philosophy; the way in which the works of Ludwig
Wittgenstein—my philosophic hero at the time—were interpreted by
Princeton’s philosophy department, and how the department’s social
philosophers might regard the Hegelian Marxist tradition, i.e., Georg
Lukdcs and the Frankfurt School, whom I had recently been seduced
by. T quickly discovered the first issue was an irrelevant one for my
teachers and peers. Nobody cared about religious faith—though Walter
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Kaufmann and Richard Rorty regarded the issue with historic curi-
osity. So I kept my Pascal, Kierkegaard, Montaigne, Thurman, and
Unamuno close to my heart and read Frege, Carnap, Quine, and Kuhn.
My eye-opening and horizon-broadening encounter with Richard
Rorty made me an even stronger Wittgensteinian, although with ges-
tures toward Dewey. Rorty’s historicist turn was like music to my
cars—nearly as sweet as The Dramatics, The Spinners, or The Main
Ingredient, whom I then listened to daily for sanity. My allegiance to
the Hegelian Marxist tradition was deepened by Sheldon Wolin—the
major influence, along with Rorty and C. B. MacPherson—on my
thought at the time. It was during the two short years at Princeton that
I became convinced that the values of individuality—the sanctity and
dignity of all individuals shaped in and by communities—and of de-
mocracy—as a way of life and mode of being-in-the-world, not just a
form of governance—were most precious to me. This is why, when I
returned to Harvard as a DuBois Fellow to write my dissertation, I
turned first to T. H. Green, the British neo-Hegelian of the late
nineteenth century, and then to the ethical dimensions of Marxist
thought. Marx’s own debts to the Romantics’ preoccupation with
many-sided personality and full-fledged individuality (as in Friedrich
Schiller’s Letters on Aesthetic Education) and to the early socialists’ focus
on universal suffrage, womens’ rights, abolitionism, and workplace
democracy intrigued me. I became convinced that Marx’s own intellec-
tual development should be understood in terms of this fascinating
tension between the moral conviction of the flowering of individuality
under wholesale democratic socioeconomic and political conditions
and the theoretical concern of explaining scientifically the dynamics and
tendencies of profit-driven capitalist societies that foster a narrow indi-
vidualism and a truncated political democracy.

This book, The Ethical Dimensions of Marxist Though!—%rittcn over a
decade ago when I was in my mid-twenties—was my attertipt to under-
stand Marxist thought as one grand stream, among otherséf the larger
modern articulation of historical consciousness, an articulation fanned
by Romantic quests for harmony and wholeness and fueled by concrete
revolutionary and reformist movements for freedom, equality, and
democracy. Such quests and movements may result in aborted au-
thoritarian Arrangements or be crushed by powerful capitalist powers.
Yet the precious values of individuality and democracy that can guide
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and regulate such quests and movements sit at the center of Marx’s own
thought. Hence I take the reader—step by step, text by text—through
Marx’s own intellectual development in order to show how he incorpo-
rated modern historical consciousness (as he constructed and under-
stood it) in relation to his ethical values of individuality and democracy,
and how these values clashed with what he viewed as the pernicious and
vicious effects of the fundamental class-ridden capitalist processes of
capital accumulation and the commodification of labor. My brief exam-
inations of subsequent Marxists, like Friedrich Engels, Karl Kautsky,

-and Georg Lukdcs, try to show that their diverse conceptions of mod-

ern historical consciousness in relation to ethical issues differ greatly
from that of Marx. ’

OO0

The scope of this essay is limited, yet its focus on Marxist ethical
reflection—regarding methodology and substance—is timely. There is
not only a paucity of highly detailed interpretations of Marx’s intellec-
tual development, but also a need for more investigation of the kind of
turn toward history and social theory Marx made and how it contrasts
with that of subsequent noteworthy disciples and followers. And
though I wrote The American Evasion of Philosophy: A Genealogy of
Pragmatism six years after my dissertation, there is no doubt that my
interpretation of Marxist thought is influenced by the works of John
Dewey, the early Sidney Hook, and Richard Rorty. My basic claim is
that Marx’s turn toward history resembles the anti-foundationalist ar-
guments of the American pragmatists, yet Marx wants to retain a
warranted-assertability status for social explanatory claims in order to
understand and change the world.

Marx wisely shuns any epistemic skepticism (as promoted by the
deconstructive critics of our day) and explanatory agnosticism or ni-
hilism (as intimated by those descriptivist anthropologists and histo-
rians bitten by the bug of epistemic skepticism). Instead, Marx refuses
to conflate epistemic and methodological issues, philosophic and social
theoretical ones, matters of justification for the certain or absolute
grounds for knowledge—claims and matters of explanation that pro-
vide persuasive yet provisional (or revisable) accounts of social and
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historical phenomena. Like so many critics today, Marx’s immediate
followers often made a “category mistake” of collapsing epistemological
concerns of justification in philosophy into methodological concerns of
explanation in social theory. This unwarranted collapse is the basic
reason why anti-foundationalists in epistemology became full-fledged
skeptics and why descriptivists in the social sciences shun subtle expla-
nations of change and conflict in society and culture. Needless to say,
the complex relation of epistemic skepticism and explanatory nihilism
to the sense of political impotence and historical cynicism among such
critics—even as they monotonously invoke slogans that knowledge is
culturally constructed, historically constituted, and politically-laden—
cries out for explanation. One major reason is that they are reacting
against narrow conceptions of social theory, especially positivistic,
economistic, and reductionist versions of Marxism. This book shows
that, despite the deep tensions in Marx’s thought, there are other and
better versions of Marxism put forward by Marx himself in his best
moments. My point here is not that Marx’s social theory fully accounts
for all social and historical phenomena; rather, it is that social theory
wedded in a nuanced manner to concrete historical analyses must be
defended in our present moment of epistemic skepticism, explanatory
agnosticism, political impotence (among progressives), and historical
cynicism.

So it is necessary to discredit the fashionable trashing of Marxist
thought in the liberal academy. Besides predictable caricatures of Marx-
ist thought by conservatives, this trashing principally proceeds from
ironic skeptics and aesthetic historicists. The former shun any theory
that promotes political action with purpose; for them, any social proj-
ect of transformation reeks of authoritarian aims. The latter highlight
wholesale contingency and indeterminacy, with little concern with how
and why change and conflict take place. So we have disciples of Jacques
Derrida and Michel Foucault who talk about the subtle relations of
rhetoric, knowledge, and power, yet remain silent about concrete ways
in which people are empowered to resist and what can be gained by
such resistance. In addition, we have the so-called “new historicists,”
preoccupied with “thick descriptions” of the relativity of cultural prod-
ucts, including those formerly neglected by traditional bourgeois male
critics—while thoroughly distrustful of social explanatory accounts of
cultural practices.
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Needless to say, crude Marxist perspectives warrant scrutiny and
rejection. Yet in these days of Marxist-bashing, it is often assumed that
vulgar Marxist thought exhausts the Marxist tradition—as if mono-
causal accounts of history, essentialist conceptions of society, or reduc-
tionist readings of culture are all Marxist thought has to offer. One
wonders whether any such critics have read Marx’s Eighteenth Bru-
maire, Class Struggles in France, or the Grundyisse.

Faddish ironic skepticism and aesthetic historicism are contemporary
assaults on the twin pillars of Marxist social theory: historically specific

-accounts of structures such as modes of production, state apparatuses

and bureaucracies, and socially detailed analyses of how such structures
shape and are shaped by cultural agents. These pillars require that one’s
understanding of history, society, and culture highlight latent and
manifest multifarious human struggles for identity, power, status, and
resources. More pointedly, it demands that one bite the explanatory
bullet and give analytical priority to specific forms of struggle over
others. For sophisticated Marxists, this does not mean that class ex-
plains every major event in the past or present, or that economic
struggles supersede all others. It simply suggests that in capitalist
societies, the dynamic processes of capital accumulation and the com-
modification of labor condition social and cultural practices in an
inescapable manner. How such practices are played out in various coun-
tries and regions for different races, classes, and genders in light of the
fundamental capitalist processes will be determined in an experimental
and empirical manner. Like other refined forms of historical sociology,
Marxist theory proceeds within the boundaries of warranted assertable
claims and rationally acceptable conclusions. Its assertions can be
wrong in part because they are believed to be right.

The high intellectual moments of Marxist theory—Marx’s own his-
torical and economic analyses, Georg Lukdcs’ theory of reification, and
Antonio Gramsci’s conceptions of hegemony—are those that bring
together explanatory power, analytical flexibility, and a passion for
social freedom. Yet certain crucial phenomena of the modern world—
nationalism, racism, gender oppression, homophobia, ecological devas-
tation—have not been adequately understood by Marxist theorists. My
rejoinder simply is that these complex phenomena cannot be grasped,
or changed, without the insights of Marxist theory, although we do
need other theories to account for them fully.
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Efforts to link the fundamental capitalist processes of capital ac-
cumulation and the commodification of labor to progressive traditions
of ordinary people are not a call to revive old debates about base and
superstructure. Similar to the best work of Raymond Williams, W.E.B.
DuBois, Eugene Genovese, and Simone de Beauvoir, I am suggesting
that we focus on the oppositional cultures of oppressed peoples that
extend far beyond their workplaces. In other words, we need a serious
Stmmelian moment (as in Georg Simmel’s The Philosophy of Money) in
Marxist theory that probes into the lived experiences of people in light
of fundamental capitalist processes. The aim here is not to reduce
cultural efforts to ideological battles, but rather to discern and deter-
mine the distinctive elements of the structures of feeling, structures of
meaning, ways of life and struggle under dynamic circumstances not of
peoples’ own choosing. In this way, Marxist theory can give social
substance and political content to postmodern themes of otherness,
difference, and marginality. And limited epistemological debates about
foundationalism and skepticism, realism and pragmatism can give way
to more fruitful exchanges about clashing methodological, theoretical,
and political conceptions of how to understand and change contempo-
rary cultures and societies.

OO0

When I arrived as Assistant Professor of Philosophy of Religion at
Union Theological Seminary in New York City in 1977, one of my
concerns was precisely this issue: defending sophisticated Marxist the-
ory as an indispensable—though by itself inadequate—intellectual
weapon in the struggle for individuality and democracy. I decided to
teach at Union Seminary for three reasons: it was (and still is) the
center of liberation theology in the country, it was one of the best places
for black theological education in the country, and it allowed me to
teach and read widely in philosophy, social theory, history, literary
criticism, and cultural thought. Union was the perfect place to become
a broadly engaged cultural critic with a strong grounding in the history
of philosophy and criticism. In fact, I received another education at
Union from my supportive colleagues—especially my closest friend
James Washington, Professor of Church History. My faith was tested
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and deepened, my mind was stretched and refined, my soul was re-
freshed and readied for battle. After serious intellectual exchanges with
James Cone, Beverly Harrison, Dorothea Solle, Tom Driver, James
Forbes, Jr., David Lotz, Milton Gatch, and Donald Shriver—and trips
to Brazil, Jamaica, Costa Rica, Mexico, Europe, and later South Af-
rica—the incarnation of progressive thought in concrete struggles for
freedom was no mere dream. Despite a relative quietism on the U.S.
left, T witnessed and participated in an intellectual and political ferment
in these places reminiscent of our 1960s. At home, the Theology in the
Americas movement—the major national progressive multiracial and
religious activity in the country in the 1970s—cuiminated in a l}istoric
gathering in Detroit. The results were published in 1982 by Orbis Press
in a volume entitled Theology in the Americas: Detroit II, co-cdited by
Caridad Guidote (a professor and Filipina nun), Margaret Coakley (a
white American nun), and myself. The same year I published Prophesy
Deliverance! An Afro-American Revolutionary Christianity (Westminster
Press), based in part on lectures I gave at Rev. Herbert Daughtry’s
House of the Lord Pentecostal Church in Brooklyn, New York. Rev.
Daughtry was the founder and then head of the National Black United
Front—one of the few progressive organized responses to the con-
servative Reaganite policies of the early 1980s.

Two crucial encounters shaped the kind of democratic socialism I
would promote: the intense intellectual exchanges with Stanley
Aronowitz and my membership in Michael Harrington’s new organiza-
tion, Democratic Socialists of America (DSA). In addition to James
Washington and to my younger colleagues—Mark Ridley-Thomas,
Anders Stephanson, Farah Griffin, Jerry Watts, Anthony Cook? and
Michael Dyson—TI have never had a more enhancing intellectual inter-
locutor than Stanley Aronowitz. We read voraciously and talked inces-
santly about the impasse of the left and the crisis of Marxism—he was
then writing his important work, The Crisis in Historical Muterzult:vm.
His leadership of Social Text—the major journal in which Marxism
encountered cultural politics in the 1980s and 1990s—pushed me
toward a serious engagement with the works and lives of Fredric
Jameson, Antonio Gramsci, Raymond Williams, Cedric Robinson, ;
Anders Stephanson, Edward Said, Bertell Ollman, Barbara Fields, y
Stuart Hall, Ellen Willis, Audre Lorde, Eric Foner, bell hooks, Rick
Wolfe, Sohnya Sayres, and Michel Foucault. This engagement still sets
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the framework for how I relate Marxist thought to the cultural politics
of difference, i.c., race, gender, sexual orientation, age. This framework
is an integral part of my work with the editorial collective of Boundary
2: An International Journal of Literature and Culture—Paul Bové,
Jonathan Arac, William Spanos, Michael Hays, Daniel O’Hara, Donald
Pease, Joseph Buttigieg, Margaret Ferguson, and Nancy Fraser.

Michael Harrington’s DSA in 1982 was the first multiracial, socialist
organization close enough to my kind of politics that I could join. I was
then, and remain, a sharp critic and staunch defender of DSA. After
seven years on the national political committee—and many protracted
ideological struggles—I now serve as an honorary chairperson. My
own Gramscian democratic socialism is not in the mainstream of DSA,
but it is an acceptable and legitimate perspective within the organiza-
tion, and one that is sharpened and refined by defenders of other
versions of democratic socialism.

I put forward my own critiques of the late Michael Harrington’s
conception of democratic socialism in my book, Prophetic Fragments
(Africa World Press, 1988) and in my review of his last book, Socialism.:
Past and Future, in The Nation (6-13 January 1990). Michael Har-
rington meant much to me as a person and I learned tangible and
intangible lessons from him as we interacted in meetings and on trips
together. We shared three fundamental points: the necessity of rethink-
ing and reinterpreting the insights of the Marxist tradition in the light
of new circumstances; the need for a national multiracial democratic
socialist organization that puts a premium on intellectual exchange and
political relevance; and the necessity of articulating a distinctive U.S.
road to greater freedom, justice, and equality. Harrington was, despite
some political faults and intellectual flaws, a masterful organic intellec-
tual who held these three points together in creative tension better than
anyone else of his generation.

My close friendships with Harry Magdoff and Paul Sweezy—the
long distance runners of the American Marxist left—began just as I was
moving from Union to Yale Divinity School in 1984. In our work
together on a special issue on religion and the left for Monthly Review
(July—August 1984), we realized that our versions of Marxist theory
overlapped in significant ways. Their critical allegiance to historical
materialist analyses that are magnanimously global in character yet
meticulously specific in content fit well with my Gramscian accounts
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that link the rule of capital—the powers of transnational corporations,
banks, and political elites—to the racial and gender-skewed ill-fed, ill-
housed, and ill-clad. As the caretakers of one of the oldest Marxist
journals in the United States, they have defended and updated Marxist
theory while opening its pages to non-Marxist socialists like myself who
share their concern about the significance of Marxist theory as an
indispensable intellectual weapon for freedom fighters in the present.

SO0

I am a non-Marxist socialist in that as a Christian, I recognize certain
irreconcilable differences between Marxists of whatever sort and Chris-
tians of whatever sort. Since my conception of Christian faith is deeply,
though not absolutely, historical, this disagreement is not primarily a -
metaphysical issue; rather, it is a basic existential difference in the
weight I put on' certain biblical narratives, symbols, and rituals that
generate sanity and meaning for me. My Christian perspective—medi-
ated by the rich traditions of the Black Church that produced and
sustains me—embraces depths of despair, layers of dread, encounters
with the sheer absurdity of the human condition, and ungrounded leaps
of faith alien to the Marxist tradition. Like so much of black music,
Christian insights speak on existential and visceral levels neglected by
the Marxist tradition. This is not so because the Marxist tradition is
Eurocentric—for there are traditions and figures in Europe that do
speak to existential issues, e.g., Samuel Beckett, T. S. Eliot, Martin
Buber, Susanne Langer. Rather, the Marxist tradition is silent about the
existential meaning of death, suffering, love, and friendship owing to
its preoccupation with improving the social circumstances under which
people pursue love, revel in friendship, and confront death. I share this
congcern.

Yet like both Russian novelists and blues singers, I also stress the
concrete lived experience of despair and tragedy and the cultural equip-
ment requisite for coping with the absurdities, anxieties, and frustra-
tions, as well as the joys, laughter, and gaiety of life. In this deep sense,
Marxism is not and cannot serve as a religion. And if it is cast as a
religion, it is a shallow secular ideology of social change that fails to
speak to us about the ultimate facts of human existence. To put it
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charitably, Marxist thought does not purport to be existential
wisdom—of how to live one’s life day by day. Rather, it claims to be a
social theory of histories, societies, and cultures. Social theory is not the
same as existential wisdom. Those theories that try to take the place of
wisdom disempower people on existential matters, just as those
wisdoms that try to shun theory usually subordinate people to the
political powers that be.

My writings constitute a perennial struggle between my African and
American identities, my democratic socialist convictions, and my Chris-
tian sense of the profound tragedy and possible triumph in life and
history. I am a prophetic Christian freedom fighter principally because
of distinctive Christian conceptions of what it is to be human, how we
should act toward one another, and what we should hope for. These
conceptions—put forward in a variety of diverse strecams and strains of
the Christian tradition stretching back over centuries—has to do with
the indispensable yet never adequate capacities of human beings to
create error-proof or problem-free situations, theories, or traditions—
hence the strong anti-dogmatic or fallible character of prophetic Chris-
tian thought and practice which encourage relentless critical con-
sciousness; the moral claim to view each and every individual as having
equal status, as warranting dignity, respect, and love, especially those
who are denied such dignity, respect, and love by individuals, families,
groups, social structures, economic systems, or political regimes—
hence the prophetic Christian identification and solidarity with the
downtrodden and disinherited, the degraded and dispossessed; and
lastly, the good news of Jesus Christ which lures and links human
struggles to the coming of the kingdom—hence the warding off of
disempowering responses to despair, dread, disappointment, and
death. -

Prophetic Christianity has a distinctive, though not exclusive, capac-
ity to highlight critical, historical, and universal consciousness that
yields a vigilant disposition toward prevailing forms of individual and
institutional evil, an unceasing suspicion of ossified and petrified forms
of dogmatism, and a strong propensity to resist various types of cyn-
icism and nihilism.

Prophetic Christian conceptions of what it is to be human, how we
should act, and what we should hope for are neither rationally demon-
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strable nor empirically verifiable in a necessary and universal manner.
Rather, they are embedded and enacted in a form of life—a dynamic set
of communities that constitute a diverse tradition—that mediates how I
interpret my experiences, sufferings, joys, and undertakings. There are
indeed good reasons to accept prophetic Christian claims, yet they are
good not because they result from logical necessity or conform to
transcendental criteria. Rather, these reasons are good (persuasive to
some, nonsense to others) because they are rationally acceptable and
existentially enabling for many self-critical finite and fallible creatures
who are condemned to choose traditions under circumstances not of
our own choosing. To choose a tradition (a version of it) is more than
to be convinced by a set of arguments; it is also to decide to live
alongside the slippery edge of life’s abyss with the support of the
dynamic stories, symbols, interpretations, and insights bequeathed by
communities that came before.

I have always shunned the role of theologian because I have little
interest in systematizing the dogmas and doctrines, insights and intui-
tions of the Christian tradition. Nor do I think that they can be
rendered coherent and consistent. The theological task is a noteworthy
endeavor—especially for the life of the church—yet my vocation uses
Christian resources, among others, to speak to the multilayered crises
of contemporary society and culture. So I am more a cultural critic with
philosophic training who works out of the Christian tradition than a
theologian who focuses on the systematic coherency or epistemic valid-
ity of Christian claims.

This vocation puts social theory, historiography, cultural criticism,
and political engagement at the center of my prophetic Christian out-
look. I do not believe that there are such things as Christian social
theory, Christian historiography, Christian cultural criticism, or Chris-
tian politics—just as there are no such things as Christian mathematics,
Christian physics, or Christian economics. Rather, there is prophetic
Christian thought and practice informed by the best of these disciplines
that highlights and enhances the plight of the loveless, luckless, land-
less, and other victims of social structural arrangements. In this way, my
prophetic vocation overlaps in significant ways with such Marxists as
Harry Magdoft and Paui Sweezy. In the present methodological debate
against ironic skeptics, aesthetic historicists, political cynics, and ex-
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planatory agnostics, we stand together in defense of Marxist theory and
socialist politics—even as we may disagree on how we conceive of
Marxist theory or the kind of socialism we promote.

OO0

My move to Yale Divinity School in 1984 afforded me the opportu-
nity to reflect on the crisis in American philosophy—as in Post-Analytic
Philosophy (1985), edited by my good friend John Rajchman and my-
self, and in my book The American Evasion of Philosophy (1989). This
coincided with an intense campus drive for clerical unionism at Yale
(one of the few labor victories of the 1980s) and against Yale’s invest-
ments in South African companies. Again, my arrest and jail resulted.
This action served as a fine example for my wonderful son, Clifton,
quickly approaching adolescence—an example he has followed as a
progressive student body president of his predominantly black middle
school in Atlanta. Partly owing to this action, my request for leave was

“denied and I was forced to teach a full program at Yale (two courses)
and the University of Paris VIII (three courses) in the spring of 1987. I
commuted every five to seven days from New Haven to Paris from

. February to April. To be on the same faculty with|Gilles Deleuzej(who

retired that spring) and Jean-Frangois Lyotardiwas an honor. Yet I was
amazed at the French students’ ignorance of U.S. philosophy and the
hunger for Afro-American history and culture. In my graduate seminar
on/John Dcwe)f;, Hilary Putnam, Stanley Cavell, and [Richard Rorty,
brilliant students had never heard of Dewey—in fact, one wanted to
study with him (unaware he had died in 1952)! My Afro-American
intellectual history course was scheduled for twenty, but over a hundred
students (many from African and Arab countries) enrolled. Student

activism regarding educational reform was increasing at the time and I

participated in many lively discussions and actions. When I returned
from Paris I decided to leave Yale—for personal reasons linked with my
lovely African wife-to-be Elleni Gebre Amlak—and went back to

/ Union. But after a short year I decided to go to Princeton University,

to teach in the religion department and direct the Afro-American
studies program. My major motivation was to constitute a critical mass
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of black scholars—with the grcat({_fl"oni Morrison at the center—al-
though I also was eager to learn from other superb scholars there.

At present, besides completing Breakin’ Bread, a book written with

bell hooks on the black crisis (including black male/female relations), a
collection of essays (Prophetic Criticism), and a work on David Hume
(seven years in the making), my focus is twofold: the battle in the arts,
popular culture, and the academy over Eurocentrism and multi- v
culturalism, and the crisis in black and progressive leadership. In 1990,
I ¢o-edited (with Russell Ferguson, Martha Gever, and Trinh T. Minh-
hﬁ) Out There: Marginalization and Contemporary Cultures (MIT) for
the New Museum of Contemporary Art. This landmark text may set the
framework for the debate between conservatives like Allan Bloom,
Africanist thinkers such as Leonard Jeffries, feminist theorists counter-
ing patriarchal canons like Elaine Showalter, and democratic socialists
of African descent like myself. This battle will continue to rage well into
the twenty-first century. My major aim is to rescue the ambiguous
legacy of the European age from conservatives, to accent the racist,
patriarchal, and homophobic currents that still run through American
intellectual and cultural life while criticizing any separatist politics or
parochial outlook, and linking the new cultural politics of difference to
a democratic socialist perspective. My critical appreciation of the hip-
hop culture of American youth, especially black youth, reflects this
dialectical reading of our present moment. I applaud the spirit of
resistance against racism yet condemn its misogynist and homophobic
elements.

SO0

The crisis of leadership in black and progressive communities is
symptomatic of the paucity of credible strategies and tactics for social
change in the United States. It also reflects the relative inability of the
left to mobilize and organize over time and space. Needless to say, there
is no easy way out of this impasse.

The effort is more difficult due to the pervasive disarray of the
progressive movement in the United States. Never before in our history
has the U.S. left been so bereft of courageous leaders of vision, intel-
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ligence, and integrity. We simply do not have formidable figures that
the public identifies with progressive causes. Aside from those preoc-
cupied with electoral politics and admirable local activists with little
national attention, there are no major leaders who articulate in bold and
defiant terms—with genuine passion and analytical clarity—the moral
imperative to address the maldistribution of resources, wealth, and
power, escalating xenophobia, ecological devastation, national decline,
and spiritual impoverishment we are facing. This crisis of leadership
adds to the balkanization of U.S. progressive politics—its fragmenta-
tion, isolation, and insularity. Given the power of big business and
cultural conservatism, the U.S. left has potency primarily when strong
leadership—rooted in extra-parliamentary organizational activity—en-
ergizes and galvanizes demoralized progressives and liberals across
racial, class, regional, age, and gender lines. This usually does not last
long—so the propitious moment must be seized.

We find it hard to seize this moment not only because of the estab-
lishment’s strategies of repression and incorporation but also owing to
the consumer culture—with its addictive seductions and pacifying pas-
times—that often saps and disperses our energies for collective struggle.
Market morality engulfs us in such a way that it is difficult to arrange
our lives so that communal activity supersedes personal pursuits. Mar-
ket mentality makes it hard for us to believe our sacrificial progressive
efforts will make a real difference in our busy and short lives. And since
there can be no substantive progressive politics without oppositional
subcultures, institutions, and networks, the predominant “market way
of life” presents a—maybe the—major challenge for progressive politics.

At the moment, the most explosive issues in U.S. society revolve
around black bodies and womens’ wombs—race and abortion. And, in

a fundamental sense, the starting points—through not landing .

grounds—for progressive politics in the 1990s may be enbancement of
the poor, especially those of color, and protection of womens’ rights.
Yet reform measures such as progressive taxation and appointment of
liberal judges fall far short of what is required. We also need a pro-
gressive cultural renaissance that reshapes our values, restructures how
we live, and puts struggle and sacrifice closer to the center of what we
think and do. Only then will our fight to turn back a market-driven,
conservative United States—already far down the road to social chaos
and self-destruction—be not only desirable but also credible. The de-
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fense of the relevance of Marxist thought, including its ethical dimen-
sions, after the Cold War is an indispensable weapon in this fight.

At the forefront of this fight stands Jesse Jackson. His historic
presidential campaigns were the major progressive responses to Rea-
gan’s conservative policies. His 1988 bid was the first time since the last
days of Martin Luther King, Jr.’s Poor People’s campaign—with the
grand exception of Mayor Harold Washington’s election in Chicago—
that the nearly de facto segregation in U.S. progressive politics was
confronted and partly surmounted.

Yet Jackson’s courageous leadership is problematic. His televisual
style—a style too preoccupied with TV cameras—relies on personal
charisma at the expense of grassroots organizing. His brilliance and
energy sustain his public visibility at the expense of programmatic
follow-through. This style downplays peoples’ participatory pos-
sibilities—at the level of followership and leadership. More pointedly, it
shuns democratic accountability. Pure democracy must never be a fetish
for progressives. Work must get done; decisions must be made. But
criticism and democratic practices are the lifeblood of any progressive
organization worthy of the name. Jackson’s televisual style not only
mitigates against this; it tends to preclude it. So despite his salutary
social democratic politics, Jackson’s televisual style may be reaching the
point at which it undermines his crucial message.

This televisual style must give way to a collective model of pro-
gressive leadership that puts a premium on grassroots organizing,
criticism, and democratic accountability. The future of U.S. progressive
politics lies with those engaged local activists who have made a dif-
ference yet who also have little interest in being in the national lime-
light. They engage in protracted organizing in principled coalitions that
bring power and pressure to bear on specific 1ssues—especially issues of
jobs, housing, health and child care, education, and ecological protec-
tion. Without such activitists there can be no progressive politics. Yet
state, regional, and national networks are also necessary for an effective
progressive politics. This is why locally based collective (and especially
multiracial and multigender) models of leadership are needed. These
models must shun the idea of one national progressive leader; they
must highlight critical dialogue and democratic accountability within
and across organizations. These models of collective leadership will
more than likely not be part of the lethargic electoral system riddled
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with decreasing revenues (i.e., debt), loss of public confidence, self-
perpetuating mediocrity, and pervasive corruption. Rather, the future
of U.S. progressive politics lies in the capacity of a collective leadership
to energize, mobilize, and organize working and poor people. Demo-
cratic socialists can play a crucial role in projecting an all-embracing
moral vision of freedom, justice, and equality, andmaking social analy-
ses that connect and hnk activists together. In this way we can be a
socialist leaven in a larger progressive loaf. Yet this loaf will never get
baked if we remain separate, isolated, insular, and fragmented. Amer-
ica’s massive social breakdown requires that we come together—for the
sake of our lives, our children, and our sacred honor.

The Ethical Dimensions
of Marxist Thought




o] ¢
Radical Historicism

The radical historicist approach to ethics claims that the search for
philosophic criteria, grounds, or foundations for moral principles is
doomed. By “philosophic” I mean criteria, grounds, or foundations
that carry the weight of rational necessity and/or universal obligation—
that we are compelled to accept by some kind of philosophic rationality,
or that we are all obliged to endorse by some overarching law or rule.
The radical historicist approach calls into question the very possibility
of an ethics (Kantian ethics, for example) that claims to rest upon
philosophic notions of rational necessity and/or universal obligations.

There are two reasons for this radical historicist claim. First, the
radical historicist sees the dynamic historical processes as subjecting all
criteria, grounds, and foundations to revision and modification.
Whereas notions such as “rational necessity” and “universal obligation”
are employed by philosophers precisely in order to secure immunity
from revision and modification. By rejecting these notions, the radical
historicist is precluding the possibility of either timeless criteria, neces-
sary grounds, or universal foundations for ethics. Second, for the
radical historicist, the only plausible candidates for the criteria,
grounds, or foundations in question would be the contingent, com-
munity-specific agreements people make in relation to particular norms,
aims, goals, and objectives. These agreements, owing to their dynamic
character, do not carry the weight of rational necessity or universal
obligation.

By calling into question the possibility of securing either timeless
criteria, necessary grounds, or universal foundations for moral princi-
ples, the radical historicist approach is calling into question a particular
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conception of objectivity in ethics and hence the possibility of ethics as
a philosophic discipline. Without such criteria, grounds, or foundations
to serve as a last court of appeal for adjudicating between rival moral
principles, objectivity in ethics or valid justification of moral principles
becomes but a dream, a philosopher’s dream which results from an
obsession with philosophic certainty and security in the flux of histor-
ical change and development. In this sense, ethics as a philosophic disci-
pline has no subject matter. )

The radical historicist approach to ethics holds that people make
cthical judgments in light of moral principles, employ criteria to under-
gird such principles and give reasons to justify their criteria, principles,
and judgments. But it claims that these judgments, principles, and
criteria are philosophically groundless or that they do not rest upon
philosophic foundations. '

Therefore, for the radical historicist, the search for philosophic foun-
dations or grounds for moral principles is but an edifying way of
reminding (and possibly further committing) oneself and others to
what particular (old or new) moral community or group of believers
one belongs to. Instead of focusing on the status (objective or subjec-
tive, necessary or contingent, universal or particular) of moral princi-
ples, the radical historicist approach stresses the 7ole and finction these
principles (or any principles) play in various cultures and societies.
Instead of accenting the validity or objectivity of the justification of
moral principles, the radical historicist approach highlights the plausi-
ble descriptions and explanations of the emergence, dominance, and
decline of particular moral principles under specific social conditions in
the historical process. Instead of philosophic notions such as status,
validity, objectivity, the radical historicist approach prefers theoretic
notions such as role, function, description, and explanation.

The radical historicist approach discards the quest for philosophic
certainty and the search for philosophic foundations because, it claims,
this quest and scarch rests upon a misguided picture of philosophy—a
picture of philosophy as the discipline that enables us to grasp necessary
and universal forms, essences, substances, categories, or grounds upon
which fleeting cultural and historical phenomena can rest. For the
radical historicist, philosophy itself is but a part of the flecting cultural
and historical phenomena, and it is hence incapable of grounding
anything else. The vision of philosophy as a quest for philosophic
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certainty and search for philosophic foundations is an ahistorical vision,
a hapless attempt to escape from the flux of history by being phi-
losophic, that is, by being bound to certainty, tied to necessity, or
linked to universality.

Two noteworthy implications for moral philosophy result from the
radical historicist approach to ethics. First, the distinction between
moral philosopher and social critic breaks down. The moral phi-
losopher is no longer viewed as either engaging in an investigation into
the nature of the “logic of moral discourse” or generating timeless

.criteria, necessary grounds, or universal foundations for moral princi-

ples which should regulate human behavior. Rather the moral phi-
losopher attempts to put forward “moral” guidelines or insights as to
how to solve particular pressing problems, overcome urgent dilemmas,
and alleviate specific hardships. Of course, the moral philosopher must
still “justify” guidelines or insights, but the notion of justification is
understood in a new way.

This new way of understanding the notion of justification is the
second noteworthy implication for moral philosophy which results
from the radical historicist viewpoint. No longer does the idea of
justification serve as the last court of appeal which stands above the
contingent and variable world of fleeting morals. Instead, as we noted
earlier, the notion of justification is understood to be a way of remind-
ing ourselves and others which particular community or set of we-
intentions (e.g., “we would that . . .”) we identify with.

Since the radical historicist approach to ethics rejects the idea of
philosophic grounds or foundations for moral principles, the idea of a
last philosophic court of appeal that stands above contingent and
variable morals is precluded. The point is not to lift oneself out of the
flux of history—an impossible task—but rather to immerse oneself
more deeply into history by consciously identifying with—and digest-
ing critically the values of—a particular community or tradition.

For the radical historicist, the task of ethics is not philosophic, it is not
to put forward irrefutable justifications of particular moral viewpoints.
Rather the task of ethics is theoretic: the task is to discover ways in
which to develop a larger consensus and community, such as through
example and exposure, through pressure and persuasion, without the
idea of a last philosophic court of appeal in the background. If one
disagrees with a particular consensus or community, the task is not to
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- seek philosophic foundations for one’s view, but rather to put forward a
realizable alternative, a new possibility for consensus and community,
and then to make it attractive to others.

Radical Historicism and Moral Relativism

The radical historicist approach in ethics is often understood to be
identical with moral relativism. In this section, I shall try to show that
this identity-claim is misleading—not primarily because the radical
historicist makes claims different from those of the moral relativist
about objectivity and validity in ethics, but rather because the radical
historicist assumes a different conception of philosophy than does the
moral relativist. To put it crudely, the moral relativist is on the right
track but is still captive to the vision of philosophy as the quest for
certainty and the search for foundations, whereas the radical historicist
is a moral relativist liberated from this vision and hence no longer to be
labelled by terms which presuppose it.

Before I examine moral relativism, I shall briefly define what ethical
view moral relativism is reacting against, namely, hard objectivism, or
solid foundationalist ethics. This viewpoint takes many forms. I shall
note only two forms. First, absolutism, which claims it is possible to
generate and justify rationally necessary or universally obligatory, moral
standards against which to judge rival ethical judgments (or beliefs).
Second, scientific naturalism, which holds that it is possible to reduce
moral truths or facts to nonmoral, i.c., scientific, truths or facts, and
thereby be as “objective” as scientists. Although the absolutist view
posits the radical autonomy of ethics and the scientific naturalist view
posits a radical reduction of ethics, both subscribe to the basic claim of
hard objectivism: that there must be necessary grounds, universal foun-
dations, for moral principles.

I will present three versions of moral relativism and examine the
claims put forward in each version.! The first of these versions—
descriptive relativism—is an empirical thesis that pertains to the diver-
sity of fundamental ethical beliefs; the second—strong relativism—is a
thesis about the existence of rational procedures or standards to adjudi-
cate between conflicting ethical beliefs or judgments; the third—weak
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relativism—is a thesis about the existence of rational criteria to g}lidc
one’s choice between rational procedures or standards that adjudicate
between conflicting ethical beliefs or judgments. Descriptive relativism
claims that the fundamental ethical beliefs of people in diverse cultures
and societies differ and even conflict. Strong relativism holds that thcr.c
are no rational procedures or objective (universal) standards that permit
one to justify ethical beliefs or judgments against others. szak rela-
tivism says that there are some rational procedures or objective stan-
dards for justifying certain ethical beliefs or judgments against others,

‘but that there are no rational criteria for choosing between scts of

rational procedures or standards. Let us briefly examine these three
versions. .

Descriptive relativism puts forward an empirical.claxm. It does not
hold that people in different cultures and societies make different
cthical judgments. This is obviously true. Rather it claims that people in
different cultures and societies have different fundamental ethical be-
liefs. The distinction between ethical judgments and fundamental eth-
ical beliefs is a crucial one. Ethical judgments are based on fundamental
ethical beliefs and factual beliefs (about the self, the world, apd God).
Since factual beliefs are theory-laden, we can legitimately infer that
ethical judgments appeal to fundamental ethical beliefs i light of theories
about the self, the world, and God. .

For example, imagine two societies—one secular, the other reli-
gious—which accept and follow the fundamental ethical be}lef that
people should attend to the welfare of the physically handicapped.
Suppose the first society is guided by a secular theory aboqt the self and
the world which denies life after death. Furthermore, it holds Fhat
physically handicapped people are biologically digablcd human beings
owing to discernible mishaps in nature. Only persistent gnd prolongcd
scientific investigations into the natural causes of such mishaps provide
a clue for their cure. Until such cures are found, this society collectively
decides that physically handicapped people should Feside‘ in the homes
of loved ones or in hospitable public residences. This decision serves as
evidence that this secular socicty accepts and follows the fundamental
ethical belief that the welfare of physically handicapped people ought to
be attended to. .

Suppose the second society is regulated by a religious theory about
the self, the world, and God which affirms life after death. Furthermore,
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" it holds that physically handicapped people will have divine status in the
hereafter if they are put to death before the age of one. So the society
decides to kill all physically handicapped newborn infants. Despite this
affront to our modern sensibilities, these killings serve as evidence that
this society accepts and follows the same fundamental ethical belief as
the secular society described above.

This crude example is #ot a case of descriptive relativism. It illustrates
how different ethical judgments can be reached based on the same
fundamental ethical belief and conflicting theories about the self, the
world, and God. Both societies value the welfare of physically handi-
capped people, but they arrive at diverging ethical decisions owing to
their different understandings of the notion of “welfare” within their
different theories about the self, the world, and God.

Now imagine our societies one hundred years later. Suppose the
religious society has now acquired the same theory about the self and
the world as the secular society. The formerly religious society now
denies life after death and no longer holds that physically handicapped
infants under one year old will have divine status in any hereafter. Yet
this society continues to kill physically handicapped newborn infants.

This second example, reconstructed from the first one, clearly is a
case of descriptive relativism. The two societies share the same theory
about the self and world, yet still arrive at different ethical judgments
regarding the welfare of physically handicapped people. We are forced
to conclude that the formerly religious society (now secular) no longer
accepts and follows the fundamental ethical belief that the welfare of
physically handicapped people ought to be attended to.

Strong relativism is a more comphcated doctrine. Its basic claim is that
there is no Archimedian point from which to adjudicate between
conflicting ethical beliefs or judgments. It denies the possibility of sub
specie aeternitatis from which to judge rival ethical beliefs of judgments.

This doctrine is complicated because its implications are diverse.
First, it could yield an extreme moral nibilism which claims that there are
no moral truths or facts. Admittedly, it is a bit misleading to call
extreme nihilism a form of moral relativism since it denies even rela-
tivistic moral claims about right and wrong, just and unjust, good and
bad. For the extreme moral nihlist (like Max Stirner, as we shall sec in
chapter 3), moral claims—relativistic or objectivistic—are mere illu-
sions.

Second, strong relativism could lead to what is often called normative
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relativism, which holds that a particular ethical belief or judgment may
be right for one person or society and not right for another person or
society, given that there are no morally significant differences in the two
societies. This doctrine differs from extreme moral nihilism in that it
does not deny moral truths or facts. Instead, it claims that there are
moral truths or facts and that these moral truths or facts are always
relative to a given person, group, or society.

Normative relativism denies the universalizability of moral truths or
facts, whereas extreme moral nihilism denies the existence of moral
truths or facts. Of course, some objectivistic Kantians would claim that
the denial of the universalizability of moral truths or facts is tantamount
to denying the existence of moral truths or facts. But this claim only
illustrates an affinity between some objectivistic Kantians and extreme
moral nihilists: an obsession with universal foundations for moral facts
or truths. The important point here is that both extreme moral nihilism
and normative relativism reject the possibility of a rational, objective,
universal standard from which to adjudicate between rival ethical judg-
ments (or beliefs). In short, both fall under the rubric of strong
relativism.

Finally, strong relativism could possibly yield a view which is usually
referred to as meta-ethical velativism, namely, the view that rival ethical
judgments (or beliefs) can both be right or equally valid. This view
differs from extreme moral nihilism in that it accepts a notion of validity
in regard to moral judgments, whereas the extreme moral nihilist does
not. Meta-ethical relativism claims that it is possible for there to be
conflicting ethical judgments (or beliefs) about a particular case, both
judgments being fully correct.

This view indeed sounds counterintuitive, but it is possible if we
were to imagine a relativist C overhearing two nonrelativists, A and B,
putting forward conflicting ethical ]udgmcnts about a specific issue. For
example, if A says that the death penalty is right and B holds that the
death penalty is wrong, they surely are both right from their own
nonrelativist perspectives. But for the relativist C overhearing the con-
versation, the nonrelativistic ethical judgment of A is justified and valid
for A but not for B and the nonrelativistic ethical judgment of B is
justified and valid for B but not for A. In C’s relativistic meta-ethical
perspective, both conflicting ethical judgments of A and B would be
correct.

It is important to note that being committed to strong relativism
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does not commit one to all of its sub-relativisms, but that it does
commit one to at least one of them. That is, if one adheres to the
doctrine of strong relativism, one is either a moral nihilist or a nor-
mative relativist and/or a meta-ethical relativist. Being a moral nihilist
means that one cannot be a normative or meta-ethical relativist,
whereas one can be both a normative relativist and a meta-ethical
relativist.

Weak relativism holds that it is possible to arrive at rational pro-
cedures or objective, universal standards that justify certain ethical
beliefs or judgments against others. It also claims that there can be a
plurality of such procedures and standards between which there can be
no adjudication. Therefore weak relativism puts forward a weaker claim
than strong relativism. It would not yield moral nihilism, normative
realism, or meta-ethical relativism.

Weak relativism would not yield moral nihilism because it affirms the
existence of moral truths and facts. It would not lead to normative
relativism because it endorses the universalizability of moral facts and
truths. And it would not produce meta-ethical relativism because it
assumes there to be a general convergence between the plurality of
rational procedures and objective, universal standards regarding ethical
judgments and also because it refuses to view nonrelativistic ethical
judgments through a relativistic lens.

Weak relativism, like strong relativism, holds that there is no Archi-
median point from which to adjudicate conflicting ethical beliefs or
judgments. But unlike strong relativism, it does not go on to claim that
there are no last philosophic courts of appeal. Instead, weak relativism
holds that there are philosophic criteria—such as logical consistency,
theoretical coherency, simplicity—which permit the affirmation of some
rational procedures and objective, universal standards and the rejection
of less rational procedures and less objective, universal standards. Weak
relativism tries to cling to some threadbare notion of universal validity
or ethical objectivity without appealing to a timeless standard or Archi-
median point. In this sense, weak relativism may be called moderate
historicism or soft objectivism. It is the halfway house between radical
historicism and hard objectivism. It attempts to take history seriously,
like radical historicism, yet like hard objectivism, to preserve phi-
losophic notions of objectivity and validity in ethics.

Weak relativism can be viewed as endorsing a sifting process through
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which prospective moral procedures or standards must pass. Some are
deemed more rational, objective, and universal than others, i.c., they
pass the test and thereby deserve to be viewed as serious ethical view-
points. The sifting process consists roughly of rigorously applying
philosophic criteria (usually generated by professional moral phi-
losophers) to prospective moral procedures and standards.

For example, the major contemporary prospective moral procedures
or standards consist of various versions of Kantianism, act and rule
utilitarianism, intuitionism, perfectionism, egoism, and forms of con-
sequentialism. These all represent attempts to establish moral validity or
ethical objectivity in the sense that they provide relevant reasons—
reasons that carry weight, that can persuade and convince rational,
impartial human beings—for arriving at ethical judgments. From the
standpoint of the contemporary community of professional moral phi-
losophers, the most logically consistent, theoretically coherent, and
formulaically simple procedures provide good, relevant reasons and
more logically inconsistent, theoretically incoherent, formulaically
obscure procedures yield bad, unconvincing reasons.

At the present time in America, certain sophisticated forms of con-
sequentialism (usually nonutilitarian versions) and of Kantianism are
the most widely accepted moral procedures for generating philosophic
justifications for ethical judgments. A recent example of the con-
sequentialist view claims roughly that one must begin with a con-
ception of human beings which highlights their capacity to anticipate
pain, have memories of the past, and sustain ends, commitments, and
projects over time. This conception of the person can be understood to
be based on empirical evidence. These features become the morally
relevant facts which serve as the starting point from which rational
procedures of objective, universal standards for justifying ethical judg-
ments can be constructed.

A current example of the Kantian viewpoint holds that one must
begin with a conception of human beings which accents their capacity
to act contrary to their natural desires, social interests, and capricious
prejudices, i.e., their rationality and freedom. This conception of the
person can be understood to be based on metaphysical features, or
features about ourselves which are rationally indispensable if we are to
make our own behavior comprehensible to ourselves. These features
become morally relevant facts which serve as the starting point from
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which a rational procedure or objective, universal standard for justify-
ing ethical judgments can be generated.

So weak relativism denies an Archimedian point from which to
adjudicate rival ethical judgments (or beliefs), but it does permit phi-
losophic objectivity in ethics. It promotes this thin notion of objectivity
in that it does not claim that the starting points for agreed-upon
rational procedures or objective, universal standards are absolute or
immune from revision. Instead, it holds that these starting points can
be shown to possess some kind of rational necessity and/or universal
obligation upon which to rest one’s moral viewpoints.

Weak relativism is still a version of moral relativism to the extent that
it allows an open-ended pluralism among the procedures and standards
deemed rational, objective, and universal. It says that there is no higher
philosophic criteria that can be appealed to in deciding which particular
rational procedures or objective, universal standard ought to be chosen
from among the small set of such procedures and standards, only
philosophic criteria to judge which procedures and standards belong to
this small set. So weak relativism permits relativism only at the “higher”
level.

It is important not to confuse the radical historicist approach to
ethics with the most exhorbitant form of strong relativism, namely,
extreme nihilism. As we noted earlier, the extreme moral nihilist holds
that there are no moral truths or facts. The radical historicist view says
that there are moral truths or facts, but that they are always subject to
revision. The radical historicist view then goes on (sounding like a
normative relativist) to claim that such moral truths or facts are always
relative to specific aims, goals, or objectives of particular groups, com-
munities, cultures, or societies. Yet the radical historicist perspective
differs from normative relativism because the former, in stark contrast
to the latter, affirms the universalizability of such moral truths or facts
that are established relative to specific aims, goals, or objectives of
particular groups, communities, cultures, or societies.

The fundamental difference between the radical historicist and the
extreme moral nihilist is that the latter remains under the grip of the
quest for philosophic certainty, the search for philosophic foundations.
Since the extreme moral nihilist believes such a quest and search is
hopeless, he or she throws in the towel and deems illusory what was
once believed to be real, namely, universal moral truths or facts. In
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other words, the extreme moral nihilist is a deeply disenchanted and
disappointed hard objectivist. For the extreme moral nihilist, like the
hard objectivist, moral truths or facts are either rationally necessary,
universally obligatory, and philosophically objective or they are ca-
pricious, arbitrary, and subjective. For both, it is an cither/or affair—
there are either philosophic foundations or there is the abyss.

This commitment to the vision of philosophy as the quest for cer-
tainty and search for foundations also is assumed by the normative and
meta-ethical relativists. From the radical historicist point of view, these
positions represent a failure of nerve, a lack of courage, in that the
relativist preoccupation with an unattainable objectivity precludes the
universalization of the ethical judgments which come from particular
groups, communities, cultures, or societies. The normative relativist
seems to believe that an Archimedian point is needed for ethical judg-
ments to be universalizable, and that since there is no Archimedian
point; we should not universalize relativist ethical judgments.

But for the radical historicist, universalizing particular ethical judg-
ments has nothing to do with an Archimedian point. The nonexistence
of an Archimedian point plays no role whatsoever in determining the
scope and status of ethical judgments; it is not even a factor in the
framework against which one understands one’s own ethical position.
For it is only plausible to assume, as do relativists, that an Archimedian
point is required for universalizing ethical judgments when it is be-
lieved that universalization requires permission from philosophic cri-
teria, grounds, or foundations.

It is at this point that we clearly begin to see the contrast between the
forms of moral relativism and the radical historicist approach to ethics.
The moral relativists are openly engaged in a fierce struggle against hard
objectivism. Their response is either to radically reject hard objectivism
and accept the consequences that the hard objectivist view claims will
follow (as in the case of extreme moral nihilism), to liberally reject hard
objectivism and preclude the possibility of universalizing ethical judg-
ments (as in the case of normative relativism and meta-ethical rela-
tivism), or to conservatively reject hard objectivism and then water
down notions of objectivity and validity to acceptable philosophic
proportions (as in the case of weak relativism, moderate historicism, or
soft objectivism). The important insight here is that all these forms of
moral relativism allow hard objectivism to set the terms and dictate the
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conditions as to what are the options and alternatives to hard objec-
tivism. Moral relativism, in its various forms, refuses to ask the more
fundamental questions, namely, what would an ethical position look
like which did not merely react against hard objectivism? What would
constitute an approach to ethics which did not permit hard objectivism
to set the terms and dictate the conditions as to what are the options
and alternatives to hard objectivism?

Moral relativism does not ask these fundamental questions precisely
because it presupposes a vision of philosophy which precludes the
possibility of asking these questions. As long as moral relativists see
themselves in opposition to hard objectivism, they remain captive to
the vision of philosophy as the quest for philosophic certainty, the
search for philosophic foundations. As long as moral relativists remain
captive to this vision they remain locked into its fundamental distinc-
tions of objectivism/relativism, necessary/arbitrary, essential/accidental,
universality/particularity, etc. The very ascription “relativist” bespeaks
an allegiance to these distinctions and to the metaphilosophical vision
which circumscribes them.

The radical historicist approach to ethics fundamentally differs from
moral relativism in that it rejects the vision of philosophy as the quest
for philosophic certainty, the search for philosophic foundations. This
rejection means that hard objectivism does not set the framework for
opposition, that the primary task is not to engage in a fierce struggle
against hard objectivism, that one’s alternative position should not
affirm the fundamental distinctions of the metaphilosophical vision one
is rejecting.

The radical historicist is a moral relativist liberated from the vision of
philosophy which holds the moral relativist captive. This liberation
primarily consists of overcoming the fundamental distinctions of objec-
tivism/relativism, necessary/arbitrary, essential/accidental, universality/
particularity, etc., by understanding that these positions are but alter-
nate sides of the same coin, that both positions are tied to a common

picture of what philosophy is and ought to be, that both positions

become credible alternatives only by freezing the historical process or
by selecting a particular time slice in a specific culture and society.
Once more to put it crudely, the radical historicist is a moral relativist
who has made this metaphilosophical move. The radical historicist
discards the pejorative self-description “relativist” and rejects the objec-
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tivist lens. The radical historicist does not see attainable or unattainable
timeless criteria, necessary grounds, or universal foundations which cut
through the flux of history, but rather different dynamic human agree-
ments and disagreements and changing community-specific criteria
constituting continuous and discontinuous traditions Whlch are linked
in highly complex ways to multiple human needs, interests, biases,
aims, goals, and objectives. If there is to be an appropriate response to
hard objectivism (and its various forms), the radical historicist ap-
proach would not be to reject its philosophic status, as does moral
relativism, but rather to attempt to understand its historic emergence
and its social function and cultural role during its dominance, and to
describe and explain its decline.
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Marx’s Road
to Radical Historicism

Marx’s own radical historicist approach to ethics can be best expli-
cated by first observing its evolution. For one thing, it is in the early
writings that his preoccupation with the issues of objectivity and valid-
ity in ethics is intense. Then too, we will better understand Marx’s
specific radical historicist approach to ethics if we see it as a moment in
the dynamic process of self-criticism, as a position critical of his earlier
views. And this process of self criticism can be made clear only if we
have some idea what his ethical viewpoints were before his adoption of
the radical historicist approach.

Therefore this chapter will be interpretive in character and historical
in content. It will focus on the development of Marx’s understanding of
ethics up to his adoption of the radical historicist approach to ethics,
highlighting his famous schoolboy letter to his father, a section of his
dissertation, a few of his journalistic articles and political essays, and
portions of The Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts.

The underlying thesis of my explication and interpretation of Marx’s
early writings is that he becomes a radical historicist in ethics primarily
because of his disillusionment and disenchantment with the conception
of philosophy as the quest for certainty and search for foundations. His
disillusionment and disenchantment is prompted by his acknowledg-
ment of the importance of historical consciousness as found in Hegel’s
philosophy and by the significance of dynamic social practices and
human activities as revealed by his political activism. The historical
consciousness and the political activism finally lead Marx to reject the
foundationalist conception of philosophy and its hard objectivist views
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in ethics. This metaphilosophical move is the culmination of a tortuous
journey. And in order to better understand where he finally arrives, we
first shall briefly explore how he gets there.

The Famous Letter

The first text I shall consider in this section is the famous letter Marx

- wrote to his father while he was a student of law at the University of

Berlin. This letter is an appropriate starting point for our consideration
of Marx’s road to the radical historicist approach to ethics, for it
demonstrates Marx’s preoccupation with overcoming the opposition
between what is and what ought to be, between facts and values, and
ultimately between science and ethics.

This opposition obsesses Marx in his study of law and is revealed
clearly in his letter to his father. He first introduces this opposition
within the context of his writing of romantic poetry.!

In accordance with my state of mind at the time, lyrical poetry was
found to be my first subject, at least the most pleasant and immediate one.
But owing to my attitude and whole previous development it was purely
idealistic. My heaven, my art, became a world beyond, as remote as my
love. Everything real became hazy and what is hazy has no definite
outlines. All the poems of the first three volumes I sent to Jenny are
marked by attacks on our times, diffuse and inchoate expressions of
feelings, nothing natural, everything built out of moonshine, complete
opposition between what is and what ought to be, rhetorical reflections instead
of poetic thoughts, but perhaps also a certain warmth of feeling and
striving for poetic fire.2

The association of the is/ought opposition with romantic, idealistic
poetry is significant. The key contrast here is between the reality and
unreality of his love. This love is real in that he feels it deeply as an
undeniable flow of desires, emotions, and passions; it is unreal in that it
remains unfulfilled, unrealized, unconsummated. What is is his love and
her absence; what ought to be is his love and her presence.

Marx attempts to overcome this opposition through his art, by
creating an imaginary substitute that has no bounds or limits. In this
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way, he identifies the solution to the is/ought opposition with unregu-
lated imagination, intense subjectivity, capricious arbitrariness, and
fanciful illusions. He then proceeds,

Poctry, however, could be and had to be only an accompaniment; I had
to study law and above all felt the urge to wrestle with philosophy. The
two were so closely linked that, on the one hand, I read through Heinec-
cius, Thibaut, and the sources quite uncritically, in a mere schoolboy
tashion; thus, for instance, I translated the first two books of the Pandect
into German, and, on the other hand, tried to elaborate a philosophy of
law covering the whole field of law. I prefaced this with some meta-
physical propositions by way of introduction and continued this unhappy
opus as far as public law, a work of almost 300 pages.3

It is essential to point out that this linking of law to philosophy is not
Marx’s idiosyncratic or novel approach. Rather, it was a common one
for law students of his day. In fact, the very first sentence of the
Pandects, the major text for law students then, was “Jurisprudence is
the true philosophy” (juris prudentia est vera philosophia). The law was
concetved as both a science and a moral activity; it utilized causal
language, applied to and held for all, and was concerned first and
foremost with the common good of society.
~ Unfortunately, the three hundred page text on the philosophy of law
Is not extant, so we must take Marx’s word as to what caused his
dissatisfaction with it and what it looked like. In regard to the former
question he writes,

Here, above all, the same opposition between what is and what ought
to be, which is characteristic of idealism, stood out as a serious defect and
was the source of the hopelessly incorrect division of the subject-matter.4

In this important passage, he makes two claims. First, the is/ought
opposition perplexed him. It served as a major obstacle to completing
the work. The adjective “same” apparently refers to the opposition
mentioned in relation to his romantic poetry, the opposition associated
with illusions and arbitrariness. Second, the is/ought opposition was
the source of a methodological error. It contributed to a wrong ap-
proach to the subject matter, a misguided procedure for understanding
and grasping the object to be studied.

And what was this methodological error, this wrong approach, this
misguided procedure? Marx continues,
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First of all came what I was pleased to call the metaphysics of law, i.c.,
basic principles, reflections, definitions of concepts, divorced from all
actual law and every actual form of law, as occurs in Fichte, only in my case
it was more modern and shallower.3

Marx’s view of the reality and unreality of the law is like his idealistic
formulation of his love. The law is real in that there are actual laws
which punish, coerce, or regulate human behavior; it is unreal in that
the principles that ground these laws seem to be divorced, far removed,
and distant from them. What is consists of actual laws, with no underly-
ing principles; what ought to be consists of metaphysical principles that
seem to have little relation to the actual laws. The only way to overcome
this opposition, it appears, is to put forward arbitrary divisions of the
subject matter such that the principles correlate in some way with the
actual laws.

Marx insists that this attempt to overcome the is/ought opposition in
the philosophy of law is inadequate. Its major fault is that it does not
permit the subject matter “to take shape as something living and
developing in a many-sided way.” He claims,

. . . in the concrete expression of a living world of ideas, as exemplified by
law, the state, nature, and philosophy as a whole, the object itself must be
studied in its development; arbitrary divisions must not be introduced, zhe
vational character of the object dtself must develop as something imbued with
contradictions in itself and find its unity in itself.6

This is a pivotal formulation of Marx’s emerging conception of ethics.
To be sure, it remains extremely vague, unexplained, and suggestive.
But it contains his first attempt to search for a way to overcome the is/
ought opposition, to minimize arbitrariness in rationally determining
norms.

This first attempt to grapple with the is/ought opposition appeals to
the development of the subject matter. This development is assumed,
not demonstrated, to be rational, intelligible, capable of being under-
stood. The development of the subject matter (or object) is rational and
intelligible in that it consists of contradictions which ultimately are
reconciled and unified. :

Marx says that in his three hundred page work on the philosophy of
law he examined the development of ideas in positive Roman law. He
distinguished between the theory of formal law (form of the legal
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system) and the theory of material law (content of the legal system). He
made this distinction in order to show how the form becomes embod-
ied in its content. But he is not satisfied with this approach.

This mistake lay in my belief that matter and form can and must develop
separately from each other, and so I obtained not a real form, but some-
thing like a desk with drawers into which I then poured sand.”

He then states,

The concept is indeed the mediating link between form and content. In
a philosophical treatment of law, therefore, the one must arise in the
other; indeed, the form should only be the continuation of the content.8

Again, we have only vague suggestions, little elaboration and discus-
sion. But his attempt to come up with an acceptable and adequate
philosophy of law continues.

Thus I arrived at a division of the material such as could be devised by its
author for at most an easy and shallow classification, but in which the
spirit and truth of law disappeared. All law was divided into contractual
and non-contractual.®

Marx disappointedly notes that at the end of the section on material
private law and the beginning of the public law section which connects
the law to the public good,

. . . I'saw the falsity of the whole thing, the basic plan of which borders on
that of Kant, but deviates wholly from it in the execution, and again it
became clear to me that there could be no headway without philosophy. 10

Marx writes another large work. This time it is purely philosophic,
based on a new system of metaphysical principles. He soon becomes
disillusioned with it. This disillusionment forces him back to literary
writing (e.g., plays, dramas, novels) and produces physical illness.
Emerging from this illness, which requires a doctor-ordered stay in the
country, he boldly announces:

A curtain had fallen, my holies of holies was rent asunder, and new gods
had to be installed.

From the idealism which, by the way, I had compared and nourished
with the idealism of Kant and Fichte, I arrived at the point of seeking the
idea in veality itself. If previously the gods had dwelt above the earth, now
they became its centre.

I had read fragments of Hegel's philosophy, the grotesque craggy
melody of which did not appeal to me. Once more I wanted to dive into
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the sea, but with the definite intention of establishing that the nature of
the mind is just as necessary, concrete and firmly based as the nature of the
body. My aim was no longer to practice tricks of swordsmanship, but to
bring genuine pearls into the light of day.11

After having been under the influence of Kant and Fichte, he now
rejects them. His conception of ethics moves from being hard objec-
tivist, idealist, and metaphysical (Kantian) to being soft objectivist,
developmental, and immanentist (“idea in reality itself”). The new
viewpoint closely resembles Hegel’s dialectical perspective, a perspec-
tive he had resisted.

I wrote a dialogue of about 24 pages: “Cleanthes, or the Starting Point
and Necessary Continuation of Philosophy.” Here art and science, which
had become completely divorced from each other, were to some extent
united, and like a vigorous traveller I set about the task itself, a philosophi-
cal-dialectical account of divinity, as it manifests itself as the idea-in-itself,
as religion, as nature, and as history. My last proposition was the begin-
ning of the Hegelian system . . . this work, my dearest child, reared by
moonlight, like a false siren delivers me into the arms of the enemy.!2

Again physical sickness sets in, during which time he reads Hegel
from “beginning to end” with disciples of Hegel, namely university
lecturers and others who constitute the famous Doctor’s Club (com-
monly known as the Left Hegelians). Marx throws himself into the
embrace of Hegelian philosophy, dissecting it, scrutinizing it, and
struggling not to swallow it whole. It appears to him that Hegel’s
philosophy is capable of overcoming the opposition between is and
ought, form and content, with a methodology (and ontology) having
something to do with the turn from the “ideal in itself” to the “idea in
reality itself.” Marx remarks,

... I became ever more firmly bound to the modern world philosophy
from which I had thought to escape.13

The Dissertation

Marx’s first attempt to come to terms with the is/ought opposition in
a Hegelian way, to pursue the development of the “rational character of
the object itself” is his doctoral dissertation. This work, entitled “Dif-
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ference between the Democritean and Epicurean Philosophy of
Nature,” primarily attempts to examine the notions of contradiction
and reconciliation in a world of process and development in light of a
rational ideal immanent in this world. His enthusiastic extolling of
philosophy and Epicurus can be seen as his endorsement of Hegel’s
anti-transcendental, this-worldly though soft objectivist, approach to
ethics.

The basic aim of Marx’s interpretation of Epicurus’ philosophy of
nature is to examine the contradiction in the Epicurean atom between
its existence and essence, reality and ideality, content and form, matter
and concept, isness and oughtness. With the Epicurean atom, Marx is
able to grapplc with the world in process wrought with contradiction
yet containing an immanent ideal moving toward rational reconcilia-
tion.

Epicurus conceives the atom as arche and stoicheia, as beginning
principle and element (or material substratum), as different determina-
tions and revelatory moments of the same atom. (The resemblance to
Hegel is obvious here.) These two roles constitute poles between which
the atom moves, swinging like a pendulum from an alienated state to a
state of wholeness and reconciliation.

The contradiction between existence and essence, between matter and
form, which is inherent in the concept of the atom, emerges in the
individual atom itself once it is endowed with qualities. Through the
quality the atom is alienated from its concept, but at the same time is
perfected in its construction. It is from repulsion and the ensuing con-
glomerations of the qualified atoms that the world of appearance now
emerges.14

At this point, Marx begins to struggle with the intelligibility of the
contradiction in the atom. How can the atom be both endowed with
qualities and real yet negate these qualities and be ideal? How can it
exist alienated from its concept yet also be perfected? Under the guise
of grasping Epicurean physics, he is grappling with the is/ought op-

position. He is trying to come to terms with the way in which the ideal

relates to the real, form to content, concept to matter, such that the
“latter takes shape as something living and developing in a many-sided
way” and that “the rational character of the object itself develops as
something imbued with contradictions in itself and finds its unity in
itself.” His effort to arrive at a satisfactory conclusion goes as follows:

{
i
{
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The atoms are, it is true, the substance of nature, out of which every-
thing emerges, into which everything dissolves; but the continuous anni-
hilation of the world of appearance comes to no result. New appearances
are formed; but the atom itself always remains at the bottom as the
foundation. Thus insofar as the atom is considered as pure concept, its
existence is empty space, annihilated nature. Insofar as it proceeds to
reality, it sinks down to the material basis which, as the bearer of a world
of manifold relations, never exists but in forms which are indifferent and
external to it. This is a necessary consequence, since the atom, presup-
posed as abstractly individual and complete, cannot actualise itself as the
idealising and pervading power of this manifold.15

Marx’s explication is similar to Plato’s treatment of the beautiful and
its refation to beautiful things. For Marx here, the pure concept of the
atom and the matter of the atom, its ideality and reality, form and
content, are connected by the self-presentation of the former in a
variety of modes in the latter. The ideality, form, and concept of the
atom have no independent status. They are known only insofar as they
are revealed in the reality, content, and matter of the atom. Yet the two
realms are not identical.

Plato tries to secure this relation with his concept of participation
(methexis); Marx attempts to do so by assuming activity on behalf of the
atom. This activity consists of the tiny swerve of the atom. This swerve
is a constant move of the atom between absence and presence, conceal-
ment and revealment. In contrast to his carlier formulation of the is/
ought opposition in the letter to his father, Marx now associates what is
with presence and what ought to be with absence. By shifting his
perspective from “the ideal in itself” to “the idea in reality itself,”
ideality and oughtness become hidden, absent, mere potentiality within
reality. They are revealed only within a reality (and isness) in process
and development. Ideality and oughtness constitute activity in reality
which actualizes hidden potentialities. This activity is generated by

contradiction in reality or in this case in the atom.

For Marx, the sphere of absence of the atom constitutes the ideality
of the atom, the negation of the atom, the lack of any qualities. The
real, material, quality-endowed atoms represent concrete determina-
tions of atoms, determinations which are self-presentations of the
ideality of atoms. In short, it is the atom as arche revealed as stoicheia.
This seems to be what Marx means when he writes:
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Abstract individuality is freedom from being, not freedom in being. It
cannot shine in the light of being. This is an element in which this
individuality loses its character and becomes material. For this reason the
atom does not enter into the daylight of appearance or it sinks down to the
material basis when it does enter it. The atom as such only exists in the
void.16

The void is the realm of absence and concealment, the view of the atom
as arche; appearance is the realm of presence and revealment, the view
of the atom as stoichein.

At this point, Marx’s conception of ethics seems to be that ideals and
norms can be known and discerned only insofar as they are manifest in
the real world. Just as Plato claims that we know the beautiful solely by
its making itself visible in beautiful things, Marx holds that we know
ideality by its activity in reality, actualizing particular potentialities and
specifically the motion, repulsion, or contradiction in the atom. Just as
the beautiful, for Plato, is not reducible to beautiful things, so, for
Marx, ideality of the atom is not reducible to the reality of the atom.
Avche is never identical with stoichein. Both constitute different modes
of being, mediated by activity. Marx’s embrace of a Hegelian solution
to the is/ought opposition is quite evident here. Ideals exist in another
realm (the idealist premise), but they take on significance only when
they make their appearance in the world (the immanentist claim). It is
their “activity” that warrants our attention, not their status independent
of this “activity.”

Marx goes on to claim that the opposition between is and ought,
reality and ideality, existence and essence, content and form, matter and
concept, in the Epicurean atom is overcome in the permanence and
stability of the heavenly bodies. The heavenly bodies are the atoms
made whole. The activity that mediates-between the arche and stoicheia,
ideal and real, essence and existence, ought and is, poles of the atom
leads to a reconciliation in rationally necessary and universal Archime-
dian entities, immutable and invariable heavenly bodies—an appropri-
ate Hegelian solution.

The heavenly bodies are eternal and unchangeable; they have their center
of gravity in, not outside, themselves. Their only action is motion, and,
separated by empty space, they swerve from the straight line, and form a
system of repulsion and attraction while at the same time preserving their
own independence and also, finally, generating time out of themselves as

|
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the form of their appearance. The heavenly bodies ave thevefove the atoms
become veal. In them matter has received in itself individuality.!”

Marx continues,

Indeed, we have seen how the whole Epicurean philosophy of nature is
pervaded with the contradiction between essence and existence, between
form and matter. But this contradiction is vesolved in the heavenly bodies; the
conflicting moments are reconciled. In the celestial system matter has
received form into itself, has taken up the individuality into itself and has
thus achieved its independence . . . matter has reconciled itself with the
form and has been rendered self-sufficient, individual self-consciousness
emerges from its pupation, proclaims itself the true principle and opposes
nature, which has become independent.

All this can also be expressed from another point of view in the
tollowing way: Matter, having received into itself individuality, form as is
the case with the heavenly bodies, bas ceased to be abstract individuality; it
has become concrete individuality, universality.18

Marx’s preoccupation with the is/ought opposition and his Hegelian
resolution of it can be seen in his moralistic conception of philosophy in
the sixth of his notebooks for the dissertation. Philosophy—in the form
of critique—becomes the rational guiding element in that activity
which mediates between reality and ideality, existence and essence,
what is and what ought to be.

. . . the practice of philosophy is itself theoretical. It is the critigue that
measures the individual existence by the essence, the particular reality by
the Idea. But this mmmediate realisation of philosophy is in its deepest
essence afflicted with contradictions, and thus its essence takes form in the
appearance and imprints its seal upon it.1?

Philosophy must be conceived as an activity, a critical activity which
opposes the actual world as an act of moral judgment upon it. Philoso-
phy and the world form an intimate relationship, like two young lovers,
cach reaching out to fulfill the other.

What was inner light has become consuming flame turning outwards. The
result is that as the world becomes philosophical, philosophy also becomes
worldly, that its realisation is also its loss, that what it struggles against on
the outside is its own inner deficiency, that in the very struggle it falls
precisely into those defects which it fights as defects in the opposite camp,
and that it can only overcome these defects by falling into them. That
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which opposes it and that which it fights is always the same as itself, only
with factors inverted.20

At this fork in the road, philosophy can travel one of two paths. It
can either turn toward the real world and promote the “turn about of
philosophy, its transubstantiation into flesh and blood,” or it can
further distance itself from the world, harking back to a transcendental,
even religious position.

This duality of philosophical self-consciousness appears finally as a
double trend, each side utterly opposed to the other. One side, the liberal
party, as we may call it in general, maintains as its main determination the
concept and the principle of philosophy; the other side, its non-concept, the
moment of reality. This second side is positive philosaphy. The act of the first
side is critique, hence precisely that turning-towards-the-outside of phi-
losophy; the act of the second is the attempt to philosophize, hence the
turning-in-towards-itself of philosophy. This second side knows that the
inadequacy is immanent in philosophy, while the first understands it as
inadequacy of the world which has to be made philosophical.2!

Marx’s extolment of philosophy, and its role as a critical activity that
impinges upon the world in the form of a moral judgment, puts ethics
at its core. The standard or criterion of the critical moral judgment
remains vague, e.g., essence, Idea. Marx seems to opt here for a moral
ideal which is found within reality, embedded within the process and
development of that which it criticizes. His inquiry into the “idea in
reality itself” yields an ideal implanted within reality, an ideal insepara-
ble but not identical with what is. He remains a soft objectivist, with a
this-worldly, immanentist thrust.

Journalistic Avticles: Rational Moval Criticism

Marx’s journalistic articles in the Rbeinische Zeitung contain some of
his most explicit reflections about the issues of objectivity and validity
in ethics. On the one hand, these articles represent a deepening of his
commitment to the Hegelian resolution of the is/ought opposition and
to the moralistic conception of philosophy as the rational guiding
clement in activity that mediates between what is and what ought to be,
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philosophy as moral judgment on the evolving present. On the other
hand, his later articles reveal an uneasiness with the Hegelian position,
owing to his exposure to the mundane world of politics and power.

In the first article I will consider, entitled “The Philosophical Man-
ifesto of the Historical School of Law” (written between March 1842
and August 1842), Marx attempts to reveal the skepticism of Gustav
Hugo, the founder of the Historical School of Law. What upsets Marx
about Hugo’s “historicism” is that it seems to preclude the possibility of
objectivity and validity in ethics. Hugo’s skepticism—or his extreme

-moral nihilist viewpoint—cuts at the very foundations of Marx’s moral-

istic conception of philosophy. So in this article we see Marx implicitly

defending objectivism, in his Hegelian way, against Hugo’s extreme

nihilism.
He is a sceptic as regards the necessary essence of things, so as to be courtier as
regards their accidental appearance. Therefore, he by no means tries to
prove that the positive is rational; he tries to prove that the positive is
wrrational. With sclf-satisfied zeal he adduces arguments from everywhere
to provide additional evidence that no rational necessity is inherent in the
positive institutions, e.g., property, the state constitution, marriage, etc.,
that they are even contrary to reason, and at most allow of idle chatter for
and against.22

It is Hugo’s reduction of moral reasoning to “idle chatter for and
against” that disturbs Marx. This reduction also results in a wide schism
between reason and history. For Hugo, the idea of a rational process in
history (at this point already one of Marx’s cherished beliefs) is non-
sense. Marx notes,

Hugo, therefore, profanes all that the just, moral, political man regards as

holy, but he smashes these holy things only to be able to honour them as

bistovical relics; he desecrates therh in the eyes of veason in order afterwards

to make them honourable in the eyes of bistory and at the same time to make
_ the eyes of the kistorical school honourable.23 :

Marx’s critique of Hugo does not put forward a more coherent and
convincing positive position. Rather, it consists of presenting the objec-
tionable relativist consequences of Hugo’s view. For example, he
claims,
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Even when Hugo weighs up the force of the arguments, he finds with an
unerring sure instinct that what is rational and moral in institutions is
doubtful for reason. Only what is animal scems to bis reason to be indubita-
ble.24

Marx then proceeds to castigate Hugo’s amoral, functionalist view of
marriage (Marx is engaged to Jenny at the time).

But the sanctification of the sexual instinct by exclusiveness, the bridling
of this instinct through laws, the moral beauty which idealises the bidding
of nature and makes it an element of spiritual union, the spiritual essence of
marriage, that is precisely what Herr Hugo finds dubious in marriage.25

Despite this castigation, Hugo’s view is not unacceptable to Marx:
primarily because it yields unpopular pronouncements on current in-
stitutions. Rather it is objectionable because it results in a strong
relativism. In short, Marx’s basic criticism of Hugo is a philosophic
one.

Hugo’s reasoning, like his principle, is positive i.e., uncritical. He knows no
distinctions. Eveything existing scares him as an authority, every authority
serves him as an argument . . . according to Hugo, the Siamese, who
considers it an eternal law of nature that his king should have the mouths
of chatterers sewn up and the mouth of a clumsy orator slit to the ears, is
just as positive as the Englishman, who would consider it a political anom-
aly if his king were autocratically to impose even a penny tax. The
shameless Conci, who runs about naked and at most covers himself with
mud, is as positive as the Frenchwman, who not only dresses, but dresses
elegantly. The German, who brings up his daughter as the jewel of the
family, is not more positive than the Rajput, who kills his daughter to save
himself the trouble of feeding her. In short, a rash is just as positive as the
skin iself.

In one place, one thing is positive, in another something else; the one is
as irrational as the other. Submit yourself to what is positive in your own
home.26

Lurking under Marx’s deep dissatisfaction with Hugo’s view is the
haunting question Marx poses,

Has not Hugo proved that man can cast off even the last fetter of
[freedom, namely, that of being a rational being?27

Marx’s reply—a critical one, as we shall see in later articles—is to link
such skepticism and relativism to the unjustified “right of arbitrary
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power.” Like Plato and a good objectivist, Marx holds that without
objectivity and validity in moral deliberation, we are stuck with
Thracymachus: might makes right. And this view must be opposed at
all costs, lest there be no room for critical activity, or for moral
judgment on the present. In short, no role for philosophy.

At this stage of his thinking Marx is grappling with two crucial
issues: What is the relationship between ethics and the critical function
of philosophy? And what is the status of philosophy? The status of
philosophy is a more pressing problem for him because he subordinates
the status of ethics to the matter of philosophy’s relation to the world.
Up to this point, Marx has held that philosophy’s relation to the world
is a moralistic one; that is, the task of philosophy is to provide rational
moral guidance or to pinpoint desirable potentialities within the evolv-
ing present. This task still assumes, as we saw in the Hugo article, that
philosophy and hence ethics is in need of necessary grounds or universal
foundations; yet philosophy also attempts to be “the critical activity of
reason” in the actual world. ‘

Marx’s most explicit reflections on the critical function of philosophy
during this period occur in his piece, “The Leading Article in No. 179
of Kolnische Zeitung” (written and published in June—July 1842). In
this article Marx admits that philosophy has a reputation for being
esoteric, isolated, and unpractical, hence apparently unrelated to the
business of the world.

He vehemently opposes this view.

However, philosophers do not spring up like mushrooms out of the
ground; they are products of their time, of their nation, whose most
subtle, valuable and invisible juices flow in the ideas of philosophy. The
same spirit that constructs railways with the hands of workers, constructs
philosophical systems in the brains of philosophers. Philosophy does not
exist outside the world, any more than the brain exists outside man
because it is not situated in the stomach.28

Marx then proceeds to put forward the same conception of philosophy
that we saw earlier in his dissertation, at times almost word for word. 1
quote at length.

Since every true philosophy is the intellectual quintessence of its time,
the time must come when philosophy not only internally by its content,
but also externally through its form, comes into contact and interaction
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with the real world of its day. Philosophy then ceases to be a particular
system in relation to other particular systems, it becomes philosophy in
general in relation to the world, it becomes the philosophy of the contem-
porary world. The external forms which confirm that philosophy has
attained this significance, that it is the living soul of culture, that philoso-
phy has become worldly and the world has become philosophical, have
been the same in all ages . . . Philosophy comes into the world amid the
loud cries of its enemies, who betray their inner infection by wild shouts
for help against the fiery ardour of ideas. This cry of its enemies has the
same significance for philosophy as the first cry of the newborn babe has
for the anxiously listening ear of the mother: it is the cry testifying to the
life of its ideas, which have burst the orderly hieroglyphic husk of the
system and become citizens of the world.29

Philosophy must encounter the real world, the mundane world of
everydayness. It must pierce through the veils of illusion, pettiness, and
irrelevancy dangled by journalists. Philosophy is, as he writes, the
“action of free reason” in the contemporary world.

For a long time philosophy had remained silent in the face of the self-
satisfied superficiality which boasted that by means of a few hackneyed
newspaper phrases it would blow away like soap-bubbles the long years of
study by genius, the hard-won fruits of self-sacrificing solitude, the results
of the unseen but slowly exhausting struggles of contemplative thought:
Philosophy had even protested against the newspapers as an unsuitable arena,
but finally it had to break its silence; it became a newspaper correspon-
dent, and then—unheard-of diversion!—it suddenly occurred to the lo-
quacious purveyors of newspapers that philosophy was not a fitting
pabulum for their readers.30

Despite this praise of a “worldly philosophy,” Marx is quite aware of
its limitation, namely that it cannot move the world, only rationally
inform and possibly convince the public. Marx is clear about this.

And, in truth, philosophy has enough knowledge of the world to realise
that its results do not flatter the pleasure-seeking and egoism of either the
heavenly or the earthly world. But the public, which loves truth and
knowledge for their own sakes, will be well able to measure its judgment
and morality against the judgment and morality of ignorant, servile,
inconsistent and venal scribblers.3!

We should note briefly Marx’s idea of “the public” in this passage.
Regardless of his possible idealizing of “the public” Marx here makes it
clear that publicity is a crucial element in the critical function of
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philosophy. That is, the rational moral judgments on the evolving
present put forward by philosophy ought to be available to all or the
possible possession of everyone.

In his text, “Debates on the Law on Theft of Wood” (written and
published in October—November 1842), Marx deepens his understand-
ing of this notion of publicity, and links it to his embryonic conception
of ideology as public deception. Publicity is now seen as the bringing to
light of private interests that are disguised as public interests in political
affairs. This notion of publicity forces him to rethink his approach to

ethics, renders the status of ethics more ambiguous, and opens the door

to a more aggressive view of philosophy. His rethinking leads toward a
slight shift from his Hegelian-like view to a form of moral naturalism
(grounding norms in certain needs and interests of people). This shift
renders the status of ethics more ambiguous by making him aware of
some of the social determinants in moral deliberation and opens the
door to a more aggressive view of philosophy by forcing him to
question seriously the efficacy of rational moral criticism.

This essay contains a different emphasis than the carlier works we
have examined. For the first time in his writings, Marx openly sides
with “the poor, politically and socially propertyless many” against the
rich. This shift is significant in that it occurs when he makes a connec-
tion between the needs of the poor, who are forced to gather pieces of
fallen wood for heat in the cold, and the moral desirability of satisfying
these needs, of gathering this wood.

Marx begins by noting that the whole issue of the status of customary
rights (Gewolmbeitsrechte) is problematic. Customary rights arise when
there is ambiguity in the law, when the imprecision is such that it
unable to say unequivocally what the law is at a certain point or on a
particular issue. In regard to the specific case of the gathering of pieces
of fallen wood, it is not clear who owns the wood and, therefore, is
entitled to it. Hence,

Customary right as a separate domain alongside legal right is therefore
rational only where it exists alongside and in addition to law, where custom
is the anticipation of a legal right.32

When the poor exercise their customary rights in this case, they not
only satisfy their needs, but do so on moral grounds since their actions
promote a legal tendency, an anticipation of a legal right.
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It will be found that the customs which are customs of the entire poor
class are based with a sure instinct on the indeterminate aspect of property;
it will be found not only that this class feels an urge to satisfy a natural
need, but equally that it feels the need to satisfy a rightful urge.33

The actions of the poor in this case anticipate a legal right because they
point to a larger problem, namely, the position of the poor themselves,
who, like the pieces of fallen wood that have no place in nature, have no
dignified status in society.

In these customs of the poor class, therefore, there is an instinctive sense
of right; their roots are positive and legitimate, and the form of customary
right here conforms all the more to nature because up to now the existence
of the poor class itself has been a mere custom of civil society, a custom which

has not found an appropriate place in the conscious organisation of the
state,34

Marx then asks, if the state stoops low enough to allow itself to be
used as a tool by the private forest owners to persecute the poor for
gathering picces of fallen wood, do not such private interests set the
limits wherein the public sphere acts? Doesn’t the state become a fraud,
parading around as embodying the interests of all while, in reality,

being controlled by private interests?> Marx answers these questions
affirmatively.

This logic, which turns the servant of the forest owner into a state
authority, turns the authority of the state into a servant of the fovest owner.
The state structure, the purpose of the individual administrative au-
thorities, everything must get out of hand so that cverything is degraded
into an instrument of the forest owner and his interest operates as the soul
governing the entire mechanism. All the organs of the state become ears,
eyes, arms, legs, by means of which the interest of the forest owners hears,
observes, appraises, protects, reaches out, and runs.35

At this point, Marx seems to display a sense of despondency, a kind
of skepticism about the possibility of action-determining moral reasons

in political deliberation. He suggests that the situation he is examining
seems

to prove what little meaning “noble de¢ds” can have in our debate, if the
whole debate did not prove that moral and humane reasons occur here
merely as phrases. But interest is miserly even with phrases. It invents
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them only in case of need, when the results are of considerable advan-
tage.36

Marx then begins to pursue the theme of deception and the need for
public knowledge of it; he explores the idea of dangling principles
before others with no intention of taking them seriously. And he could
not have picked a better case to frustrate his moral idealism. The
connection in this case between outright self-interest and disguised
moral ideals is quite evident.

"~ We see that selfishness has a double set of weights and measures for
weighing and measuring people, and two world outhoks, wo pairs of
spectacles, one showing everything black and the other in rosy tints . . .

We do not intend to argue with the world outlook of selfishness, but we
want to compel it to be consistent. We do not want it to reserve all worldly
wisdom for itself and leave only fantasies for others. We want to rpake the
sophistical spirit of private interest abide for a moment by its own
conclusions.3”

When the private forest owners heighten the debate, moving from
mere persecution of the poor wood gatherers to fining them, with the
fine compensating the private forest owner (instead of the state), Marx
throws up his arms in moral despair.

If, in the absence of a rightful claim to do so, I make the criminal act of a
third person an independent source of income for myself, do I not thps
become his accomplice? Or am I any less his accomplice because to him
falls the punishment and to me the fruit of the crime? The guilt is not
attenuated by a private person abusing his status as a l@gislator to arrogate
to himself rights belonging to the state because of a crime c.omm1tt.cd by a
third person. The embezzling of public, state funds is a crime against the
state, and is not the money from fines public money belonging to the
state?38

Marx notes that now the private forest owners have thrown off their
masks of disguised moral posture, no longer even attempting to conceal
their self-interest in this matter. He quips,

We are only surprised that the forest owner is not allowed to heat his stove
with the wood thieves.3?

Then he seriously states,
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At this point the method of the deception stands out in sharp and
undisguised relief, indeed in self-confessed clarity, for there is no longer
any hesitation to prociaim it as a principle.40

This essay is a pivotal one in Marx’s writings in that it first reveals
Marx’s awareness of some kind of relationship between private inter-
ests, private property, and the state (public sphere). This awareness
occurs about the same time that he moves toward naturalism in ethics
and first sides with the poor in philosophic discussions of political
matters. This awareness further blossoms in the last text we shall
consider in this section, “Justification of the Correspondent from the
Mosel” (written and published January 1843).

Marx’s central aim in this text is to prove that the need for a free press
arises from the specific character of the state of distress in the Moscl
region. In short, the oppressive conditions of the Mosel vinegrowers
demand rational moral criticism. -

Marx begins this inquiry with a methodological consideration. This
consideration extends and expands his approach in the previous essay,
stressing the way in which structural relations between property owners
and the state shed light on human behavior in social disputes and
political debates. I quote at length.

In investigating a situation concerning the state one is all too casily tempted
to overlook the objective nature of the circumstances and to explain every-
thing by the will of the persons concerned. However, there are circum-
stances which determine the actions of private persons and individual
authorities, and which are as independent of them as the method of
breathing. If from the outset we adopt this objective standpoint, we shall
not assume good or evil will, exclusively on one side or on the other, but
we shall see the effect of circumstances where at first glance only individu-
als seem to be acting. Once it is.proved that a phenomenon is made
necessary by circumstances, it will not longer be difficult to ascertain the
external circumstances in which it must actually be produced and those in
which it could not be produced, although the need for it already existed.
This can be established with approximately the same certainty with which
the chemist determines the external conditions under which substances
having affinity are bound to form a compound. Hence we believe that by
our proof “that the necessity for a free press follows from the specific
character of the state of distress in the Mosel region” we give our exposi-
tion a basis that goes far beyond anything personal.41
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This crucial passage represents Marx’s new undcrstapding of the
“nature of things” or the development of the “object in itself.” In the
texts we have examined so far, we have seen that these phrases have
remained abstract. Now Marx relates them to politics and society. He
now talks not simply about the inherent laws of reality? but rather tbe
objective nature of circumstances, and specifically, polm.cal and.soc1al
circumstances that directly affect human action and reflection. This new
understanding shifts the focus from the intentions of people to the
necessary limits wherein people behave. .

Marx applies this mode of analysis to the dispute between the admin-
istration and the Mosel vinegrowers.

Not intentionally, but necessarily, the individual official who is in closest
contact with the vinegrower sees the state of things as better or c.)thcr. thap
it actually is. He thinks that the question whether things are all right in his
region amounts to the question whether be administers the region cor-
rectly. Whether the administrative principles and institutions are good or
not is a question that lies outside his sphere, for that can only bc judged in
Iigher quarters where a wider and deeper knowledge of the oﬂicm.l nature of
things, i.c., of their connection with the state as a whole, prevails.42

The political disagreement between the Mosel vinegrowers and the
public administration rests upon conflicting moral judgments. The
administration interprets the complaints of the vinegrowers as antag-
onistic criticisms of their policies; the vinegrowers vicW the fcw public
gestures to deal with their problems as inadequate and insufficient.

Marx claims this situation “signifies a contradiction between reality
and administrative principles.” This contradiction. consists of an appar-
ently irresolvable conflict required by the objective nature of the. cir-
cumstances within which both parties find themselves. Both su.ics,
despite possible good intentions, are unable to transcend the situation
which limits their viewpoints..

This dilemma is a moral one, with important political consequences.
On the one hand, »

the administrative’ authorities, even with the best intentions, thg most
zealous humanity and the most powerful intellect, can find no solution for
a conflict that is more than momentary or transient, the constant conﬂlgt
between reality and the principles of administration, for i.t is not their
official task, nor would it be possible, despite the best intentions, to make
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a breach in an essential relation or, if you like, fate. This essential relation is
the bureaucratic one . . 43

On the other hand,

the private vine-grower can no more deny that 4is judgment may be
affected, intentionally or unintentionally, by private interest, and therefore
the correctness of his judgment cannot be assumed absolutely. 44

How is this moral dispute to be adjudicated? How is this ethical
disagreement to be resolved? How does one transcend the burcaucratic
outlook of the public administration and the private interest of the
vinegrower? Marx replies to these queries by appealing to a third party,
an impartial, rational judge who can possibly transform conflicts be-
tween particular interests into a resolution in the interest of all, and
possibly unite the legitimate concerns of the public administration with

the needs of the vinegrowers. This third party or impartial, rational
judge is the frec press. :

In order to solve this difficulty, therefore, the rulers and the ruled alike
are in need of a third element, which would be political without being
official, hence not based on bureaucratic premises, an element which
would be of a civil nature without being bound up with private interests
and their pressing need. This supplementary element with the head of a
atizen of the state and the heart of a citizen is the Sree press. In the realm of
the press, rulers and ruled alike have an opportunity of criticising their
principles and demands, and no longer in a relation of subordination, but

on terms of equality as citizens of the state; no longer as individuals, but as
intellectual forces, as exponents of reason,45

Marx’s conception of what the free press is becomes an important
matter in relation to his changing view of the status of ethics in
particular and the status of philosophic critical activity in general. First,
he understands the free press to be truly public in that its task is precisely
to bring to light the political realities and provide a public forum—
equally accessible to all citizens—for discussions of these realities. Sec-
ond, he sees the free press as possessing a political and civil character in
that its function is to contribute to the common good, hence to stand
above private and group interests. Third, he views the free press as
providing the requisite sociopolitical conditions for the objective, im-
partial, and rational resolution of the matter agreeable to both the
public administration and the Mosel vinegrowers.
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This last article is crucial in the development of Marx’s approach to
cthics primarily because it shows how rational moral criticism or phi-
losophy’s critical “activity of reason” has become embodl.cd or repre-
sented by an actual structural element, i.c., the free press, in soc1cty.'A
moral dispute or disagreement is transformed into an objective contradic-
tion which is irresolvable within existing structural circumstances. T.hls
dispute can be resolved, the contradiction reconciled, only by appealing
to an actual structural element in society which ultimately requires the
creation of a new set of sociopolitical circumstances requisite for the

. resolution and reconciliation.

What is new and noteworthy in Marx’s thinking here is that the
relationship of philosophy’s “critical activity of reason” to thg vyorld is
no longer solely a judgmental one, but now also a gulmmgmg and
energizing one, no longer simply a moralistic one, but now also in a weak
sense, a political one. The free press, or the struct}lral .cl.cmcnt in society -
he tries to galvanize and energize, is a public, civil, and political
institution which, he claims, embodies ethical notions such as objec-
tivity, impartiality, universality, and rationality.

Political Essays: Criticizing Rational Moral Criticisms

Marx’s rational moral criticism, at this point, can be characterized in
the following way. First, his criticism still is tied to philosophic con-
ceptions of objectivity, impartiality, universality, and rationality. So his
objectivism remains. Second, his criticism 51d§s ‘thh “thc poor, pollq-
cally and socially propertyless many.” And his interest m.thelr coqdl-
tions and circumstances increases. Third, his criticism is becoming
more and more engaged in the mundane world of polit%cs. Hence, he
becomes more cognizant of considerations about power in socicty.

In his political essays, these three characteristics come together to
create what I call Marx’s fecund criticism, a criticism whose 'ﬁrst gnd
foremost aim is to give birth to socictal alternatives based on discerning
potentialities and possibilities in the existing (?rdcr. Thls ‘.‘f.cc.und crit-
icism” makes two requirements for itself. First, this criticism must
neither merely condemn the present state of affairs nor endorse an ideal
state of affairs. Rather, it must try to describe, explain, and analyze the
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present state of affairs in order to see what possible and desirable state
of affairs can be realized. Second, this criticism must not only put
forward moral judgments about the present or descriptions and expla-
nations of the present. It also must become an integral part of the actual
political movements in the present which can usher in a new future or
activate a possible alternative to the present.

Marx’s fecund criticism gives philosophy a more aggressive rela-
tionship with the world. His conception of philosophy’s “critical ac-
tivity of reason” becomes more political, activistic, engaged. Phi-
losophy must now get its hands dirty in the actual world of power,
politics, public policy. Any conception of philosophy which ignores
this world makes a fetish of criticism and ultimately a fetish of philoso-
phy itself.

Marx’s aggressive view of philosophy’s “critical activity of reason” is
first put forward in his letter to Arnold Ruge, written in September
1843.

Philosophy has become worldly, and the most striking proof for this is the
fact that the philosophical consciousness itself is drawn into the torment
of struggle, not only outwardly but inwardly as well. Even though the
construction of the future and its completion for all times is not our task,
what we have to accomplish at this time is all the more clear: relentless
eriticism of all existing conditions, relentless in the sense that the criticism is
not afraid of its findings and just as little afraid of the conflict with the
powers that be.46

The role of the philosopher is the role of the social critic. The task of
this critic is to judge the present and discover how the ideals to which
one appeals in this judgment can be realized in light of one’s under-
standing of the present.

The critic, therefore, can start with any form of theoretical and practical
consciousness and develop the true actuality out of the forms inberent in
existing actuality as its ought-to-be and goal. As far as actual life is
concerned, the political state especially contains in all its modern forms the
demands of reason, even where the political state is not yet conscious of
socialistic demands . . . it everywhere gets into the contradiction between
its ideal character and its real presuppositions. 47

The philosopher is no longer a moralist, but now a social critic with a
moral outlook and political concern. The task of philosophy is to bring
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to light the treasures which exist buried in the past and present,
treasures that have been centuries in the making. These treasures consist
of societal possibilities, results of human struggle down through the
corridors of history.

Nothing prevents us, therefore, from starting our criticism with crit-
icism of politics, with taking sides in politics, hence with actual struggles,
and identifying ourselves with them. Then we do not face the world in
doctrinaire fashion with a new principle, declaring, “Here is truth, kneel
here!” We develop new principles for the world out of the principles of
the world. We do not tell the world, “Cease your struggles, they are
stupid; we want to give you the true watchword of the struggle.” We
merely show the world why it actually struggles; and the awareness of this
is something the world must acquire even if it does not want to.48

Societal possibilities can be realized only when the philosopher-critic
digs for them. This digging consists of heightening people’s awareness
of the actual struggles they engage in. This awareness occurs when the
philosopher-critic pierces through the prevailing veil of the present and
reveals the actual forces that shape and mold the present.

Our slogan, therefore, must be: Reform of consciousness, not through
dogmas, but through analysis of the mystical consciousness that is unclear
about itself, whether in religion or politics. It will be evident, then, that
the world has long dreamed of something of which it or.11y has to becom;
conscious in order to possess it in actuality. It will be evident that th‘er.e is
not a big blank between the past and the future, but .rathcr that it is a
matter of realizing the thoughts of the past. It will be cvlldcnt, finally, that
mankind does not begin any zew work but performs its old work con-
sciously.4?

The most significant point in this letter, the ﬁr'st characterization qf
his fecund criticism, is Marx’s shift from philosophic language to theoretic
language—that is, the move from terms such as ‘:idcal,’.’ “r}’u‘)(ral ]ud.gj-’
ment,” and “external principles” to terms sgch ai ¢ actuallt}:, analysis
(“empirical analysis”), and “evolving pr1nc1plcs. Wc saw in Chapter 1
that this shift indicates a move toward a radical historicist approach to
ethics. And it seems that Marx’s increasing political activism is primarily
responsible for this shift. But what is important about Marx’s approach
to ethics at this point is that he more and more employs theoretic
notions—“describe,” “analyze,” “explain,” “role,” “function”™—yet he
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also remains tied to a left-Hegelian philosophic position, hence ul-
timately a form of objectivism.

In his political essays, we sce two basic theoretical movements at
work. On the one hand, Marx is concerned with setting his fecund
criticism apart from other kinds of criticism (including earlier forms of
his own). Therefore, he relentlessly engages in criticizing other critics.
On the other hand, he is in search of a theoretical viewpoint regarding
the status of philosophy and ethics that will “case his philosophic
conscience”; that is, he recognizes the tension between replacing phi-
losophic language and aims with theoretic ones and remaining captive
to an old vision of philosophy. Yet he remains unclear as to what this
viewpoint can be. He does not arrive at this viewpoint—the radical
historicist viewpoint—until his famous Theses on Feuerbach, written in
March 1845, which we will examine in the next chapter.

The replacement of philosophic language and aims with theoretic ones
becomes quite pronounced in Marx’s famous essay “On the Jewish
Question.” In this penetrating critique of Bruno Bauer, he simply
shows that Bauer’s criticism of the “Christian” state and its discrimi-
natory policy toward Jews does not cut deep enough or raise the
fundamental issues precisely because Bauer is a weak theorist, and
specifically a weak social theorist. Therefore, Bauer has no idea how
structural relations in modern society impose constraints on human
freedom—why and how political emancipation, the split between the
state and civil society, public interest and private interest have debilitat-
ing effects on people.

This discovery of what modern socicty is doing to people, i.c.,
reinforcing egoism, even forces Marx to see that the left-Hegelian idea
(i.e., formerly his own) of changing ideas without changing conditions
or of merely attempting to “raise the consciousness” of people must be
rethought and ultimately modified. Therefore philosophy and ethics
must become self-consciously part of the powers and political forces in
society. Marx’s social-theoretic considerations lead him to conclude that

Political emancipation is a reduction of man to a member of civil
society, to an egoistic independent individual on the one hand and to a
citizen, a moral person, on the other.

Only when the actual, individual man has taken back into himself the
abstract citizen and in his everyday life, his individual work, and his
individual relationships has become a species-being, only when he has
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recognized and organized his own powers as social powers so that socxgl
force is no longer separated from him as political power, only then is
human emancipation complete.50

Marx’s next essay, “Toward the Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of
Law: Introduction” (written in Paris at the end of 1843), illustrates,
more than any of the other fecund criticism texts, the new world Fhat
philosophy can help to usher in. In this piece, Marx for the first time
identifies the proletariat as the revolutionary agent of history, as the
means to actualize philosophy and achieve human cm;.mapano’fl. .

As he pointed out in the “Notes on Epicurean Philosophy” for his
dissertation, the deficiencies in philosophy could be overcome only by
making the world more philosophical and the shortcomings of reality
could be overcome only by philosophy becoming more worldly. Now
for the first time, he unites philosophy and the world: the moral
idealization (transformation) of reality and .thc r'eahzatlon (transcen-
dence) of philosophy. This unity culminates in social revolution, a new
worldly critical act described in Marx’s texts. .

Marx’s grand claim about the actualization of philosophy and the
transformation of the world or making philosophy worldly and the
world philosophical has significant consequences for his conception of
the status of ethics. First, philosophy’s “critical act1v1t.y'of reason” no
longer is merely embodied in the actual world as a political force, e.g.,
as a free press. This critical activity now galvamzcs. and energizes social
forces and political powers that possess the capacity to fqndamcntally
transform existing reality. Second, this transformed reality or world
made “philosophical” signifies the end of philosophic notions such as
criteria, grounds or foundations to judge states of affairs in the wo’r’lq.
Philosophy is actualized only when its “critical activity of reason” is
rendered obsolete, outmoded, superfluous, and only when its norms
become realities. , o

He begins this famous essay with his now common theme: criticism.
He states that “criticism of religion is the premise of all criticism and
notes with a sigh of relief that the criticism of religion is now exhausted,

d, done with in Germany. '
Co?cl))rle;a’rx, religion is to be }c,onsi.der.cq a kcy to the shlft from
philosophic notions and aims (e.g., 'ob.]cctlv1ty, mhdlty, necessity, cler-
tainty) to theoretic ones (¢.g., dcscrlptl_()r}, cx'pla'natlon, functlon,.ro e).
The completion of the criticism of religion indicates that the shift has
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“occurred but only in relation to religion. The aim, at this point, is to
broaden the scope of this shift by focusing on other alienated forms of
theoretical activity, i.e., philosophic claims about society, politics, and
history, still tied to the vision of philosophy as the quest for certainty,
the search for foundations.

Thus it is the task of history, once the otherworldly truth has disappeared,
to establish the truth of this world. The immediate task of philosophy which is
in the service of history is to unmask human self-alienation in its unholy
forms now that it has been unmasked in its holy form. Thus the criticism of
heaven turns into the criticism of the earth, the criticism of veligion into the
criticism of law, and the criticism of theolggy into the criticism of politics.5t

What is novel about Marx’s form of criticism is that the shift from
philosophic to theoretic concerns deepens his sense of the intense
engagement, even combat, that criticism is associated with and consid-
ered as. Marx stretches his conception of criticism (and philosophy) in
order to make it fecund. He attempts to pack it with life juices so that it
will not only judge but produce, not only measure but yield, not only
condemn but give birth. This stretching and enriching ultimately leads
him to employ militaristic imagery in relation to criticism.

War on German conditions! By all means! They are below the level of
history, beneath all criticism, but they are still an object of criticism just as
the criminal below the level of humanity is still an object of the executioner.
In its struggle against these conditions criticism is not a passion of the
head but the head of passion. It is not a lancet, it is a weapon. Its object is
an enemy 1t wants not to refute but to destroy. For the spirit of these
conditions has already been refuted. In and for themselves they are objects
not worthy of thought but existences as despicable as they are despised.
Criticism itself does not even need to be concerned with this matter, for it
is already clear about it. Criticism is no longer an end in itself but simply a
means. Its essential pathos is indignation, its essential task, denunciation.52

And his critique of other critics continues: the target is the Young
Hegelians, as a whole. As critics of philosophy they are suggestive, but
they only adopt a critical philosophy (note the implicit self-criticism
here). As negators of philosophy, they are acceptable, but they only
arrive at a negative philosophy. They can never actualize their goals or
fulfill their aims in the real world, only provide limited theoretical
criticisms of it.
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Hence, the practical political party in Germany rightly demands the nega-
tion of philosophy. It is wrong not in its demand but in stopping at the
demand it neither seriously fulfills nor can fulfill. It supposes that it
accomplishes that negation by turning its back on philosophy, looking
aside, and muttering a few petulant and trite phrases about it. Because its
outlook is so limited it does not even count philosophy as part of German
actuality or even imagines it is beneath German practice and its theories.
You demand starting from actual germs of life but forget that the actual life-
germ of the German nation has so far sprouted only inside its cranium. In
short: you cannot transcend [aufheben) philosophy without actualizing it.53

The main problem with the criticism of the Young Hegelians is that
it is barren, it does not yield, produce or give birth to anything. It
merely judges, measures and condemns. And, most importantly (and
related to its other deficiencies), it fails to consider the means to
actualize its ideals, namely praxis. Praxis is a crucial component of
Marx’s. theoretic aims and concerns. For Marx, only his kind of crit-
icism is fecund because it

does not proceed in its own sphere but proceeds to zasks that can be solved
by only one means—practice [praxis].5+

The acknowledgment of “tasks to be solved,” moral ideals to actu-
alize, social circumstances to transform, means criticism not only serves
as a tool or instrument for “war on existing conditions.” Criticism also
galvanizes social forces or human collectivities, it activates radical and
revolutionary action.

The weapon of criticism obviously cannot replace the criticism of
weapons. Material force must be overthrown by material force. But
theory also becomes a material force once it has gripped the masses . . .
The criticism of religion ends with the doctrine that man is the highest
being for man, hence with the categorical imperative to overthrow all condition
in which man is a degraded, enslaved, neglected, contemptible be-
ing .. .55

- Social revolution can occur only when criticism (philosophy) ener-
gizes human needs, stimulates human wants, and arouses human de-
sires. But it cannot be any arbitrary set of human needs, wants, and
desires. It must be identifiable with that group of people which repre-
sents the universal interests of society and can actualize human freedom.
This group must constitute a class of people that is compelled to




42 Cornel West

" overthrow the existing order and establish human emancipation “by its

immediate condition, by material necessity, by its very chains.” Marx
then asks and answers:

Where, then, is the positive possibility of German emancipation?

Answer: In the formation of a class with radical chains, a class in civil
socicty that is not of civil society, a class that is the dissolution of all
classes, a sphere of society having a universal character because of its
universal suffering and claiming no particular right because no particular
wrong but unqualified wrong is perpetrated on it; a sphere that can invoke
no traditional title but only a human title, which does not partially oppose
the consequences but totally opposes the premises of the German political
system; a sphere, finally, that cannot emancipate itself without emancipat-
ing itself from all the other spheres of society, thereby emancipating them;
a sphere, in short, that is the complete loss of humanity and can only redeem
itself through the total redemption of humanity. This dissolution of society
as a particular class is the prolezariat.56

Notice that Marx’s move from philosophic concerns toward theoretic
ones coincides with two crucial discoveries. On the one hand, he
identifies the structural element in reality (or society) which, he be-
lieves, possesses the capacity to transform and emancipate this reality or
society, that is, make it “philosophical.” This structural element—the
proletariat—is galvanized and energized by philosophy’s “critical ac-
tivity of reason.” On the other hand, this critical activity culminates in
revolutionary activity, that is, political praxis in which material force
overthrows material force, political power overthrows political power.
Marx’s theoretic concerns about power in society have forced philoso-

phy into the realm of actual political struggle and engagement, with
revolutionary activity and aims.

The only emancipation of Germany possible in practice is emancipation
based on rhe theory proclaiming that man is the highest essence of
man . .. The head of this emancipation is Philosophy, its heart is the
proletariat. Philosophy cannot be actualized without the transcendence

[Aufhebung] of the proletariat, the proletariat cannot be transcended
without the actualization of philosophy.57

The proletariat actualizes philosophy because only it can create social
conditions which embody the ideals of philosophy, namely, human
emancipation, social freedom, or the self-development of all. The
human creation of such social conditions (by the proletariat) is revolu-
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tionary overthrow of the present order, a collective practice of indigqa-
tion and denunciation, propelled by material necessity and social
enslavement.

The “Alienation” Writings

Despite Marx’s move from philosophic concerns toward theoretic

ones, his discovery of the proletariat and his stress on revolutionary

praxis, his basic thrust, at this point, remains a moral one. But it is
moral in the broad sense of the word; that is, he appeals to moral
sensibilities that tend to take for granted that human servitude and
human suffering which can be avoided or overcome are wrong. For
Marx, this belief continues to be a moral belief with philosophic foun-
dations, i.e., humanistic Feuerbachian grounds. ' o

Marx’s humanistic viewpoint is still a philosophic one in that it is
based on an essentialist conception of human beings. This conception
of human beings separates essential qualities and characteristics from
accidental, contingent ones. It rests upon fundamental philosophic
distinctions—essence/accidental, necessary/contingent—crucial for the
vision of philosophy as the quest for certainty, the search for founda-
tions. The humanist viewpoint usually yields an objectivist (hard or
soft) position since it views the ess<?ntial quahqcs and charagtcrlstlcs of
people as significant metaphysical, i.e., a.hlst.orlcal, facts, which serve as
the basis for generating philosophic criteria, grounds or foundations
tor moral principles. o

This humanist, essentialist view of Marx’s is found'ln l"llS famous
“alienation” writings or those writings in which alienation is a central
theme. For Marx, alienation is a theoretic notion, a cruc1a.l term within
the configuration of his theory of society. Generally, it refers to a
particular kind of human domination and contro.l,' namely, that in
which the dominated and controlled create the conditions for their own
dehumanization or “thingification.” Specifically, alic.:nation (and its
various forms) is the result of an objective spcial r.elatlon necessary for
the working of modern capitalist societies in which worke.rs produce
products alien to them, products which are part of socioeconomic
arrangements that dominate and control the producers. These products
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are owned (to be sold for profits) by nonproducers, i.e., capitalists, who
possess the power and authority of hiring, firing, and paying wages to
dependent producers, i.e., the proletariat.

But alienation is also a philosophic notion in that it is contrasted with
a more desirable state of affairs which can be justified by appeals to
essential qualities or characteristics, c.g., species-qualities, of human
beings. At times, alienation becomes almost synonymous with inhu-
mane, hence something morally undesirable. ,

My basic contention is that, for our purposes, there are two notewor-
thy theoretical movements in Marx’s “alienation” writings. On the one
hand, we see Marx move deeper into theoretic language, aims, and
concerns. He is searching for a social theory that will bring to light the
power dynamics of bourgeois capitalist society and the “social chains”
of the proletariat. On the other hand, this search is intertwined with his
attempt to liberate himself from the vision of philosophy as the quest
for certainty, the search for foundations. His relatively smooth theoretic
search ultimately lays the basis for his mature social theory. But his
attempt to liberate himself from his old vision of philosophy is prob-
lematic—and remains so throughout his “alienation” writings.

It is commonly believed that Marx’s first reflections about alienation
are to be found in his famous Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts. This
is not so. Marx first writes about alienation in the often overlooked
“Excerpt-Notes of 1844” (written between March and the summer of
1844).

Marx first writes about alienation in relation to the whole system of
credit, banking, and wage-labor. The common thread running
throughout this system is the exchange of money. This exchange sym-
bolizes, for Marx, what is fundamentally morally undesirable about the
whole system: it makes relations between human beings appear as velations
between things. '

The essence of money is not primarily that it externalizes property, but
that the mediating activity or process—the human and social act in which
man’s products reciprocally complement one another—becomes alienated
and takes on the quality of a material thing, money, external to man. By
externalizing this mediating activity, man is active only as he is lost and
dehumanized. The very relationship of things and the human dealings with
them become an operation beyond and above man. Through this alien
mediation man regards his will, his activity, and his relationships to others
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as a power independent of himself and of them—instead of man himself
being the mediator for man.>8

This mediation represents the abstraction of a human relationsh_ip,
the transformation of a human relationship into an exchange relation
between private property, since money is private property. This ex-
change relation involves the exchange of value. Money, as private
property, serves as the carrier or token of value. Money represents value
only insofar as it can be exchanged and serves as the med}um of
exchange. Money that cannot be exchanged has no value, hence it 1s not
money, only mere paper and metals.

.. . the actual value of things, after all, is their exchange value, and the
exchange value resides in money, just as money exists in precious m_etals.
Money, therefore, is the true value of things and hence the most desirable
thing.59
The most important aspect of this situation, for Marx, is that money
soon becomes the standard against which people judge other people,
especially other people’s morality. For example, in the credit system, it
is not money that is the medium of exchange, but people in the form of
possible money. This makes possible “the evaluation of a man in terms
of money as it takes place in the credit system.” Map as the cmbodlmcqt
of material property, i.e., money and the medium of exchange, is
alienated man.

Within the credit relationship, money is not transcended in man, but man
is transformed into money, and money is ncorporated in him. Human
individuality and human morality have become an article of trade and the
material in which money exists. Instead of money and paper, my very
personal existence, my flesh and blood, my social virtue and reputation is
the matter and substance of the monetary spirit.60

In this credit system, people come to see their entire existence con-
firmed or denied by the capricious, calculating judgment of the wealthy
_creditor. This economic judgment, made in the interests of the wealthy
creditor, takes on a moral character in regard to the debtor.

Credit is the economic judgment of man’s morality ... Mutual c.lissimula-
tion, hypocrisy, and sanctimoniousness are carried to the point Fhat a
moral judgment is added to the simple statement that a man without
credit is poor, a judgment that he is untrustworthy and unworthy of
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* recognition, a social pariah and bad man. On top of suffering from his
destitution the poor man suffers from having to make a debasing plea to
the rich for credit.6!

Marx claims that the nature of social bonds between people in a
society determines the nature of the common life of that society. How a
society goes about exchanging the products produced by people deter-
mines whether those people are able to form human rather than alienat-
ing bonds with one another. In a crucial yet rarely quoted passage Marx
writes,

As buman nature is the true common life |Gemeinwesen] of man, men
through the activation of their #azure create and produce a human common
life, a social essence which is no abstractly universal power opposed to the
single individual, but is the essence or nature of every single individual, his
own activity, his own life, his own spirit, his own wealth. Authentic
common life arises not through reflection; rather it comes about from the
need and egoism of individuals, that is, immediately from the activation of
their very existence. It is not up to man whether this common life exists or
not. However, so long as man does not recognize himself as man and does
not organize the world humanly, this common life appears in the form of
alienation, because its subject, man, is a being alienated from itself. Men as
actual, living, particular individuals, not in an abstraction, constitute this
common life. It is, therefore, what men are. To say that man alienates
himself is the same as saying that the sociezy of this alienated man is the
caricature of his actual common life, of his true generic life. His activity,
therefore, appears as torment, his own creation as a force alien to him, his
wealth as poverty, the essential bond connecting him with other men as
something unessential so that the separation from other men appears as
his true existence.62

The chief problem with political economy (or bourgeois economics)
is that it understands this common life in terms of exchange and
commerce, as a series of multilateral exchanges (as does Destutt de
Tracy) or as a commercial enterprise (as does Adam Smith). Therefore
it becomes clear that “political economy establishes an alienated form of
social intercourse as the essential, original, and definitive human
form.”63

Exchange relations reduce all labor to wage-labor. The laborers
become laborers only in an act of exchange, in the creation of social
exchange relations alien to them. Social exchange relations are alien to
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the laborers because their only source of subsistence is wages. Wages are
obtained only through an exchange relation between the laborer and
the owner of capital who hires and pays the laborer. Products produced
by the laborer in social exchange relations become alien to the laborer, a
source of domination and control.

The complete domination of the alienated object over man is evident. in
money and the complete disregard of the nature of the material, the specific
nature of private property as well as the personality of the proprietor.

What formerly was the domination of one person over another has now
become the general domination of the thing over the person, the domina-
tion of the product over the producer.64

In a section entitled “Free Human Production,” Marx opposes an
ideal situation to the alienated one, morally desirable social circum-
stances to the existing morally condemnable ones. In place of produc-
tion for exchange, he proposes production for human needs. In place of
the domination of the laborer by private owners of capital, he suggests
the freedom of the laborer by mutual ownership of products.

The ideal relationship to the mutual objects of our production is our
mutual need. But the 7eal and truly effective relationship is only the
mutually exclusive ownership of mutual production. It i‘s your obje::f, t.hc
equivalent of my object, that gives your want for my ob!cct value, dignity,
and efficacy for me. Our mutual product, therefore, is the means, the
intermediary, the instrument, the acknowledged power of our mutual

needs.65

In place of work as an alien activity of everyday drudgery in the service
primarily of others, Marx wants “a free manifestation of life and an

enjoyment of life.”

Furthermore, in my labor the particularity of my individuality would be
affirmed because my individual life is atfirmed. Labor then woul(?l be. true,
active property. Under the presupposition of pri\{atc property my 1nd1y1§iu-
ality is externalized to the point where I haze this activity and where it is a

“torment for me.66

In this text, Marx seems to appeal to human nature and social
freedom as ideals which contrast sharply with alienation and de-
humanization. But it is important to note that he understands human
nature as the true common life of social persons created and produced
by those persons. Alienation is an impediment for this true common life
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* of people, a dehumanization of this social intercourse and interaction of
people. In this sense, Marx conceives human nature as social freedom
and alienation as dehumanization, with the former morally desirable
and the latter morally undesirable. Social freedom consists of the mu-
tual ownership of products by producers; alienation consists of the
private ownership of products by nonproducers.

Marx’s search for a social theory and his attempt to liberate himself
from his old vision of philosophy is best exemplified in his famous
Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts. This text is exciting and fascinat-
ing precisely because he refuses to separate his emerging theory from

his rejection of the old vision of philosophy. In the noteworthy preface
to the work he writes:

In the Deutsch-Franzisische Jahvbiicher 1 announced a critique of juris-
prudence and political science in the form of a critique of the Hegelian
philosophy of law. Preparing this for publication, I found that the com-
bination of criticism directed solely against speculation [philosophy and
ethics] with criticism of various subjects would be quite unsuitable; it
would impede the development of the argument and render comprehen-
sion difficult . .. Therefore, I shall issue the critique of law, morals,
politics, etc., in separate, independent brochures, and finally attempt to
give in a separate work the unity of the whole, the relation of the separate
parts, and eventually a critique of the speculative treatment of the mate-
rial. Hence in the present work the relationships of political economy with
the state, law, morals, civil life, etc., are touched upon only insofar as
political economy itself, ex professo, deals with these subjects.67

Marx s still interested in criticizing inadequate rational moral critics,
but at this point he is confronted with two sets of critics: philosophers,
¢.g., Hegelians, and political economists. The Manuscripts contain crit-
ical formulations against these two sets of critics, attempting to show
the limitations of both.

We are concerned primarily with his criticisms of the left-Hegelians
and their implications for his understanding of philosophy and ethics.
In order to sce clearly these criticisms it is best to begin with the last
section of the Manuscripts, entitled “Critique of Hegel’s Dialectic and
Philosophy in General.” Marx’s shift from philosophic aims and lan-
guage to theoretic ones and his search for a critique of philosophic aims

and language is seen in his confrontation with Hegel’s dialectic in this
section.
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Marx claims that the chief failure of the Young Hegelians is Fhat they
have not examined thoroughly the relation of the status gf philosophy
to Hegel’s dialectic. Ludwig Feuerbach is the sole exception.

Feuerbach is the only one who has a serious, critical relation to Hegel’s
dialectic, who has made genuine discoveries in this field, and who above
all is the true conqueror of the old philosophy.58

i C i isely because he provides
And why is Feuerbach so important? Precisely . :
Marx wiZh a conception of philosophy (and (?tthS) which permits Marx
to liberate himself from the vision of philosophy as the quest for
vccrtainty, the search for foundations. Marx writes:

Feuerbach’s great achievement is: (1) proof that philos_ophy is nothing
more than religion brought to and developed in reflection, and thus is
equally to be condemned as another form and more of the alienation of

man’s nature.%?

Marx goes on to mention two oth.cr achievcmcnts_——thc estabhs_h-l
ment of true materialism and of real sc1cnce—t3y focpsmg on the socia
practices of people and his opposition to Hegel’s notion of the ntelgatlon
of the negation. But it is the first achievement t.hat interests us here. )

We saw earlier that for Marx the complepoq Qf the .;r'ltlasmd/or

religion signifies that the concern with the ob]ect1v1ty,dv_ah 1ty,C (?Ecc?n
necessity of its claims and beliefs 'has been transfo%'mc nzito a1 e
with a description and explanation of the function and ro elo i
beliefs—a shift from philosophic to thco.rctlc.conccrns. We also ts;
Marx’s concern to broaden the scope of this shift by focusing on of Tr
alienated forms of theoretical activity. Marx praises Feu(?rbach Prlc)asc y
because Feuerbach has shown that philosophy, like religion, is uthgn
alienated form of theoretical activity. .In other wordsz phll.OSO.p. ic
claims must no longer be scrutinized in terms of their .ob]cct1v1t(})/,f
validity, or necessity, but rather described and explamc.d. in tcrr.n:'
their function and role in relation to groups, communitics, SOCICHCS,
ml%&g;it%rc})’és not say how Feuerbach has shown that phllosophy.ls lbut
an alienated form of theoretical activity. And Mar.x'doc.s not articulate
this ow until he arrives at his own theoretic position HL Th]f/[ Gemazﬁr;
Ideolggy. What is crucial to notice 1s that the advent of what tharx ;dal
true materialism and real science—namely, th§ focus on the sﬂ. 2
practices of people, with their agreements and disagreements, contlic
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ing aims, objectives, interests, prejudices, and biases—indicates that
philosophy has the same status as religion. This means that just as
people have moved from thinking of religion as having an autonomous
status with a subject matter of its own to now viewing it principally in
terms of a description and explanation of its complex and multiple
functions and roles, so should we no longer think of philosophy as
possessing an autonomous status with 2 subject matter of its own, so
should we now view philosophy primarily in terms of a description and
explanation of its functions and roles.

Hegel’s dialectic is crucial to Marx because it highlights the activity of
the Weltgeist (world spirit) within the everyday world of actual human
beings. It stresses the dynamic self-development of the Weligeist in the
historical process. In short, Hegel understands the importance of labor

as a self-formative activity which mediates between subjects and objects,
the Weltgeist and history.

The great thing in Hegel’s Phenomenology and its firial result—the dialec-
tic of negativity as the moving and productive principle—is simply that
Hegel grasps the self-development of man as a process, objectification as
loss of the object, as alienation and transcendence of this alienation; that
he thus grasps the nature of lator and comprehends objective man, au-
thentic because actual, as the result of his own labor.70

Feuerbach’s philosophic critique of Hegel’s dialectic is crucial for
Marx because it reveals the other-worldly character and idealistic con-
tent of Hegel’s dialectic. Hegel may grasp the self-development of man,
but man for him is equivalent to mere self-consciousness. He may grasp
the nature of productive activity, but productive activity for him is only
that of self-consciousness. He may grasp the nature of alienation, but
alienation for him is but alienation of self-consciousness, Hegel’s focus
on labor is essential, but Feuerbach’s “positive humanistic and natu-
ralistic criticism” reveals Hegel’s spiritual, religious substance.

Hegel’s standpoint is that of modern political economy. He views labor as
the essence, the self-confirming essence of man; he sees only the positive
side of labor, not its negative side. Labor is man’s coming-to-be for himself
within externalization or as externalized man. The only labor Hegel knows
and recognizes is abstract, mental labor . . .

For Hegel human nature, man, is equivalent to self-consciousness. All
alienation of human nature is thus nothing but the alienation of self-
consciousness. The alienation of self-consciousness is not taken to be an
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expression of the actual alienation of human nature rcﬂectegi in know!cd.ge
and thought. Actual alienation, that which.appcars real, 1s.rathcr ll.n }its
innermost and concealed character (which philosophy only brings to flg lt)
only the appearance of the alienation of actual human nature, of self

consciousness.”1

Feuerbach’s condemnation of philosophy, of, th;.at is, 'its‘ autonomousf
status and its concerns, and his critiqgc of the 1deahst1§ con;enbt o
Hegel’s dialectic leads Marx to take.serlously .thc alternative ?ba al;
doning philosophy and applying his theoretic concerns to labor

~ human productive activity, to labor as a human self-formative activity

which mediates between human beings and nature and which app.ears1
in various forms in different historical.moments or particular soc1c;a
circumstances. In short, true matcria.hsm and rcgl science a.rj n;a le
possible by taking Hegel’s dialectic seriously, robbing it of its idea 1st1ccl |
content, understanding it in terms of human productive aclt1v1ty, ar:) :
providing a persuasive historical description and social e;(p ananoﬁcc_
the forms this productive activity appears in and among human co
nvgllciile Manuscripts, Marx is concerned with the form in whéch
productive activity appears under capltal}st condmons? thz;t }113, ur;a:iz
conditions of private property and the private owpgrshlp E the Hllabor
of production. The particular form productive activity or c111rlnet1)nr
takes under capitalist conditions is what Marx calls alienated labor.

We proceed from a present fact of political economy. th -
The worker becomes poorer the more wealth he produces, the mﬁr
production increases in power and extent. The worker bccomes. ad lcap(i;
commodity the more commodities he.pr_oduces. The increase Z v z;ethe
the world of things is directly proportional to the tfle_crmse ml value (21 e
human world. Labor not only producc§ commpdmes. It also prox ces
itself and the worker as a commodit};, and indeed in the same proportio
1 s commodities in general. _ ‘
* I'}rl(l)icslufcaect simply indicatcg that the.objcc.t which labor.p;Odu;i:t 1(t)sf
product, stands opposed to it as an alien thing, as a power indepen
the producer.”2 .

The neglect of this alienated labor by other Ro}ltlcal economxst;l,(i for
Marx, reveals the prejudice and pgrtlahty of pohtxcal' economy, making
it a “science” which stresses the viewpoint of the privileged in sr(.)cllgtyé
Marx’s starting point—beginning with alienated human labor—yields
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different viewpoint, hence a new way of looking at private property and
its consequences. The political economists believe these consequences
to be inevitable or unavoidable, and they thereby manage to skirt
questions about the morality of the human misery resulting from the
institutions of capitalist production. Therefore the viewpoint of these
political economists conceals and hence ultimately justifies the alienated
character of human labor in capitalist society.

Political economy conceals the alienation in the nature of labor by ignoring
the divect velationship between the worker (labor) and production. To be sure,
labor produces marvels for the wealthy but it produces deprivation for the
worker. It produces palaces, but hovels for the worker. It produces beauty,
but mutilation for the worker. It displaces labor through machines, but it
throws some workers back into barbarous labor and turns others into
machines. It produces intelligence, but for the worker it produces im-
becility and cretinism.”3 :

After considering alienated labor in the form of products being alien
to the labor (product-alienation), Marx examines three other forms:
process-alienation in which the worker is alienated from himself in the
very act of production; species-alienation in which the worker is alien-
ated from his own species-life, his actual and objective existence as a
member of the species; and neighbor-alienation in which the worker is
alienated from his neighbor or other people. These forms result from
social realities in the real world.

The means whereby the alienation proceeds is practical means. Through
alienated labor man thus not only produces his relationship to the object
and to the act of production as an alien man at enmity with him. He also
creates the relation in which other men stand to his production and
product, and the relation in which he stands to these other men. Just as he
begets his own production as loss of his reality, as his punishment; just as
he begets his own product as a loss, a product not belonging to him, so he
begets the domination of the nonproducer over production and over
product. As he alienates his own activity from himself, he confers upon the
stranger an activity which is not his own.”4

This nonproducer, stranger, or capitalist owns and possesses the
product produced by the laborer. The product is alien and independent

of the laborer owing to this ownership and possession by one who does
not labor.

|
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1f a man is related to the product of his labor, to his objectified labor, as to
an alien, hostile, powerful object independent of him, he is so related that
another alien, hostile, powerful man independent of him is the lord of this
object. If he is unfree in relation to his own activity, he is related to it as
bonded activity, activity under domination, coercion, and yoke of another
man.”5

And, of course, in a full-blown capitalist system, there is not one man
but a class of men whose authority and power rest upon their
ownership and possession of products produced by a class of workers.

* These products become the private property of those who own and

possess them. o

The implications for ethics of Marx’s philosophic to theoretic shift
and his search, & la Feuerbach, for a critique of philosophic aims and
concerns are twofold. First, he no longer sees ethics as a philosophic
discipline. His rejection of philosophy as an autonomous discipline -
entails the rejection of philosophic ethics. Instead of focusing on issues
such as objectivity or validity in ethics, he begins to accent the role and
function that ethical beliefs, values, or sensibilities play within particular
theories—and especially those theories put forward by bourgeois po-
litical economists. Second, he is forced to acknowledge the role and
function of ethical beliefs, values and sensibilitics within kis own em-
bryonic theory and how (or whether) he can justify thcm.withm_lt
engaging in a quest for philosophic certainty or search for philosophic
foundations. Let us begin by examining the first implication.

Marx’s attempt to disclose the role and function that ethical beliefs,
values, or sensibilities play within theories put forward by bourgeois
political economists begins by showing how these cthical beliefs are, in
a complex way, related to the basic need of the capitalist system of
production.

Every man speculates upon creating a new need in another in order to
force him to a new sacrifice, to place him in a new dependence, and to
entice him into a new kind of pleasure and thereby into economic ruin.
Everyone tries to establish over others an alien power in order to find
there the satisfaction of his own egoistic need. With the increasing mass of
objects therefore, the realm of alien entities to which man is subjecte_d also
increases. Every new product is a new potentiality of mutual dgcelt and
robbery. Man becomes increasingly poor as a man, he has increasing need
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of money in order to take possession of the hostile being. The power of his
money diminishes directly with the growth of the quantity of production,
Le. his need increases with the increasing power of money. The need for
money, is therefore, the real need created by the modern economic
system, and the only need which it creates.”6

This need for money—and the capitalists’ need for profits—sets the
limits within which the dominant ethical beliefs, values, and sen-
sibilities of persons in bourgeois capitalist society flourish. More im-
portantly, this limit is viewed as an intractable, inevitable limit—the
unquestioned given for bourgeois political economists. Therefore eth-
ical beliefs must be adjusted to this limit, they must fit within this limit.
Since all human productive activity is subordinated to the need for
money, the need for profits, human moral activity will likewise be
subordinated to this fundamental need. For the worker, this subordina-
tion means that he or she must live the- most impoverished life, since the
more impoverished (without becoming unfit for work) the producer,
the more products, hence more money and profits, produced. So for
the political economist,

- . all working class fuxury seems to him blameworthy, and everything
which goes beyond the most abstract need (whether it be a passive
enjoyment or a manifestation of personal activity) is regarded as a luxury.
Political economy, the science of wealth, is, therefore, at the same time, the
science of renunciation, of privation, and of saving, which actually suc-
ceeds in depriving man of fresh s and of physical activity. This science of
a marvellous industry is at the same time the science of asceticism. Its wue
ideal is the ascetic but usurious miser and the ascetic but productive slave . . .
Thus, despite its worldly—and pleasure-seeking appearance, it is a truly
moral science, and the most moral of all sciences. Its principal thesis is the
renunciation of life and of human needs.””

Marx’s grand claim that political economy is “the most moral of all
sciences” means that it contains a deep moral element—ethical beliefs,
values, and sensibilities—within its theories. This moral element pre-
supposes the inevitable limit, the need for money and profits, and,
therefore, articulates, implicitly and explicitly, justifications for ways of
life which promote and encourage the satisfaction of this need of the
capitalist system of production.
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The less you eat, drink, buy books, go to the theatre or to balls, or to the
public house, and the less you think, love, theorize, sing, paint, fence etc.
the more you will be able to save and the greater will become your treasure
which neither moth nor dust will corrupt—your capital. The less you are,
the less you express your life, the more you have, the greater is your
alienated lifc and the greater is the saving of your alienated being. Every-
thing which the economist takes from you in the way of life and humanity,
he restores to you in the form of money and wealth.78

Marx noted that some bourgeois economists advocate luxury and

-condemn saving whereas others advocate saving and condemn luxury.

But the former—economists such as Lauderdale and Malthus—advo-
cate luxury because they believe such consumption of the rich will
create work, hence more products and more money and profits. The
latter—economists such as Ricardo and Say—advocate saving because
they believe such saving is needed in order to create wealth.

Marx digs deeper into the relation of morality and the fundamental
need, i.e., profits, of the capitalist system of production by probing into
what he calls “economic morality,” or that human behavior directly
regulated by this fundamental need of the capitalist system of produc-
tion.

Suppose I ask the economist: Am I acting in accordanc§ wiFh economic
laws if I earn money by the sale of my body, by prostituting it to anoth?r
person’s lust (in France, the factory workers call the prostitution of tbcxr
wives and daughters the nth hour of work, which s literally true); or if I
sell my friend to the Moroccans (and the direct sale of men occurs in the
form of the trade in conscripts)? He will reply: You are not acting contrary
to my laws, but you must take into account what Cousin.Morallty and
Cousin Religion have to say. My economic morality and religion have no
objection to make, but . . .79

In this passage, Marx is highlighting the discrepancy which exists
between human behavior directly regulated by the fundamental need of
the capitalist system of production, which justifies pr(.)s.titution.an.d
slavery, and human behavior regulated by moral (or religious) princi-
ples. Two verdicts can be inferred from this example. First, one can say
that if the moral principles clash with the economic laws, then these
laws must not be moral. Therefore the economist is rendering a self-
indictment and acknowledging his own immorality. Second, one can
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* say that moral principles, for the most part, conform to and are usually
compatible with the economic laws. Therefore these moral principles
legitimate and justify the economic laws. But whatever verdict one
chooses, the important point to note is that Marx’s notion of “eco-
nomic morality” signifies his attempt to understand the historical and
socictal limits wherever human behavior occurs, whether it be deemed
moral or immoral.

In light of this observation, we can look briefly at Marx’s discussion
of the dehumanizing effects of money in capitalist society. As in his
carlier discussion of money in the “Excerpt-Notes of 1844,” Marx tries
to show how the possession of money becomes the prerequisite for one
to be human, to possess human properties and faculties. Since “money
is the pander between need and object, between human life and the
means of subsistence,”8? to have no money is to not be human—or
literally to not be alive. Money determines not only existence but the
quality of existence. It is the “ontological” ground of being.

That which exists for me through the medium of money, that which I can
pay for (i.e., which money can buy), that I am, the possessor of the money

. what I am and can do is, therefore, not at all determined by my
individuality . . . money is the highest good, and so its possessor is
good.81

For Mary, in capitalist society, not only does money have de-
humanizing effects on individuals. It also distorts all natural and human
properties and qualities. Money determines value, embodies value, and
therefore appears to be synonymous with human value.

Since money, as the existing and active concept of value, confounds and
exchanges everything, it is the universal confusion and transposition of all
things, the inverted world, the confusion and transposition of all natural
and human qualities.82

It is obvious that Marx’s notions of alienation and dehumanization
presuppose some standard of wholeness (or “nonalienation”) and the
human. An acknowledgment of this standard brings us to an examina-
tion of the ethical beliefs, values, and sensibilities embedded within
Marx’s own embryonic theory and how (or whether) he can justify
them without engaging in a quest for philosophic certainty or search
for philosophic foundations.

|
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Despite Marx’s philosophic to theoretic shift and his condemnation
of philosophy as an autonomous discipline, he remains partly captive of
the old vision of philosophy, of its quest for certainty and search for
foundations. He does so because he tends to defend his standard of
wholeness and the human by appealing to a “human essence” or essen-
tial human activity. Following Feuerbach, Marx conceives of human
beings as possessing essential qualities or as engaged in essential activity
separated from their so-called accidental qualities or alicnated activity.
This humanist view permits the essential qualities or activity to serve as

- metaphysical facts about people which then form the basis for generat-

ing timeless criteria, necessary grounds, or universal foundations
against which to measure moral principles and action.

Marx does not explicitly engage in the usual philosophic activity of
specifying his criteria and justifying his ethical beliefs by appealing to
the criteria. In this sense, he already has rejected certain aspects of the
old vision of philosophy. But within the confines of his theoretic
concerns and aims, he employs essentialist, i.c., philosophic, language
which implicitly serves as a standard against which to measure certain
kinds of qualities and activities.

This essentialist language takes the form of phrases such as “species-
life” (Gattungsleben) and “species-being” (Gattungswesen). These
phrases employed by Marx come directly from the writings of Feuer-
bach. They express the fissure Feuerbach perceives between animals and
human beings. Feuerbach claims that human beings are distinguished
from animals by their possession of a consciousness that they are
members of the human species. This consciousness assures or posits
that there must be a fundamental human essence, e.g., this con-
sctousness itself or engagement in a particular activity which accounts
for this common membership in the species.

This essentialist viewpoint seems to have been understood by Marx
in terms of his conception of human nature as social freedom, which we
examined earlier in the discussion of the “Excerpt-Notes of 1844.”
Marx uses the Feuerbachian terms, species-life and species-being, as
roughly synonymous with a certain kind of social life and social being, a
life characterized by a particular kind of interaction with others, a
person’s being within a particular kind of community.

So, on the one hand, we see Marx making the Feuerbachian distinc-
tion between human beings and animals as in the following passage:
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The animal is one with its life activity. It does not distinguish the activity
from itself. It is 45 actipity. But man makes his life activity itself an object
of his will and consciousness. He has a conscious life activity. It is not a
determination with which he is completely identified. Conscious life
activity distinguishes man from the life activity of animals. Only for this
reason is he a species-being. Or rather, he is only a self-conscious being,
i.e. his own life is an object for him, because he is a species being. Only for
this reason is his activity free activity.83

Yet, on the other hand, Marx conceives species-being in relation to a
particular kind of productive activity or labor which is inextricable from
a certain kind of social arrangement or community.

It is just in his work upon the objective world that man really proves
himself as a species-being. This production is his active species-life. By
means of it nature appears as his work and reality. The object of labor is,
therefore, the objectification of man’s species-life; for he no longer re-
produces himself merely intellectually, as in consciousness, but actively
and in a real sense, and he sees his own reflection in a world which he has
constructed. 84

Marx goes on to accent the social character of this species life, this
productive activity which shapes the world.

The individual 4 the social being. The manifestation of his life—even when
it does not appear directly in the form of a communal manifestation,
accomplished in association with other men—is, therefore, a manifesta-
tion and affirmation of social-life. Individual human life and species-life are
not different things, even though the mode of existence of individual life is
necessarily either a more specific or a more general mode of species-life, or
that of species-life, a specific or more general mode of individual life.

In his species-consciousness man confirms his real social-life, and reproduces
his real existence in thought, while conversely, species-life, confirms itself
in species-consciousness and exists for itself in its universality as a thinking
being. Though man is a unique individual—and it is just his particularity
which makes him an individual, a really individual communal being—he is
equally the whole, the ideal whole, the subjective existence of society as
thought and experienced. He exists in reality both as the representation
and the actual satisfaction of social existence and as the whole of human
manifestations of life.85
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My chief point of quoting at length the above passages is to show
how the Feuerbachian terms that Marx employs are fused with meaning
derived from his own earlier formulation of human nature as social
freedom. In this way, Marx’s conception of the standard of wholeness
and the human becomes a standard of a certain kind of society and
community, or more basically, a particular kind of productive activity of
persons which makes a certain kind of society and community possible.

As we saw in his earlier discussion in the “Excerpt-Notes of 1844,”
Marx wants to replace production for exchange with production for
human needs. Instead of the domination of the workers by private
owners of their products, Marx promotes the freedom of the workers
by mutual ownership of their products. This replacement must take the
form of political struggle and ultimately revolutionary activity:

From the relation of alienated labor to private property it follows
further that the emancipation of society from private property, etc., from
servitude, is expressed in its political form as the emancipation of workers,
not as though it is only a question of their emancipation but because in
their emancipation is contained universal human emancipation. It is con-
tained in their emancipation because the whole of human servitude is
involved in the relation of worker to production, and all relations of
servitude are only modifications and consequences of the worker’s relation
to production.86

Marx pursues the nature and consequences of this emancipation in
the section entitled, “Private Property and Communism.” He dis-
tinguishes this emancipation from four other kinds: crude communism
(Proudhon), democratic communism (Cabet), despotic communism
(Babeuf), and stateless communism (Dezamy). What separates Marx’s
own brand of emancipation from the others is that his communism
rests upon the kind of human productive activity which promotes social
freedom, that is, satisfies evolving human needs and permits the ex-
pression of human properties and faculties. The expression of human
properties and faculties takes the form of engaging in the process of
self-development and self-formation in relation to others or in com-
munity. ‘

-+ . in place of the wealth and poverty of political economy, we have the
weaithy man and the plentitude of suman need. The wealthy man is ar the
same time one who #needs a complex of human manifestations of life, and
whose own self-realization exists as an inner necessity, a #eed. Not only the
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wealth but also the poverty of man acquires; in a socialist perspective, a
buman and thus a social meaning. Poverty is the passive bond which leads
man to experience a need for the greatest wealth, the other person.87

Notice that, for Marx, to evoke the standard “human” is to relate
activity and relations of and among people, i.e., social activity and social
relations, which are no longer mediated by money and cash-exchange
but rather by one’s own human properties and faculties.

Let us assume man to be man, and his relation to the world to be a
human one. Then love can only be exchanged for love, trust for trust, etc.
If you wish to enjoy art you must be an artistically cultivated person; if
you wish to influence other people you must be a person who really has a
stimulating and encouraging effect on others. Every one of your relations
to man and to nature must be a specific expression, corresponding to the
object of your will, of your real individual lifc. If you love without evoking
love in return, i.e., if you are not able; by the manifestation of yourself, as
a loving person, to make yourself a beloved person, then your love is
impotent and a misfortune.88

Therefore, for Marx, communism “is not itself the goal of human
development” but rather a means, a stage, “a real and necessary factor in
the emancipation and rehabilitation of man.”8? The emancipation and
rchabilitation of humankind means the self-realization of each and
every unique individual within a community in which the products
produced by producers are mutually owned, i.e., are the common good,
of the community. Such productive activity by people is not alienated
activity but rather essential activity or species-activity in the sense that it
does not reduce human relations (especially in the productive powers)
to money-exchange relations and thus does not have dehumanizing
effects on people. Instead, this productive activity promotes a commu-

nal life which encourages and permits the self-development of individu-
als.

Communism is the positive overcoming of private property, of human self-
alienation, and thus the actual appropriation of the human essence through
and for man. It is therefore, the complete and conscious restoration of
man to himself within the total wealth of previous development, the
restoration of man as a social, that is really human, being.90

Marx’s social understanding of Feuerbach’s essentialist language can
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be viewed in two ways. First, one can say, as does Louis Althusser, that
Marx was at this stage in his thinking a Feuerbachian tied to serious talk
about a “human essence” or “human nature.” and Marx’s next pub-
lished work, The Holy Family (written in the fall-winter of 1844),
indeed explicitly endorses Feuerbach’s “real humanism.” Second, one
can say that Marx is praising Feuerbach yet simultaneously going
beyond Feuerbach. He is praising Feuerbach because Feuerbach’s for-
mulations permit Marx to grasp the importance of Hegel’s dialectic
(and its link to labor, as we saw earlier) and reject the idealistic content
of Hegel’s dialectic. Yet Marx goes beyond Feuerbach because he
continues to take Hegel’s dialectic seriously after Feuerbach’s mate-
rialistic critique of it. In this way, Marx remains preoccupied with
activity—human productive activity—and thus understands Feuer-
bach’s “human essence” or “species-life” in a social and dynamic way,
i.e., in terms of human labor. ‘

My previous readings of Marx’s texts point toward the second way of
looking at Marx’s employment of essentialist language. Marx surely is
using Feuerbachian language, but when we looked carefully at his
textual practice we saw that he was engaged in something quite dif-
ferent from talking about a static “human essence” or “human nature.”
Yet, in my reading of Marx, this discrepancy between his Feuerbachian
language and his un-Feuerbachian textual practice creates confusion—
on the part of interpreters of his texts and on the part of Marx himself.
This confusion consists primarily of his struggling to express his the-
oretic aims and concerns within philosophic language—a language in
which the essential/accidental distinction is central—even while his
social understanding of essentialistic terminology is making the em-
ployment of the philosophic language more and more problematic.

Marx’s struggle can be seen clearly in his attempt to embed cthical
clements within particular theories of political economy, including his
own (as we saw earlier in this section). On the one hand, he shows
clearly the particular moral element within theoretic formulations. On
the other hand, in his own embryonic theory, we saw him talk about
the moral elements in philosophic, i.c., essentialist, language, even
though he understood the language in a dynamic, social way.

This tension is best illustrated by Marx’s brief discussion of the
relation of morals and political economy. He begins with Chevalier’s
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criticism of Ricardo and then goes on to make comments—ambiguous
comments—of his own.

Thus M. Michel Chevalier reproaches Ricardo with leaving morals out of
account. But Ricardo lets political economy speak its own language; he is
not to blame if this language is not that of morals. M. Chevalier ig,norcs
political economy in so far as he concerns himself with morals but he
really and necessarily ignores morals when he is concerned with ’political
economy: for the bearing of political economy upon morals is either
arbitrary and accidental and thus lacking any scientific basis or character, is
a mere .r.hum or else it is essential and can then only be a relation betwc’en
economic laws and morals. If there is no such relation, can Ricardo be

held rcqunsible? Moreover, the antithesis between mo,rals and political
economy is itself only apparent; there is an antithesis and equally no

antithesis. Political economy expresses, i its own Sashion, the moral lav}:rs.‘»’l

In the next section we shall see how Marx attempts to resolve this
tension between his theoretic aims and his philosophic language, be-
tween Pohtigal cconomy as a theoretic activity and morals as a’ hi-
losgphlc activity, between evolving social practices communigcs
societies, and talk of a “human essence” or “human natilrc.” ’

030
Marx’s Adoption
of Radical Historicism

- Marx adopts the radical historicist conception of philosophy and thus
the radical historicist approach to ethics for the first time in his famous
Theses on Feuerbach (written in March 1845). Marx’s criticisms of
Feuerbach are, in many ways, criticisms of aspects of his own past
positions. Rightly called by Engels “the first document in which the
brilliant kernel of the new worldview is revealed,” and justly advanced
by Marxist thinkers as a turning point in the history of philosophy, this
text represents Marx’s arrival at the radical historicist viewpoint.

In light of our discussion of the radical historicist viewpoint in

Chapter 1, I shall briefly examine six crucial theses from his cleven
theses on Feuerbach.

ey

The chief defect of all previous materialism (including Feuerbach’s) is
that the object, actuality, sensuousness is conceived only in the form of the
object of perception [Anschanung], but not as sensuous human activity, practice
[Praxis], not subjectively. Hence in opposition to materialism the active
side was developed by idealism—but only abstractly since idealism natu-
rally does not know actual, sensuous activity as such. Feuerbach wants
sensuous objects actually different from thought objects: but he does not
comprehend human activity itself as objective. Hence in The Essence of
Christianity he regards only the theoretical attitude as the truly human
attitude, while practice is understood and fixed only in its dirty Jewish
form of appearance. Consequently, he does not comprehend the signifi-
cance of “revolutionary,” of “practical critical” activity.!

This first thesis makes two separate claims. First, that all materialists,
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presumably from Democritus to Feuerbach have failed to take seriously
the activity or practices of human beings. Second, that this activity or
practice consists of agreed-upon social conventions erected by people in
order principally to facilitate the satisfaction of certain perceived needs
and interests. Feuerbach’s main fault is that he overlooks this activity or
practice.

Materialists have tended to ignore the activity or practices of human
beings because their mechanistic (and often deterministic) models of
causation assumed the human mind to be merely passive, to be solely
the receptor of outside stimuli. Tt was left to the idealists, e.g., Kant,
Fichte, Reinhold, Hegel, to stress the activity of the mind, the human
contribution to knowing. Armed with its own set of anticipations,
assumptions, categories, and aims, the mind, for the idealist, transforms
and transcends that which is ‘given’ to it or that which it confronts.
Kriowing is a struggle between the obstinate object and active subject.
But the idealists conceive human beings solely as subjects of knowing,
mere bearers of self-consciousness. They ignore the material side of
people, their natural needs and social interest.

Feuerbach’s contribution is to expose the material content of
idealism, to point out that the activity of the subject (or self-con-
sciousness) in idealism is but the activity of actual people; his mistake is
to view the activity of actual people in an abstract way, unrelated to the
broad matrix of natural needs, social interests, and political power. For
Feuerbach, the central task was merely to liberate people from the
alienated power their own mental creations, e.g., God, have over them.
Hence, he understood the human attitude to be a theoretical, con-
templative one. In this way, he put forward a critique of idealism that
results in an incomplete materialism, a view which begins with people’s
religious needs, transforms these needs into human ones, yet ignores
the social conditions and historical circumstances that may possibly
generate such needs. Consequently, Feuerbach cannot see the impor-
tance of a form of social activity, a way of knowing and living and
wielding political power, that calls for the radical transformation of
such conditions and circumstances in order to satisfy certain needs and
interests of people.
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(2)
The question whether human thinkin jecti
: n | g can reach objective truth—is
zh question of thcory buF a practical question. In practice man must prg\(f);
¢ truth, that is, actuality and power, this-sidedness of his thinking. The

dispute about the actuality or nonactuali inki inki
: . ty of thinking—th i
from practice—is a purely scholastic question.2 ngthinking isolaed

Marx holds at arm’s length the traditional theories of truth in phi
losophy, n_amcly, the correspondence and coherence theories of trlljtli-
The doctrine of an idea corresponding or agreeing with its ob'ecé
presupposes a clear understanding of correspondence, or what it me]
for an idea to “correspond” or “agree” with an objccz. The doctrineag;
ideas coh.ermg. with other ideas, e.g., being logically consistent, the-
or.ctlc.ally 'mtclhgible, makes sense but surely such coherence could’ hofd
with it being unrelated to reality, or independent of empirical evidence

_ For Marx, the question of whether human thinking can reach objec-
tive Fruth is a practical question for two basic reasons. First, it gs
practxca'l question in the trivial sense, namely, that whate'ver “o,b'ectival
tru.th_”' s, it is arrived at by particular social practices and lium .
activities, €.g., “scientific” practices and activities. Second, it is a pr c
tical question in a deep sense, namely, that “objective truth” shoulg naci;
be associated with copying the world, but rather with coping in th
\yorld, that. “objective truth” should not be associated with regresenta?
tions agreeing with objects in the world, but rather with people tfumﬁ;m-’
g circumstances and conditions in the world. In short, truth-
searching is not a quest for necessary and universal forms e,ssences
subs.tanccs, categories, or grounds, but rather a perennial ’activi o%
solving problems, responding to dilemmas, or overcoming qua m?’rc
Marx’s.phl.losophic to theoretic shift leads him to concludz1 thit h?'
losgPhlc discussions on the nature of truth, independent of theorct[:)icelti
activity related to concrete problems or pressing social circumstan
are mere playthings for “scholastics.” >

(3)
Eh‘c n}atcrlallst doctrine that men are products of circumstances and
upbringing, and that, therefore, changed men are products of other

cir ingi i
Cirzﬁstanccs and changed upbringing, forgets that it is men who change
stances and that the educator must himself be educated. Hence, this
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doctrine is bound to divide society into two parts, one of which is
superior to society (in Robert Owen, for example).
The coincidence of the changing of circumstances and of human activity

can be conceived and rationally understood only as a revolutionising
practice.3

This thesis is a criticism of abstract moralism, and especially of Utopian
socialists, who adhere to a materialist view of nature yet remain tied to
hard objectivism (or moral idealism). Despite similar goals, Marx dif-
fers sharply with Utopian socialists in regard to their views of history
and the status of their ideals. And their views of history and hard
objectivism are interrelated. For Marx, the Utopian socialists have an
inadequate understanding of history, which is best reflected in their
failure to account for the sources and status of their own moral and
political stances. They ignore the antecedent social realities that, in
some sense, determine their own ideals and circumstances. Conse-
quently, they come to believe that they, unlike other people whose
ideals are determined by history and society, are above such determi-
nants and hence objective, rational, viewing things sub specie acternitatis.
This view of themselves and their ideals leads them away from
realistic conceptions of political power and historical possibilities for
structural social change. Ideals unrelated to such conceptions and pos-
sibilities are, for Marx, mere abstract moral claims, beliefs, or formulas.
Ethical considerations or deliberations independent of an adequate

theory of history and society constitute either misguided strategies or
barren academicism.

(6)-

Feuerbach resolves the essence of religion into the essence of man. But
the essence of man is no abstraction inherent in each single individual. In
its reality it is the ensemble of the social relations.

Feurbach, who does not enter upon a criticism of this real essence, is
hence obliged:

1. To abstract from the historical process and to define the religious
sentiment [Gemut] regarded by itself, and to presuppose an abstract—
isolated—human individual.

2. The essence of man, therefore, can with him be regarded only as

“species,” as an inner, mute, general character which unites the many
individuals only i a natural way.*
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. . »

Feuerbach, consequently, does not see that the “rchgxoqs scntlmenlt is
itself a social product, and that the abstract individual which he analyses
belongs in reality to a particular form of society.5

These two theses constitute Marx’s celebrated rejection of dllle_ docl%
trine of essentialism we examined earlier. We have seen Ma;x alﬁlzcis
employ such language in earlier texts. The m13ta_k§ Feuerbac n} Cthc
to substitute one essence for another: the r’?llglous essence for 1
human essence. Marx views “csscnccma!(mg as elevating parglcu ar
human characteristics within a specific social arrangement to an abstrac-
tion with transhistorical status. In short, the 1d§a of a particular cs.scncg
of humankind results from a historical expression of a human trgg and
the notion of the abstract individual to whom this essence is attribute
i of a certain kind of society. . ‘
° ?1f)srt_();15ut€(t)r Feuerbach theological rcﬂegtions about the rgllgloug es;
sence of people are transformed into philosophic forrqulatlonsla ou
the human essence of people, for Marx these philosophic formulations
are dissolved into theoretic ones which probe the socioeconomic cir-
cumstances out of which the theological and philosophic claims FOHLC'
For Feuerbach, anthropology or philosophy of abstract man 11s the
secret of theology; for Marx, a theory of history and a social analysis 1s

f anthropology.
th?riec:csrectt\(l)vo thesesparcgt}l,lc most important ones Marx.put; 'forvs./a.rci
because they express more than any o_f th_c others his radical 1lsltorr1;isc
viewpoint. His move from philosophic aims and languagai t(;). th cot etic
ones is now filly complete. This means tha.t fundament .1i/tmc' 21 ons
such as objectivism/relativism, ncccssary/'arbltrgry, or essentia aclc1n ”
tal will no longer be viewed through a phzloxoghzc lens. That is, no long
will one be concerned with arriving at the timeless criteria, necessary
grounds, or universal foundations for phllo.sop.h_lc ob]ect1v1.ty, necc:ssz:tl}lrj
or essentiality. Instead, any talk about objectivity, neccsglty,dor es:sall
tiality must be under-a-description, hence historically located, so? n}sf
situated and “a product” of revisable, agrccd-.up(.)n human cocilvenl 10 .
which reflect particular personal needs, social mtcrestsi] anb poli 1cs !
powers at a specific moment in history. The tasl$ at hand t enh. c}forf:c X
theoretic one, namely, providing a concrete social analysis which s o;v
how these needs, interests, and powers shape anc_l hold particular
human conventions and in which ways these conventions can be trans-
formed.

S
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(11)

The philosophers have only inzerpreted the world in various ways; the
point, however, is to change it.6

This last—and most famous—thesis signifies the metaphilosophical
implications of Marx’s radical historicist viewpoint, that is, it indicates
the consequences for the task of philosophy once one adopts a radical
historicist perspective. In this thesis, Marx explicitly separates himself
from the dominant philosophical tradition in the West—the tradition,
from Plato through Hegel, which embarks on quests for philosophic
certainty and searches for philosophic foundations. This tradition has
provided a variety of profound and penetrating interpretations of the
world, reality, truth, knowledge, and the self, and it has offered com-
plex and fascinating arguments to show why particular interpretations
are acceptable. But this tradition, for.the most part, has limited philo-
sophic activity merely to putting forward such interpretations and their
philosophic justifications.

The crucial role of social practices and conventions revealed to Marx
by his political activism and the importance of historical con-
sciousness—hence stressing the dynamic character of these practices
and conventions (derived from Hegel’s dialectic)—leads Marx to go
beyond the dominant tradition in the West, to transgress its boundaries
and step over its limits. Marx’s radical historicist viewpoint assumes
that the heightened awareness of the limitations of traditional philoso-
phy will soon render that philosophy barren, a mere blind and empty
will-to-nothingness. In its place will thrive a theory of history and
society, able to account for its own appearance and status, aware of the
paradoxes it cannot solve, grounded in ever changing personal needs
and social interests, and beckoning for action in order to overcome
certain conditions and realize new conditions. In this way, the radical
historicist viewpoint enables Marx to make the philosophic to theoretic
shift without bothering his philosophic conscience. It liberates him
fully from the old vision of philosophy and frees him to pursue his
theoretic concerns and aims.

Marx’s radical historicist viewpoint is not a rejection of rational
dialogue, discourse, or discussion, nor is it a call for blind activism.
Rather it is a recognition of a much-needed transformation of philoso-
phy, a transformation required by the theoretic activity philosophy

;
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i ossible, especially historical and social theoretic activity.
llgj)ilf;r?:c‘ijiiaf historicistp—bc ity Pascal, Kierkegaard, Marx, or Wittgen-
stein—the aim of philosophy is not to interpret the v&_forld but to change
it. For the philosophically inclined radical historicist who, like Wltté
genstein, shies away from theoretic activity, this means to first an.
foremost change the dominant conceptlon.of philosophy, to chgx}ﬁe
philosophy by making clear where and hqw it goes wrong. For a hig y
theoretically inclined radical historicist, like Marx, this means to eavccl
the confines of philosophic discourse and the reform of philosophy an
into full-fledged theory construction.
phi?lgl\edz:f’:rzxt text, The G%rmun Ideology (written between Nover_nber
1845 and August 1846), Marx says his last googi-byc to the old v151ﬁp
of philosophy (and ethics) and, for the ﬁrst.txme,' puts forw_ard. is
famous theory of history. But before we examine this text, I ’thmk it is
essential to look briefly at the impact on Marx of Max Stirner’s The Ego
and Its Own (1844), especially in light of the fact that over 400 pages
(or about three-fifths) of The German Ideology is devoted to Stlrncrl’s
book. In my view, Stirner’s book is the straw that broke the came ’s
back, and hence partly responsible for the culmination of Marx’s
farewell to the old vision of philosophy and ethics.

Stirner’s Radical Psychologism.:
A Challenge to Marx

Stirner’s book—read by Marx in November. 1844, hence prior to h}lls
Theses on Fenerbach—is primarily concerned Wlth the same issues E’Ot -
ering Marx: the status of philosophy and 'CthICS and the philosop 1lc’1 to
theoretic shift. Stirner makes a daring critique of philosophy anaclll ethics
and ultimately opts for a radical psychologism. That is, l;c c ds into
question the possibility of philosophic criteria, _grounds, or foun latlo}r:s
and rests his views on the fleeting states of mind—and specifically, the

istic ideas—of the individual. .
Cgs)\lictl‘;:j Cca:nccrnc:d primarily with two.cl.cmcnts in Stirner’s booll::
first, his trenchant critique of the essentialist language found in 1tl e
writings of Feuerbach, Marx (espcci.ally in The Holy Famuly), and ott1 er
Young Hegelians; second, his radical psychologism. Both of these
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clements are implicit in the first ebullient paragraph in Stirner’s preface,
entitled, “I Have Founded My Affair on Nothing” (borrowing from
the first line of Goethe’s poem, Vanitas! Vanitatum Vanitas!):

What is not supposed to be my concern! First and foremost, the Good
Cause, then God’s cause, the cause of mankind, of truth, of freedom, of
humanity, of justice; further, the cause of my people, my prince, my
fatherland; finally, even the cause of Mind, and a thousand other causes.

Only my cause is never to be my concern. “Shame on the egoist who
thinks only of himselfl”7

In this passage, Stirner lumps the idea of God with moral ideals and
opposes them both to his egoism. These two themes will be his chief
focus: one, the tllusory status of the idea of God, moral ideals, and
philosophic abstractions, and two, the uniqueness of the self.

Just as Feuerbach claims that God is an illusion that contains a truth,
namely, man’s essential nature conceived as existing separately from
man, so Stirner holds that Feuerbach’s account of man’s essential nature
is itself an illusion, a mere secular residuc of religious superstition. For
Stirner, the idea of God, moral ideals, and philosophic abstractions are
all mere fetishes that dominate and control people. Therefore he rejects
any talk about God, ideals, or truths which are binding on people. He
responds in the following passage in particular to Feuerbach:

Haven’t we the priest again there? Who is his God? Man with a capital M!
What is the divine? The human! Then the predicate has indeed only been
changed into the subject, and, instead of the sentence, “God is love,” they
say “love is divine”; instead of “God has become man,” “Man has become
God,” etc. It is nothing more or less than a new—religion. “All moral
relations are ethical, are cultivated with a moral mind, only where of
themselves (without religious consecration by the priest’s blessing) they
are counted religious.” Feuerbach’s- proposition, “Theology is an-

thropology,” means only “religion must be ethics; ethics alone is re-
ligion.”8

For Stirner, the doctrine of essentialism Is inseparable from theology,
philosophy, and morality. This doctrine presupposes the existence of a
fixed idea or static ideal to which people must submit or which they

must allow to regulate their behavior. In his provocative section, en-
titled “Bats in the Belfry,” he writes,

Marx’s Adoption of Radical Historicism 71

Man, your head is haunted; you have bats in your belfry! You imagine
great things, and depict to yourself a whole world of gods that has abn
existence for you, a spirit-realm to which you suppose yourself to be
called, an ideal that beckons to you. You have a fixed }dea!

Do not think that I am jesting or speaking figuratively when [ r.cga'rd
those persons who cling to the Higher, and (because t.hc vast ma]orltly
belongs under this head) almost the whole of men, as v;rlti})lc foc_)ls, fools
in a madhouse. What is it, then, that is called a “fixed idea”® An idea that
has subjected the man to itself.®

These “fools,” Stirner claims, are possessed, controlled by a sacrc.d idea,
a moral ideal, or a philosophic abstraction. Thus so-called athcml:lts ;}r}c’;
usually as possessed or religious as Christians, in that both cheris
certain ideals the violation of which terrifies them.

Take notice how a “moral man” behaves, yvho today often tbinks he is
through with God and throws off Christianity as a bygone thing. If yot(;
ask ‘him whether he has ever doubted that the copulatlon of l?rotl}er an
sister is incest, that monogamy is the truth of marriage, that filial piety is a}
sacred duty, then a moral shudder will come over him at the concepnorzh o
one’s being allowed to touch his sister as wife also. And whence 1sl
shudder? Because he believes in those moral commandmentg This mora
faith is deeply rooted in his breast. Much as he rages against tth ﬁwm
Christians, he himself has nevertheless as morougMy rcma.ln.cd a rlls
ttan—to wit, a moral Christian. In the fqrm of morality Christianity holds
him a prisoner, and a prisoner under fasth.10

Stirner then launches into a tirade against ol?jcctivity in morality,
against attempts to achieve an Archimedian point, a sub speczte_ geatge
nitatis perspective. He views these attempts as the mere unsa dlS ol
wishes of theologians and philosophers who want to prtcl)yl el% ;
losophic foundations for their fixed ideas, to secure philosop }:cl vali llltlz
and objectivity for their sacred ideas, moral ideals, or philosop.
abstractions.

idea may also be perceived as “maxim,” “principle, stagd—
poglti :inxfldtli(ei like. chhimedcrs’, to move the carth, asked for a standppm;
outside it. Men sought continually for th.is standp01qt, apd every one SCI'R,{
upon it as well as he was able. This foreign standpoint is the world q‘):' mmd,
of ideas, thoughts, concepts, essences; it 1s heaven. Hcavcn is the stag -
point” from which the ecarth is moved, earthly doings surveyed and—
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* despised. To assure to themselves heaven, to occupy the heavenly stand-

point firmly and for ever—how painfully and tirelessly humanity struggled
for this!11

Stirner extends this viewpoint into the political sphere, attacking
socialist and communist ideals. Such ideals, no matter how radical or
revolutionary, have the same illusory status as the theologians’ “God”

or Feuerbach’s “Man.” They are mere fetishes that bind, dominate, and
control people. ,

As the communists first declare free activity to be man’s essence, they
like all workday dispositions, need a Sunday; like all material endeavours,
they need a God, an uplifting and edification alongside their witless
“labour.”

That the communist sees in you the man, the brother, is only the
Sunday side of communism. According to the workday side he does not
by any means take you as man simply, but as human labourer or labouring
man. The first view has in it the liberal principle; in the second, illiberality
is concealed. If you were a “lazybones,” he would not indeed fail to
recognize the man in you, but would endeavour to cleanse him as a “lazy

man” from laziness and to convert you to the faith that labour is man’s
“destiny and calling.”12

This attack is aimed at the German socialist thinker Wilhelm Christian
Weitling (who had written a book entitled Mankind As It Is and As It
Ought to Be) and at those such as Moses Hess and Marx whom he
considered Feuerbachian disciples. For Stirner, these thinkers merely
replace the present ideal of individualistic competition with cooperative

labor, obligating people to overcome their egoism in order to establish
a society of laborers.

The beautiful dream of a “social duty” still continues to be dreamed.
People think again that society gives what we need, and we are under
obligations to it on that account, owe it everything. They are still at the
point of wanting to serve a “supreme giver of all good” . . . imprisoned in
the religious principle, and zealously aspire after—a sacred society, such as
the State was hitherto.

Society, from which we have everything, is a new master, a new spook,
a new “supreme being,” which “takes us into its service and allegiance™!13

Stirner opposes essentialism, “spookism” or “possession,” with his
egoistic doctrine. His program of radical psychologism, directed
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against theology, philosophy, and morality, results in doing away with

all sacred ideas, abstractions, and ideals. In their place, lflc heralsdsO;}
unique, irreplaceable ego and dcfcnds Ehc phenomena o ownne.tvr,()ls
one’s ownership of what one has in one’s power or what one controls.
He distinguishes this ownness from freedom.

Think that over well, and decide whether you will'Placc”on y‘?ur banne’lz
the dream of “freedom” or the resolution of. “egmsm', of OWT]I“I‘CSS.
“Freedom” awakens your rage against cvcryth}ng that is not you; cgoc-1
ism” calls you to joy over yoursclv.cs, to self-.cn].oyment; freedom hlf azlss

" remains a longing, a romantic plgmt, a .Chrxst}an hope for unearthlin s
and futurity; “ownness” is a reality, whlch of stself removes just so mu
unfreedom as by barring your own way hinders you.14

One denies one’s ownness when one submits to fixed ideas, binding
oneself to them.-One can acquire an authentic freedom only through
one’s ownness, by one’s might.

My freedom becomes complete only when it is my—#mighz; but by.thg1 I
cease to be a merely free man, and become an own man. Why is the
freedom of the peoples a hollow word? Because the people have no
might!15

Stirner thus overthrows morality and ungquiyocal!y cpcilorses
Thracymachus’ view: might makes right. For him, right le rm%l t (or
values are brute power) transformec} into a ghost, a spook, an 1 uio?;
ideal. Stirner laughs at the communists who throw moral ;Irgumcrll sd x
the existing order but show no s1gns'of might or forceB lfc c’onitlﬁ les
that they have not realized that .mor.ahty is “a bat in the belfry” w
power against entrenched realities like a social order.

The polemic against privilege forms a chargct.eristic featilrc (Z‘f .lli)ler,-’
alism, which fumes against “privilege” becagsc it 1tsclf appeals to “rig ft.ll
Further than to fuming it cannot carry thl'S; for pI’lYlngCS do not fa
before might falls, as they are only forms of rlght. But right falls :zlpari m;c;
its nothingness when it is swallowed up by r:ught,.when oile. un, crlsf i.hncn
what is meant by “Might goes before right.” All rlght exp amlssntsc
as privilege, and privilege itself as power, as—superior power.

The aim for Stirner is to increase one’s might, extend one’s sph,ercs of
ownness. One does this by utilizing other things or Pcoplc for one’s ov;l/p
enjoyment and happiness. He goes o far as to claim that he ertei1 is
book, not in order to satisfy some philosophic abstraction (such as
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trutl}) or promote a wothy cause (such as learning, enlightenment),
but in order to procure his thoughts existence in the world and to find
some enjoyment by using his readers.

But not only not for your sake, not even for truth’s sake either do1
speak out what I think. No—

I sing as sings the bird
That perches on the bough;
The song that wells from me
' Is pay enough for now.
I sing because—1I am a singer. But I #se you for it because I—need ears.
Where the world comes in my way—and it comes in my way every-
whcr.c——I consume it to quiet the hunger of my egoism. For me you are
nothing¥ut—my food, even as I too am fed upon and turned to use by

you. We have only one relation to each other, that of usableness, of utility,
of use.17 * ’

_ Stirner’s books represents the exhaustion of the Feuerbachian cri-
tique of Hegelian philosophy. He carries the profanization of Hegel’s
thought, best illustrated by Feuerbach, about as far as one can go. He
reduces objectivity and validity to nonsense, theology and philosophy
to ghost talk, morality to spookism. He rejects, in a radical way, the
autonomy of philosophy—and of ethics. ,

The German Ideology:
Radical Historicist Critigues

I will examine The German Ideology in light of two basic concerns:
Marx’s radical historicist critiques of the essentialist language of Feuer-
bach, Bauer, Stirner, and the “true socialists” and the relation of Marx’s
own theoretic formulations of history to the status of philosophy and
ethics. Although Marx’s own theoretic formulations occur carly in the
text and most of his critiques appear later, I will begin with his critiques
for the sake of continuity in this essay. (I will examine his theoretic
formulations in the next section.)

Mar)f begins the preface of the work by claiming that the common
denominator of contemporary German philosophy (as exemplified in
the works of Feuerbach, Bauer, and Stirner) is the belief in the power of
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ideas to change the world, the ability of concepts to transform reality.
This belief has produced misguided theories about who human beings
are and misconceptions of what they should become. And, more impor-
rantly, this belief precludes attempts to overcome such misguided theo-
ries and misconceptions of moral ideals because it leaves out the only
hope for rescue—the real world of human needs and interests, of social
life and material production.

Hitherto men have always formed wrong ideas about themselves, about
what they are and what they ought to be. They have arranged their
relations according to their ideas of God, of normal man, etc. The prod-
ucts of their brains have got out of their hands. They, the creators, have
bowed down before their creations. Let us liberate them from the
chimeras, the ideas, dogmas, imaginary beings under the yoke of which
they are pining away. Let us revolt against this rule of concepts. Let us
teach men, says one (Feuerbach) how to exchange these imaginations for
thoughts which correspond to the essence of man; says another (Bauer),
how to take up a critical attitude to them; says th®third (Stirner), how to
get them out of their heads; and existing reality will collapse. 18

Marx claims that the aim of the work is to “ridicule and discredit the
philosophic struggle with the shadow of reality.”'® He will try to lift
German criticism out of the realm of philosophy and beyond the
confines of philosophic reflection. His aim is to transform philosophy
into a theory of history; he wants to view the discipline of philosophy,
e.g., its concern with philosophic notions of justification and interpre-
tation, as a set of conventions or social practices included in the variety
of viewpoints, modes of rationality, sensibilities, norms, and values that
are permitted, promoted, or given prominence in complex ways by
requirements of the existing system of production.

Since the Young Hegelians consider conceptions, thoughts, ideas, in
fact all of the products of consciousness, to which they attribute an
independent existence, as the real chains of men (just as the Old Hegelians
declare them the true bonds of human society) it is evident that the Young
Hegelians have to fight only against these illusions of consciousness.
Since, according to their fantasy, the relations of men, all their doings,
their fetters and their limitations are products of their consciousness, the
Young Hegelians logically put to men the moral postulate of exchanging
their present consciousness for human (Feuerbach), critical (Bauer) or
egoistic (Stirner) consciousness, and thus of removing their limitations.
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This demand to change consciousness amounts to a demand to interpret
the existing world in a different way, i.e., to recognise it by means of a
different interpretation.20

Contrary to the illusions and fantasies of the Young Hegelians, Marx
turns to what he calls “the science of history.” A central problem of
contemporary German philosophy is that it is ahistorical. Only a sci-
ence of history allows us to view contemporary German philosophy
itself as a historical phenomenon and relate it to German society and
history. Marx quips,

It has not occurred to any one of these philosophers to inquire into the
connection of German philosophy with German reality, the connection of
their criticism with their own material surroundings.2!

For Marx, the aim of a science of history or, even better, a theory of
history, is to describe, explain, and project the active life-process of
evolving productive systems and cultural formations. This task begins
with the social practices of people, “their actual, empirically perceptible
process of development under definite conditions.” This approach goes
beyond the dead facts of the empiricist historians and the imagined
activity of fanciful subjects of the idealist historians. This theoretic task
requires not only a rejection of the autonomous status of philosophy, it
requires the virtual disappearance of philosophy.

Where speculation ends, where real life starts, there consequently begins
real, positive science, the expounding of the practical activity, of the
practical process of development of men. Empty phrases about con-
sciousness end, and real knowledge has to take their place. When reality is
described, a self-sufficient philosophy [die selbstindige Philosophie] loses its
medium of existence. At the best its place can only be taken by a summing-
up of the most general results, abstractions which are derived from the

- observation of the historical development of men. These abstractions in
themselves, divorced from real history, have no value whatsoever. They
can only serve to facilitate the arrangement of historical material, to
indicate the sequence of its separate strata. But they by no means afford a

recipe or schema, as does philosophy, for neatly trimming the epochs of
history.22

In this passage, Marx’s shift from any philosopic aims or language to
theoretic ones is illustrated in a succinct manner. We shall see his
explanation for this shift when we examine his theoretic formulations—
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especially his notion of ideology—in the next sectipn. Thc important
point to note here is that this philosophic to theoretic shift r.esults from
taking history seriously, or more specifically, from focusing on the
dynamic character of social practices and human agreements in evolving
situations and circumstances. o

This point is highlighted by Marx in his radical historicist critique of
Feuerbach. Marx focuses first on Feuerbach because he considers
Feuerbach the most sophisticated and progressive thinker gf the Young
Hegelians. But Feuerbach’s basic shortcoming is his failure to take
history seriously, his refusal to acknowledge the convgntlonal, hcnce
transient, character of the “grounds” for knowledge claims. -

He does not see that the sensuous world around him is not a thing given
direct from all eternity, remaining ever the same, but the .product of
industry and of the state of society; and, indeed (a product) in the sense
that it is an historical product, the result of the activity of a whf)le
succession of generations, cach standing on the shoulders of thc p.rcccdlr.lg
one, developing its industry and its intercourse, and modlfyxng its social
system according to the changed needs. Even the objects of the simplest
“sensuous certainty” are only given him through social development,
industry and commercial intercourse.?3

Marx concludes that though Feuerbach stands above other mate-
rialists due to his conception of man as a sensuous object, he overlqoks
(as we saw Marx point out in his first thesis on Fcuerbacl})‘ thc_ prgcpcal
activity of people. Feuerbach fails to acknovylcdge real, living individu-
als erecting conventions within their particular historical conditions
and specific socioeconomic circumstances.

As far as Feuerbach is a materialist he does not deal with history, and as
far as he considers history he is not a materialist. With him materialism

and history diverge completely.24

In his brief radical historicist critique of Bruno Bauer—in reply to
Bauer’s accusation that Marx is (in The Holy Family) but a “Feuer-
bachian dogmatist”—Marx views Bauer as an cxample of those G,ermj‘m
philosophers who “struggle with the shadows of reality.” Bauer’s chief
shortcoming is that he overexaggerates the importance of pbllosophy,
and that he therefore sees philosophic controversies as having monu-
mental effects on the actual struggles being waged in the world of
power and politics. In fact, Marx holds, Bauer ultimately confuses these
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philosophic controversies with the actual struggles. He engages in this
confusion primarily because he tends to assume that one can change the
world by merely changing ideas. Since Bauer posits a realm of thoughts
and ideas, of philosophy, and of ethics that is independent and autono-
mous of (and the basis for) history and society, he regards transforma-
tion in this realm as constituting, in some crucial way, a transformation
of history and society. In this way, Bauer exemplifies the misguided and
impotent approach which attempts to change the world by employing
philosophic concerns and aims. '

The specific peculiarity of Saint Bruno is that, unlike the authors of Die
heilige Familie, he does not regard the question of the relation of self-
consciousness to substance as “a point of controversy within Hegelian
speculation,” but as a world-historic, even an absolute question. This is
the sole form in which he is capable of expressing the conflicts of the
present day . . . for Bruno, along with all philosophers and ideologists,
erroneously regards thoughts and ideas—the independent intellectual ex-
pression of the existing world—as the basis of this existing world. It is
obvious that with these two abstractions, which have become senseless
and empty, he can perform all kinds of tricks without knowing anything at
all about real people and their relations.25

After Marx’s rather brief radical historicist critiques of Feuerbach and
Bauer, he confronts Max Stirner’s radical psychologism viewpoint.
What is distinctive of Stirner—and possibly the chief reason Marx
spends over 400 pages replying to Stirner—is that he seems to have
traveled a road to his radical psychogism view that is similar to the road
Marx has traveled to his radical historicist view. Both Marx and Stirner
reject the autonomous status of philosophy (and ethics) and both make
a radical call for its disappearance. But what seems to upset Marx is how
someone who shares his radical view of philosophy (and ethics) can
differ so fundamentally on what the alternative is and ought to be.
Stirner makes Marx aware of the can of worms he has opened by
“overcoming” philosophy, his presence suggests that Marx will find
himself among strange bedfellows unless he articulates clearly his radi-
cal historicist alternative. Therefore Marx’s critique of Stirner ex-
emplifies Marx engaged in a serious battle—a battle over what the
alternative should be after one rejects the autonomous status of philoso-
phy and calls for its disappearance, a battle over what form theoretic
activity should take after Hegel and Feuerbach.

;
!
i
i
i

Marx’s Adoption of Radical Historicism 79

Marx’s radical historicist critique of Stirner begins at the root:
Stirner’s radical psychologism. Marx does not try to show—as he did in
the attacks on Feuerbach and Bauer—the limitations of being and
remaining a philosopher. Instead Marx tries to illustrate the limitations
of Stirner’s alternative to philosophy. Marx acknowledges that Stirner
accents—as does Marx’s own radical historicist view—the dynamic
character of human activities. But Marx then points out that by adopt-
ing a radical psychologism view Stirner holds that these human ac-
tivities consist of dynamic, fleeting states of mind. The history of
human beings is the history of their activities and the history of their
activities is the history of their mental states, ideas, and thoughts.

Stirner regards the various stages of life only as “self-discoveries” of the
individual, and these “self-discoveries™ are moreover always reduced to a
definite relation of consciousness. Thus the variety of consciousness is here
the life of the individual. The physical and social changes which take place
in the individuals and product an altered consciousncss are, of course, of
no concern to Stirner.26

Instead of overcoming Cartesian dualism and undermining the Ego’s
initial captivity in the Cartesian veil of consciousness—the central
philosophic paradigm extolling the autonomy of philosophy—Stirner’s
radical psychologism accepts and reinforces it. Similar to Berkeley’s
radical idealism, but much cruder, Stirner’s radical psychologism
merely accepts the world within the veil of consciousness—as being, in
fact, the world. This leaves philosophy with little to do since its basic
distinctions—reality/appearance, objectivism/relativism, essential/acci-
dental, etc.—have been called into question. Stirner toys with the
extreme moral nihilist implications of his move, but then goes on to opt
for his own pleasant states of consciousness (i.c., for egoism) as the
standard for moral action.

One would expect Marx to question what the status of this standard
is—is it a normative claim or a descriptive one? If it is a normative
claim, an ought-statement, then it falls victim to Stirner’s own tirades
against such claims or statements—that they are mere fetishes that
control and dominate people. If it is a descriptive claim, an empirical
statement, where is the evidence? But Marx will have none of this neat
philosophic classifying of claims and statements. Instead Marx under-
stands Stirner’s notions of the unique ego and “ownness” as theoretic
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notions, and specifically notions sedimented with personal needs, social
interests, and cultural biases. In short, Marx considers Stirner’s claims,
statements, and notiorns as being ideological.

For Marx, Stirner’s theoretic notions of the unique ego and “own-
ness” are rooted in the pervasive perceptions and behavior of a par-
ticular group in society, and specifically Stirner’s group, the petit
bourgeoisie.

Since Saint Max pays no attention to the physical and social “life” of the
individual, and says nothing at all about “life,” he quite consistently
abstracts from historical epochs, nationalities, classes, etc., or, which is the
same thing, he inflates the conscionsness predominant in the class nearest to
him in his immediate environment into the normal consciousness of “a
man’s life.”27

This comment regarding Stirner’s notions should not be read as a
vulgar reductionist treatment of them. Rather Marx is applying his own
theoretic formulations to Stirner’s theoretic notions. Marx attempts to
unmask Stirner’s notions, to historically locate and socially situate these
notions and ultimately describe and explain their role and function.

Marx’s radical historicist viewpoint differs from Stirner’s radical psy-
chologism as an alternative to philosophy in two ways. First, Marx
understands dynamic human activities as ever changing social practices
of people, their particular agreements or disagreements on conventions
and their behavior which is often regulated by these conventions. As we
saw carlier, Stirner understands dynamic human activities as fleeting
mental states of people. Second, Marx rejects the fundamental philo-
sophic distinctions of reality/appearance, objectivism/relativism, essen-
tial/accidental in order to discard the aim of providing philosophic
criteria, grounds, and foundations for reality, objectivity, or essen-
tiality. These distinctions may be employed for theoretic aims, i.c.,
under-a-description, but they then are to be understood in a completely
different way, having a different status and viewed as an instance of a
dynamic human social practice. We will examine this claim more care-
fully in the next section. Stirner also rejects these fundamental phi-
losophic distinctions, but he remains in the veil of consciousness owing
to his understanding of dynamic human activities as mental activities.
From within this veil, he proceeds to put forward theoretic formula-
tions which consist roughly of preaching egoism. Marx is insistent on
this second difference because his own theoretic formulations preclude
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preaching any sort of morality. Aswe noted carlier, Marx’s tf.lco.re.tic
formulation contain moral elements,e.g., self-realization of the individ-
pal in community, but he does notput forward purely moral rhetoric to
defend these elements or his theory.

Consequently, Marx asserts thit Sirner misunderstands the commu-
nist movement when Stirner clims that it is tied to an essentialism,
obligated to a fixed idea or staticmoral ideal. Marx writes,

Communism is quite incomprehensble to our saint because the commu-
nists do not oppose egoism to selflssess or selflessness to egoism, nor QO
they express this contradiction theortically either in its sentimental or in
its highflown ideological form; they rather demonstrate its material
source, with which it disappears ofilf. The communists do not preach
wmorality at all, as Stirner does soexensively. They do not put to people
the moral demand: love one aother, do not be egoists, etc.; on the
contrary, they are very well awarethit cgoism, just as much as sclflessness,
is in definite circumstances a necessaryform of the self-assertion of individ-
uals.28

In the next section, we shall eumine what Marx means when he
claims that communists show howsich a moral opposition “disappears
of itself.”

Marx’s radical historicist critiqus of proponents of “true socialism”
(in Volume Two of The Germanldulgy) point essentially to the refusal
of those thinkers to make the philsophic to theoretic shift. Because
they do not make the shift they regrd socialism as “a question of the
‘most reasonable’ social order and not the needs of a particular class and
a particular time.”?® They detach wcialist ideals from the proletarian
movement and turn to “humanity,” appealing to the universal love of
humankind. Like the Young Heglians, “true socialists” fail to ade-
quately analyze historical and soci phenomena.

The German ideology, in the gripofwhich these “true socialists” r.cr.naip,
prevents them from examining the ral state of affairs. Their activity in
face of the “unscientific” FrenchandEnglish consists primarily in holding
up the superficiality and the “crude’mpiricism of these foreigners to ic
scorn of the German public, in eulogsing “German science” and declaring
that its mission is to reveal for the fisttime the truth of communism and
socialism, the absolute, true socialism3°

In short, the “true socialists” ke the Young Hegelians, remain
idealistic and ahistorical in ther moral deliberations about socialist
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norms. Since they assume the autonomous status of philosophy and
ethics, they engage in abstract, “objective” determinations of these
norms while ignoring the transient historical bases for such determina-
tions.

They detach the communist system, critical and polemical writings from
the real movement, of which they are but the expression, and force them
into an arbitrary connection with German philosophy. They detach the
consciousness of certain historically conditioned spheres of life from these
spheres and evaluate it in terms of true, absolute, i.e., German philosophi-
cal consciousness. With perfect consistency they transform the relations of
these particular individuals into relations of “Man”; they interpret the
thoughts of these particular individuals concerning their own relations as
thoughts abour “Man.” In so doing, they have abandoned the real histor-
ical basis and returned to that of ideology, and since they are ignorant of
the real connection, they can without difficulty construct some fantastic
relationship with the help of the “absolute” or some other ideological
method.31

Marx begins by examining an article by Hermann Semmig, which is
more concerned with grasping the essence of socialism than under-
standing the evolution of concrete social conditions that allow for the
possibility of socialism. In complete opposition to Marx’s view, Sem-
mig asserts that Germans ought to be proud that they judge everything
sub specie acternitatis whereas foreigners do so from the standpoint of
actual existing people and circumstances. For Marx, this view yields the
following kind of unempirical, philosophical reasoning:

It is a fact that proletarians exist and that they work mechanically. Why are
proletarians driven to “mechanical labour?” Because the rentiers “allow
their own essence to decay.” Why is it that the rentiers allow their own
essence to decay? Because “our present-day society has relapsed into
savagery to such an extent.” Why has it relapsed into savagery? Ask thy
maker.32

This leads Marx to conclude that,

German philosophy in it socialist disguise appears, of course, to investi-
gate “crude reality,” but it always keeps at a respectable distance and, in
hysterical irritation, cries: noli me tangere! (Touch me not!)33
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Contrary to this kind of ahistorical, unscientific approach, Marx
stresses the role and function of communist ideals, their close ties to the
proletarian movement and their unequivocal opposition to the existing
order. Sentimental appeals or claims about the love of humankind, the
“essence” of socialism or the “truth” of property only obscure and
dilute the fundamental social conflict between capitalists and pro-
letariat, owners and workers.

In reality: the actual property-owners stand on one side and the proper-
tyless communist proletarians on the other. This opposition becomes
keener day by day and is rapidly driving to a crisis. If, then, the theoretical
representatives of the proletariat wish their literary activity to have any
practical effect, they must first and foremost insist that all phrases are
dropped which tend to dim the realisation of the sharpness of this opposi-
tion, all phrases which tend to conceal this opposition and may even give
the bourgeois a chance to approach the communists for safety’s sake on
the strength of their philanthropic enthusiasms. All these bad qualities are,
however, to be found in the catchwords of the true socialists . . .34

Rudolph Matthai argues in the second article Marx examines that the
standard for the good society or the “most reasonable” social order is
nature. Just as the individual plant demands the soil, warmth, sun, air,
and rain in order to grow and flourish, so people desire a society which
permits the all-round development and satisfaction of their needs and
capacities. Matthai’s strategy is to impute the ideas of individuality and
universality to nature which he would like to see realized in society. He
then demands that present society conform to his ideal.

Marx replies that it is unclear why society should not always have
been a true image of nature since Matthai does not touch on the
historical development of present society. And it is difficult for Matthai
to defend the harmonious character of nature if society does not natu-
rally conform to such harmony. And if it doesn’t why not? Has it ever?
If so, why the Fall?

Marx next attacks the very criterion of nature, claiming that plants do
not “demand” the conditions of existence as stated by Matthai. Rather
plants depend completely on the actual conditions of existence. If a
plant does not find them already present, it remains a grain of sced and
never becomes a plant. In this way, Matthai’s moral ideal rests upon a
static conception of the “natural.”
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We should be only too pleased to believe that “all the social virtues” of
our true socialist are based “upon the feeling of natural human affinity and
unity,” even though feudal bondage, slavery and all the social inequalities
of every age have also been based upon this “natural affinity.” Incidentally,
“natural human affinity” is an historical product which is daily changed at
the hands of men; it has always been perfectly natural, however inhuman
and contrary to nature it may seem, not only in the judgment of “Man,”
but also of a later revolutionary generation.35

His moral ideal represents an ahistorical idealism.

The socialist opposes a present-day society, which is “based upon
external compulsion,” the ideal of true society, which is based upon the
“consciousness of man’s inward nature, i.c., upon reason.” It is based, that
is, upon the consciousness of consciousness, upon the thought of thought.
The true socialist does not differ from the philosophers even in his choice
of terms. He forgets that the “inward nature” of men, as well as their
“consciousness” of it, i.e., their “reason,” has at all times been an histor-
ical product and that even when, as he believes, the society of men was
based “upon external compulsion,” their “inward nature” correspond to
this “external compulsion.”36

Karl Griin, the most influential “true socialist,” is the author of the
last essay Marx considers in the second volume of The German Ideolggy.
Marx’s basic criticism of Griin is what we have now come to expect:
that Griin knows nothing about what he morally judges, that he
possesses no understanding of what he morally condemns. Thus Griin
takes refuge in the protective arms of normative discourse, specifically
of talk about human essence, “the last hiding-place of the true socialist.”
Marx remarks,

All he has to do is to hunt everywhere for the words “Man” and “human”
and condemn when he cannot find them.3”7

Marx is not saying that taking a moral position results from an
ignorance of what one is evaluating, but rather that moralism as a
political stance and philosophic viewpoint constitutes an escape from
reality (from analyzing and explaining it) and forces one to presuppose
an inadequate conception of history to justify this moralistic stance and
viewpoint.
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So ‘Herr Griin declares that the real living conditions of men are
manifestations, whereas religion and politics are the basts and the roots of
these manifestations. This threadbare statement shows that the true so-
cialists put forward the ideological phrases of German philosophy as
truths superior to the real expositions of the French socialists; it shows at
the same time that they try to link the true object of their own investiga-
tions, human essence, to the results of French social criticism. If one
assumes religion and politics to be the basis of material living conditions,
then it is only natural that everything should amount in the last instance to
an investigation of human essence, i.e., of man’s consciousness of him-
self. 38

Marx’s radical historicist critiques of Feuerbach, Bauer, Stirner, and
the “true socialists” raises questions as to what precisely constitutes his
own positive viewpoint.3® What are his theoretic formulations after his
move away from philosophic concerns and aims? We have seen that, for
Marx, philosophy disappears after the shift to theoretic concerns and
aims, but does anything take its place?

The German Ideology: Theoretic Formulations

In this section, I will examine briefly the theoretic formulations of
history that follow, Marx believes, from his radical historicist view-
point. I will focus specifically on the relation of these formulations to
the disappearance of philosophy and on the central role of his notion of
ideology.

For Marx, the radical historicist perspective, with its stress on the
dynamic character of social practices and the groundlessness of philo-
sophic claims, entails an inquiry into the beginnings of certain social
practices and, for our purposes, into the emergence of the conception
of the autonomy of philosophy.

Marx’s theoretic formulations amount roughly to a theory of histor-
ical limits. On the one hand, he is concerned with circumscribing the
boundaries within which each new generation must struggle to survive.
This includes acknowledging the particular kind of system of produc-
tion each new generation inherits (and at what stage of development it
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‘1s), and it includes acknowledging the evolving beliefs, views, and
sensibilities crystallized in the existing cultural lifestyles and political
and social institutions. On the other hand, Marx’s aim is to point out
how these boundaries are transient, the results of human activities and
social practices which can be transformed.

History is nothing but the succession of the separate generations, each
of which uses of the materials, the capital funds, the productive forces
handed down to it by all preceding generations, and thus, on the one
hand, continues the traditional activity in completely changed circum-
stances and, on the other, modifies the old circumstances with a com-
pletely changed activity.40

Marx’s particular theory of historical limits is a materialist theory in
that it begins with the productive activity of people, with how people
produce their means of subsistence and create systems of production to
insure their survival. But human productive activity is not only the
starting point of Marx’s materialist theory of history; it also is the major
factor in comprehending, explaining, describing, and tracing (these are
all theoretic activities) the links to evolving beliefs, values, and sen-
sibilities crystallized in the existing cultural lifestyles and political and
social institutions. Since Marx includes philosophy (and ethics) in this
evolution of beliefs, values, and sensibilities, it can be expected that his
theoretic formulations will provide an explanation and description of
the perceived status of philosophy in different epochs. In his most lucid
and succinct summary of his theory of history—and for this reason I
quote at length—Marx writes,

This conception of history thus relies on expounding the real process of
production—starting from the material production of life itself—and
comprehending the form of intercourse connected with and created by
this mode of production, i.e. civil society in its various stages, as the basis
of all history; describing it in its action as the state, and also explaining
how all the different theoretical products and forms of consciousness,
religion, philosophy, morality, etc., arise from it, and tracing the process
of their formation from that basis, thus the whole thing can, of course, be
depicted in its totality (and therefore, too, the reciprocal action of these
various sides on one another). It has not, like the idealist view of history,
to look for a category in every period, but remains constantly on the real
ground of history: it does not explain practice from the idea but explains
the formation of ideas from material practice, and accordingly it comes to
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the conclusion that all forms and products of consciousness cannot be
dissolved by mental criticism . . . But only by the practical overthrow of
the actual social relations which gave rise to this idealistic humbug; that
not criticism but revolution is the driving force of history, also of religion,
of philosophy, and all other kinds of theory.4!1

Marx’s materialist conception of history is supported by his radical
historicist viewpoint in that both focus on the dynamic social practices
of people. The materialist theory holds that a certain kind of social
practices (i.e., those directly linked to material production for suste-
nance) serves as the ground for history (i.e., as the dominant factor in
historical explanation and description); and the radical historicist per-
spective claims that these (as well as other) dynamic social practices are
revisable human conventions which cannot serve as immutable, invaria-
ble grounds, criteria, or foundations for philosophic validity or objec-
tivity. Marx’s attempt to replace philosophic grounds with dynamic and
social practices, or to replace philosophic concerns with historical,
explanatory (i.c., theoretic) aims, is illustrated rhetorically in the fol-
lowing passage:

This sum of productive forces, capital funds and social forms of inter-
course, which every individual and every generation finds in existence as
something given, is the real basis of what the philosophers have conceived
as “substance” and “essence of man,” and what they have deified and
attacked: a real basis which is not in the least disturbed, in its effect and
influence on the development of men, by the fact that these philosophers
revolt against it as “self-consciousness” and the “unique.” These condi-
tions of life, which different generations find in existence, determine also
whether or not the revolutionary convulsion periodically recurring in
history will be strong enough to overthrow the basis of everything that
exists.42

Marx’s materialist conception of history, aided by his radical histor-
icist perspective, leaves philosophy no space to exist. As we saw in a
passage quoted carlier, “a self-sufficient philosophy loses its medium of
existence.” In fact, Marx goes on to say,

Incidentally, when ﬁhings ‘are seen in this way, as they really are and
happened, every profound philosophical problem is resolved . . . quite
simply into an empirical fact.#3

And. by “empirical fact” Marx means a reality (or set of realities) in
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process, as understood within the interpretive schema of his materialist
conception of history.

Marx suggests that philosophy is viewed as self-sufficient, autono-
mous (or bound-to-certainty, tied-to-necessity, or linked-to-univer-
sality), primarily owing to its role and function in specific societies. The
autonomy of philosophy is assumed primarily to promote a particular
cultural description of truth, reality, and knowledge which appears
unrelated to or independent of the social practices (or conventions) of
people. The function of this assumption is to hide and conceal the
particularity of this cultural description and hence to blind people to
the possible ulterior aims or sinister motives (conscious or uncon-
scious) of its proponents.

With the advent of a division of material and mental labor in human
history arises the distinction between two classes of pcople—one group
which manually labors and materially produces and another group
which consumes without materially producing, survives without man-

ually laboring.

From this moment onwards consciousness can really flatter itself that it is
something other than consciousness of existing practice, that it really
represents something without representing something real; from now on
consciousness is in a position to emancipate itself from the world and to
proceed to the formation of “pure” theory, theology, philosophy, moral-
ity, etc.44 '

Marx connects this division of labor—manual vs. mental labor—to
his notion of a ruling class, specifically that class which consumes
without materially producing and survives (and thrives) without man-
ually laboring. This ruling class owns and controls the means of mate-
rial production and directs and guides the ideas, beliefs, and sensibilities
crystallized in cultural kifestyles and social and political institutions.

The ideas of the ruling class are in every epoch the ruling ideas, i.e., the
class which is the ruling material force of society is at the same time its
ruling éntellectual force. The class which has the means of material produc-
tion at its disposal, consequently also controls the means of mental pro-
duction, so that the ideas of those who lack the means of mental
production are on the whole subject to it. The ruling ideas are nothing
more than the ideal expression of the dominant material relations, the
dominant material relations grasped as ideas; hence of the relations which
make the one class the ruling one, therefore, the ideas of its dominance.

Marx’s Adoption of Radical Historicism 89

The individuals composing the ruling class possess among other things
consciousness, and therefore think. Insofar, therefore, as they rule as a
class and determine the extent and compass of an historical epoch, it is
self-evident that they do this in its whole range, hence among other things
rule also as thinkers, as producers of ideas, and regulate the production
and distribution of the ideas of their age: Thus their ideas are the ruling
ideas of the epoch.45

The ruling class is divided into two basic groups—those who inad-
vertently and unintentionally put forward illusory ideas about them-
sclves and their conditions and those who are actively involved in
owning, controlling and selling products produced by laborers. Op-
position may occur between these two groups within the ruling class,
but it is usually reconciled or overcome at any serious threat or conflict
in which the ruling class as a whole is in danger.

Marx suggests that conceptions of the autonomy of philosophy
constitute illusory ideas in the sense that such conceptions signify
attempts by philosophers to make their cultural viewpoints appear
objective and valid from sub specie aeternitatis. These conceptions are
illusory (i.e., demonstrably worthy of rejection) because the march of
history reveals them to be neither timeless nor immutable. And the-
oretic concerns show that these conceptions perform particular roles
and functions in regard to the existing system of production, political
and social institutions, and cultural lifestyles. These particular roles and
functions are ideological ones, that is, the primary role and function of
the dominant ideas, values, beliefs, or sensibilities presented in the form
of universality, necessity, or eternity is primarily to preserve and per-
petuate, justify and legitimate the existing system of production, social
and political arrangements, and cultural ways of life. This ideological
function of such ideas, beliefs, values, or sensibilities cloaks particular
interests behind the claim for universal interests, hides the contingency
of conditions behind the claim for necessary conditions, conceals
changeable circumstances behind the claim for unavoidable circum-
stances.

For each new class which puts itself in the place of one ruling before it is
compelled, merely in order to carry through its aim, to present its interest
as the common interest of all members of society, that is, expressed in ideal
form: it has to give its ideas the form of universality, and present them as
the only rational universally valid ones.46
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The illusory idea of philosophy’s autonomy is promoted and encour-
aged by historians who uncritically accept what past ruling class
thinkers imagined themselves to be saying and claiming. This uncritical
acceptance of each ruling class’s self-conception and self-image leads
historians to believe in the autonomy of ideas, values, beliefs, and
sensibilities—and of philosophy—and to understand them as existing in
a realm of their own. By accepting the illusions of past epochs, these
historians preoccupied with the realm of ideas, values, beliefs, and
sensibilities come to share the illusion of their own epoch.

Once the ruling ideas have been separated from the ruling individuals
and, above all, from the relations which result from a given stage of the
mode of production, and in this way the conclusion has been reached that
history is always under the sway of ideas, it is very casy to abstract from
these various ideas, “the Idea,” the thought, etc., as the dominant force in
history, and thus to consider all these separate ideas and concepts as
“forms of self-determination” of the Concept developing in history. It
follows then naturally, too, that all the relations of men can be derived
from the concept of man, man as conceived, the essence of man. This has
been done by speculative philosophy.47

Marx’s materialist conception of history is able to reveal this decep-
tion, for two basic reasons. First, it stresses the ideological function of
past and present ideas, values, beliefs, and sensibilities. This empbhasis
permits his theory to locate and situate the real ground or basis of
history, namely, the dynamic social practices and the constellation of
institutions erected thereon by human beings. Second, Marx’s mate-
rialist conception of history has no interest in perpetuating the illusion
of its own (capitalist) epoch. Its theoretic aim is to unmask the decep-
tion concealed by current historians and philosophers.

The important implication for ethics of Marx’s materialist conception

of history is a radical distinction between moral practices and moral
ideals. Moral ideals are to be treated like any other ideas, namely, in
terms of their ideological role and function, while moral practices are to
be understood like any other social practice, namely, in light of the
particular limits circumscribed by the existing system of production,
social and political institutions, and cultural ways of life.

For Marx, the demythologizing of the autonomy of ethics consists
first, roughly, of disclosing the ideological function of moral ideals, and
hence their conventional status; and second, the demythologizing con-
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sists of demonstrating the discrepancy between moral ideals and moral
practices, a discrepancy resulting primarily from the requirements of
the existing system of production—which precludes overcoming the
discrepancy.

Thus, society has hitherto always developed within the framework of a
contradiction—in antiquity the contradiction between free men and
slaves, in the middle ages that berween nobility and serfs, in modern times
that between the bourgeoisie and the proletariat. This explains, on the one
hand, the abnormal, “inhuman” way in which the oppressed class satisfies
its needs, and, on the other hand, the narrow limits within which inter-
course, and, with it the whole ruling class, develops. Hence this restricted
character of development consists not only in the exclusion of one class
from development, but also in the narrowmindedness of the excluding
class, and the “inhuman” is to be found also within the ruling class. This
so-called “inhuman™ is just as much a product of presentday relations as
the “human” is; it is their negative aspect, the rebellion—which is not
based on any new revolutionary productive force—against the prevailing
relations brought about by the existing productive forces, and against the
way of satisfying needs that corresponds to these relations. The positive
expression “human” corresponds to the definite relations predominant at a
certain stage of production and to the way of satisfying needs determined
by them, just as the negative expression “inhuman” corresponds to the
attempt to negate these predominant relations and the way of satisfying
needs prevailing under them without changing. the existing mode of
production, an attempt that this stage of production daily engenders
afresh.48

For Marx, moral language is the means by which human beings
articulate and legitimate either their struggle to preserve the existing
order, hence control and contain oppositional values, beliefs, and sen-
sibilities in culture and society, or their struggle to overcome the
existing order, hence negate and undermine the dominant values, be-
liefs, and sensibilities in culture and society. When Marx claims that
“communists do not preach morality at all” he does not mean that
communists do not employ moral language. Rather he means that this
employment is unavoidable but never a sufficient means for social
change. Therefore, it is crucial not to confuse changing people’s moral
ideals—sometimes a result of employing moral language—with chang-
ing societal circumstances, or even patterns of moral practices.

If there is a fundamental problem in ethics for Marx, it consists of the
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discrepancy between moral ideals and moral practices—or more specifi-
cally, the way in which systems of production have hitherto scemed to
require a discrepancy between particular interests of a specific class and
the claims of universal interests by ideologues of that class. Hitherto
ideology has been required to hide and conceal this discrepancy. Marx
believes quite optimistically that communists have a solution to this
problem—for it is a problem that must be understood in a historical
way and resolved only in a practical way. In other words, the problem
should be viewed as the many manifestations of the discrepancy between
the rhetoric of universal interests and the veality of particular class interests
within the limits circumscribed by particular systems of production and
the boundaries of the concomitant social and political institutions and
cultural ways of life. The problem can be solved only when the rhetoric/
reality discrepancy is overcome, that is, when a particular system of
production is established which permits the coincidence of the universal
interests of society with the particular interests of a class, and when the
concomitant social and political institutions and cultural lifestyles pro-
mote and encourage this coincidence. This coincidence results for Marx
in the self-realization and self-development of a// individuals within a
society: this outcome has truly become the common good.

Theoretical communists, the only comunists who have time to devote
to the study of history, are distinguished precisely by the fact that they
alone have discovered that throughout history the “general interest” is
created by individuals who are defined as “private persons.” They know
that this contradiction is only a seeming one because one side of it, what is
called the “general interest,” is constantly being produced by the other
side, private interest, and in relation to the latter it is by no means an
independent force with an independent history—so that this contradiction
is in practice constantly destroyed and reproduced.+®

Conditions of abundance, primarily owing to technological innova-
tion, and the maldistribution of the abundance, due to the private
ownership of production and private appropriation of profits, become
so destructive of human lives that the producers, united as a class, are
compelled to abolish private property and the class division of labor.
This abolition constitutes proletarian revolution. This revolution can
usher in a new society that permits and makes possible the self-realiza-
tion and self-development of individuals, since
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private property can be abolished only on condition of an all-round
development of individuals, precisely because the existing form of inter-
course and the existing productive forces are all-embracing and only
individuals that are developing in an all-round fashion can appropriate
them, i.e., can turn them in free manifestations of their lives.50

Proletarian abolition of private property can produce a society in which
nobody has an exclusive sphere of activity, a society in which everyone
can develop in a many-sided way, a society thereby creative of harmo-
njous personalities and lives of wholeness.

This society, Marx claims, is communist society,

the only society in which the genuine and free development of individuals
ceases to be a mere phrase, this development is determined precisely by the
connection of individuals, a connection which consists partly in the eco-
nomic prerequisites and partly in the necessary solidarity of the free
development of all, and, finally, in the universal character of the activity of
individuals on the basis of the existing productive forces. We are, there-
fore, here concerned with individuals at a definite stage of development
and by no means merely individuals chosen at random, even disregarding
the indispensable communist revolution, which itself is a general con-
dition for their free development. The individuals’ consciousness of their
mutual relations will, of course, likewise be completely changed, and,
therefore, will no more be the “principle of love” or dévouement than it will
be egoism.51

As we noted earlier, Marx insists upon the practical overcoming of
the rhetoric/reality discrepancy in history, an overcoming which will
ultimately render ideology useless and permit the realization of the
coincidence and transparency, i.c., publicity, of particular class interests
and universal societal interests. Therefore, to employ moral language
without understanding the rhetoric/reality discrepancy in history and
hence to preclude any practical way of overcoming this discrepancy is,
in essence, to engage in rhetoric, to fall prey to ideology, and ultimately
to impede the practical overcoming of this discrepancy. So Marx states,

Communism is for us not a state of affairs which is to be established, an
ideal to which reality (will) have to adjust itself. We call communism the
real movement which abolishes the present state of things.5?

For Marx, the communist movement is privileged in the sense that
only it has the potential of overcoming the rhetoric/reality discrepancy
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in history. This is so not because of the moral ideals, ¢.g., self-realiza-
tion, self-development, that it espouses—for many movements in the
past and present espouse these ideals—but rather because of the histor-
ical timing of the movement, that is, when it appears in history, what it
has at its disposal (e.g., technology, values of freedom and equality) due
to this appearance, and how it intends to put to use what it has at its
disposal (i.e., to promote and permit individuality within community
under conditions of abundance and participatory demogracy).

Communism differs from all previous movements in that it overturns
the basis of all earlier relations of production and intercourse, and for the
first time consciously treats all naturally evolved premises as the creations
of hitherto existing men, strips them of their natural character and subju-
gates them to the power of the united individuals. Its organization is,
therefore, essentially economic, the material production of the conditions
of this unity; it turns existing conditions-into conditions of unity. The
reality which communism creates is precisely the true basis for rendering it
impossible that anything should exist independently of individuals, insofar

as reality is nevertheless only a product of the preceding intercourse of
individuals.53

Further Theorvetic Formulations

Since this essay is primarily concerned with providing an in-house
discussion of the historicist approach to ethics in the Marxist tradition,
I have focused principally on Marx’s radical historicist critique and
rejection of philosophic ethics, rather than putting forward in any
detailed manner Marx’s own theoretic alternative. So in this section, I
shall briefly examine Marx’s own distinction between science and ide-
ology, and specifically the status of his own critique of political econ-
omy; I shall also examine his theoretic understanding of ethics, and
specifically the status of moral notions such as “right” or “just.”

I contend that the chief enabling factor behind Marx’s radical histor-
icist approach to ethics was his radical historicist view of science and
epistemology. By calling into question the idea of philosophic founda-
tions, grounds, or bases, he simultancously was calling into question
the philosophic foundations, grounds, or bases of science and knowl-
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edge. As we saw earlier, the only “foundations, grounds,” or
“bases”—for science or ethics—available to radical historicists are the
contingent, dynamic, community-specific agreements people make in
relation to particular aims, goals, and objectives.

Indeed, to summarize Marx’s critique of political economy, he sees
the bourgeois economists as mistaking the contingent features of the
capitalist system of production for necessary, inevitable, and unavoida-
ble characteristics, while they mistake a system that is historically
transient for one that is ahistorically external. But the important ques-
tion confronting us now is how does Marx understand the status of his
own critique of political economy?

Marx surely believes his theory of history and capitalist society refers
to realities of past societies and realities of the capitalist societics of his
day. But he does not believe that the justification for the truth of his
theory is a philosophic affair, or that the truth of his theory is deter-
mined by a correspondence or coherence theory of truth, by a criterion
of accurate or cohering representations independent of or isolated from
his theory. Yet Marx does believe that the theories of bourgeois econo-
mists are, in some important sense, wrong. How then does he defend
his own theory?

This crucial query leads us directly to Marx’s distinction between
science and ideology and why he believes his theoretic formulations are
not merely ideological formulations. Let us first be clear that Marx
understands ideology not (as do many modern Marxists influenced by
Louis Althusser) as ideas which reflect class interests, but rather as a set
of ideas which distort reality, impede a clear understanding of reality,
and conceal the biases and prejudices of its proponents. For Marx, to be
scientific is to pierce the veil of appearance, to disclose, unearth, and
reveal what has hitherto been concealed.

But all science would be superfluous if the outward appearance and the
essence of things directly coincided.>4

The significance of this distinction between appearance and reality,
between what seems to be-and what is, is theoretic rather than philo-
sophic. Marx is not concerned with the philosophic foundations,
grounds, or bases for this distinction; rather, he is concerned with the
concrete problems that promote such discrepancies betw;cn what peo-
ple perceive about socicties and what is missing from their perceptions.
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For Marx, the motivating factor for highlighting appearance/reality
or seems/is distinctions is criticism and transformation of existing real-
ity. Since his radical historicist viewpoint leads him to acknowledge and
accent the dynamic character of reality, the crucial issue for Marx is how
inevitable crises can be best responded to or how stages of development
can be best dealt with. As he states in his preface to the first German
edition of Capital,

And even when a society has got upon the right track for'the discovery of
the natural laws of its movement—and it is the ultimate aim of this work,
to lay bare the economic law of motion of modern society—it can neither
clear by bold leaps, nor remove by legal enactments, the obstacles offered
by the successive phases of its normal development. But it can shorten and
lessen the birth-pangs.55

For Marx, the task of the scientific theorist is to overcome ap-
pearance/reality or seems/is distinctions, because his basic analytic ap-
proach, namely, the dialectical approach,

. . includes in its comprehension and affirmative recognition of the
existing state of things, at the same time also, the recognition of the
negation of that state, of its inevitable breaking up; because it regards
every historically developed social form as in fluid movement, and there-
fore takes into account its transient nature not less than its momentary
existence; because it lets nothing impose upon it, and is in its essence
critical and revolutionary.56

As I noted earlier, Marx’s theoretic concerns are motivated by con-
crete problems, impending crises and degenerating social forms of life.
Marx’s dialectical approach insists that there is something deeply wrong
with any theorist who defends a state of affairs either by rendering it

difficult to call this state of affairs into question or by refusing to " |

acknowledge that this state of affairs is being called into question. Marx
believes this lack of a genuinely critical posture holds for bourgeois
economists principally because the very nature of capitalist society itself
is deceptive owing to the mystical character of its basic units, namely,
commodities.

A commodity appears, at first sight, a very trivial thing, and easily
understood. Its analysis shows that it is, in reality, a very queer thing,
abounding in metaphysical subtleties and theological niceties. So far as it
is a value in use, there is nothing mysterious about it . . . but, so soon as it

Mars’s Adoption of Radical Historicism 97

steps forth as a commodity, it is changed into something transcendent . . .

A commodity is therefore a mysterious thing, simply because in it the
social character of men’s labour appears to them as an objective character
stamped upon the product of that labour; because the relation of the
producers of the sum total of their own labour is presented to them as 2
social relation, not between themselves, but between the products of their
labour.57

Therefore Marx believes that capitalist society can be understood
only by an analytical approach which embodies a “hermeneutics of
suspicion,” that is, a dialectical approach whose aim is primarily that of
demystification. This analytical act of demystifying is carried out best
by scrutinizing capitalist society in its most developed form.

In this work I have to examine the capitalist mode of production, and the
conditions of production and exchange corresponding to that mode. Up
to the present time, their classic ground is England. That is the reason why
England is used as the chief illustration in the development of my the-
oretical ideas.58

This idea of focusing on the most advanced industrial capitalist
society of the day is noteworthy in that it acknowledges the importance
of historical timing (and geographic setting) in regard to theoretic
formulations. Historical timing is important for Marx’s theoretic for-
mulations because, coming after the formulations of Adam Smith and
David Ricardo, Marx is able to benefit from these pioneers of political
economy as well as grasp retrospectively why they perceived what they
did and why they may have been mystified in regard to certain aspects
of capitalist socicty. This advantage of retrospection, of reflecting back
on the beginnings of political economy (as a developing discipline) and
capitalist society, should not be overlooked, for it enables Marx to put
forward his understanding of capitalist socicty in light of the dynamic
changes in the discipline and the society. Coming as he does after Smith
and Ricardo and after the accumulation of capital and the intensifica-
tion of labor in highly industrial England, Marx must now incorporate
and account for the dynamic changes in the discipline and the society.

Despite his advantage over Smith and Ricardo, Marx’s major defense
of his theory against the bourgeois economists of his day is that his
theory provides the most thought-provoking and ultimately devastat-
ing self-criticism of the discipline. And it does this primarily because his
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theory is a response to and gives priority to problems and impending
crises either ignored or downplayed by bourgeois economists, It is
precisely Marx’s historical consciousness and his political concern for
the exploited working class—along with his mastery of his discipline—
which leads him to call into question crucial assumptions of political
economy and to open a new arena of self-criticism for the discipline. In
fact, this augmenting or enlarging of the conversation among political
economists, coupled with an augmenting or enlarging of the awareness
of concrete problems or impending crises, signifies that this theory is
“scientific,” “objective,” and not mere ideology. :

For Marx—and radical historicists—the scientific or objective status

of theories is not linked to philosophic notions of verification or of 4

correct correspondence relations (e.g., idea/object, words/things,
propositions/states of affairs); rather, the status of the theories depends
on the sensitivity expressed toward - pressing problems, the solutions
offered for urgent dilemmas, and openings made into new areas of self-
criticism. Note carefully how Marx closely relates “objective under-
standing” to self-criticism in the following passage from the renowned
section on “The Method of Political Economy” in the introduction to
the Grundrisse:

The so-called historical presentation of development is founded, as a rule,
on the fact that the latest form regards the previous ones as steps leading
up to itself, and, since it is only rarely and only under quite specific
conditions able to criticize itself—leaving aside, of course, the historical
periods which appear to themselves as times of decadence—it always
conceives them one-sidedly. The Christian religion was able to be of
assistance in reaching an objective understanding of carlier mythologies only
when its own self-criticism had been accomplished to a certain desire, so
to speak, dynamai. Likewise, bourgeois political economy arrived at an -
[objective] understanding of feudal, ancient, oriental economics only after
the self-criticism of bourgeois society had begun.59

Marx’s radical historicist understanding of the “scientific” or “objec-
tive” status of theories informs his theoretic understanding of ethics,
and specifically the status of moral notions such as “right” or “just.”
Marx’s theoretic understanding of ethics focuses on explaining and
describing the role and function of cthical principles, beliefs, judg-
ments, and practices in the actual history of society. He is interested in
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how such principles, beliefs, judgments, and practices relate to power in
society. In this sense, he stresses the political status of ethics in society.

For Marx, an adequate theoretic account of ethical notions, e.g.,
“just” or “right,” must understand them as human conventional at-
tempts to regulate social practices in accordance with the requirements
of a specific system of production. These dynamic requirements set the
limits wherein the content of ethical notions such as “just” or “right” is
ever changing. Therefore, the question as to what is a just distribution
of goods and services is not a philosophic question. That is, it should
not solicit an answer which puts forward philosophic foundations,
bases, or grounds which justify a particular distribution of goods and
services in an abstract manner. Rather, this question demands a the-
oretic response, namely, an attempt to understand the specific needs
and requirements of the existing system of production, how these needs
and requirements set the boundaries in which current realizable “just”
distributions are articulated, why moral justifications of “just” distribu-
tions often hide and conceal these boundaries, and what the pos-
sibilities are for overcoming these boundaries and transgressing these
limits, not in an abstract philosophic way but rather a concrete politi-
cally practical way. _ .

In response to the Eisenachers’ Lassallean (or moralistic) viewpoint
regarding notions such as “just” or “right,” Marx says the following in
his brief letter entitled Critique of the Gotha Program:

What is a “fair distribution”? Do not the bourgeois assert that the present-
day distribution is “fair”? And is it not, in fact, the only “fair” distributiqn
on the basis of the present-day mode of production? Are economic
relations regulated by legal conceptions or do not, on the contrary, legal
relations arise from economic ones? Have not also the socialist sectarians
the most varied notions about “fair distribution™? . . .

What we have to deal with here is 2 communist society, not as it has
developed on its own foundations, but on the contrary, just as it emerges
from capitalist society; which is thus in every respect, ecopomxcally,
“morally, and intellectually, still stamped with the birth marks pf the old
society from whose womb it emerges . . . Right can never be higher than
the economic structure of society and its cultural development con-
ditioned thereby.60

In these passages, Marx is saying not that there is no particular kind




100 Cornel West

of distribution of goods and services which.is morally desirable, but
rather that the issue of what kind of distribution is morally desirable is
not one of putting forward philosophic criteria. Instead, the issue is
one of practically creating circumstances in which people can arrive at
consensus or collectively agree upon a particular kind of distribution.
Of course, this latter option incorporates a moral conviction or at-
titude. But this conviction or attitude, e. g., self-realization of individu-
als in community, comes inextricably united and integrally related to
theoretic formulations as to how the moral conviction can be realized,
the moral attitude actualized.

In fact, Marx believes that the moral preoccupation with a “fair
distribution” results from a theoretic failure, namely, the failure to see
the all-important background conditions of production which con-
stitute the “stage setting” for any moral talk about a “fair distribution.”
In his critique of Utopian socialists, Marx argued that philosophic
yearnings for abstract moral criteria for a fair distribution signify
theoretic deficiences regarding the relation of distribution and produc-
tion. Here he writes:

Quite apart from the analysis so far given, it was in general a mistake to
make a fuss about so-called distribution and put the principal stress on it.

Any distribution whatever of the means of consumption is only a
consequence of the distribution of the conditions of production them-
selves. The latter distribution, however, is a feature of the mode of
production itself. The capitalist mode of production, for example, rests on
the fact that the material conditions of production are in the hands of non-
workers in the form of property in capital and land, while the masses are
only owners of the personal condition of production, or labour power. If
the elements of production are so distributed, then the present-day dis-
tribution of the means of consumption results automatically. If the mate-
rial conditions of production are the co-operative property of the workers
themselves, then there likewise results a distribution of the means of
consumption different from the present one. Vulgar socialism has taken
over from the bourgeois economists the consideration and treatment of
distribution as independent of the mode of production and hence the
presentation of socialism as turning principally on distribution. After the
real relation has long been made clear, why retrogress again.6!

For Mar, in this passage, to retrogress is to not merely treat distribu-
tion independent of production but also to put forward philosophic
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bases or grounds for a “fair distribution” and hence ultimgtcly to
remain captive of the vision of philosophy as the quest fgr certainty, the
search for foundations; to progress is to not merely 1qtcgrally relate
distribution to production, but also to acknowledge the important and
indispensable role of theoretic formulations regarding .moral notions
and hence ultimately to join the ranks of radical historicists.




o 4 o
The Classical Marxist Position:
Engels’ Teleological Quest

The major Marxist approaches to ethics bear the historicist stamp.
They deny the existence of an Archimedian point from which to adjudi-
cate rival ethical judgments, they accent the fleeting character of moral
views, and they thereby preclude traditional foundationalist justifica-
tions of moral positions.

Yet despite this historicist orientation, the major Marxist thinkers
who have been concerned with ethical matters have engaged in the
philosophic quest for objectivity, the search for foundations. I shall try
to show that the three major texts which represent the three chief
approaches to ethical matters in the Marxist tradition—Frederick En-
gels’ Anti-Diihring (1878), Karl Kautsky’s Ethics and the Materialist
Conception of History (1907), and Georg Lukics’ History and Class
Consciousness (1923)—put forward different versions of the moderate
historicist viewpoint.

These three Marxist texts reveal a deep uneasiness about the charge of
relativism. And they each try to reply to such a charge. There are two
basic reasons why Engels, Kautsky, anid Lukdcs engage in the phi-
losophic quest for objectivity. First, because their epistemology is itself
foundationalist. Therefore they find it difficult to reconcile the anti-
foundationalist, historicist view in ethical matters with their own par-
ticular brands of foundationalism in epistemological matters. Second,
and this reason is closely related to the first one, they all assume a
foundationalist conception of science, be it based on hard positivistic
“facts” or unalterable “dialectics.” So they find it difficult to bring
together a foundationalist view of science and an anti-foundationalist
view of ethics. I will try to show that this is the primary reason why
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none of the three are able to adopt a radical historicist position in
ethics.

I shall call the view of Engels the zeleolggical quest because it attempts
to ground moral objectivity in the ever broadening intersubjective
agreement which shall occur at the end of history (or, in Marxist
terminology, at the end of prehistory and the beginning of history). In
my reconstruction of his arguments, his perspective resembles a
Peircian move to preserve the notion of moral objectivity by claiming
that it amounts to what moral agents will converge to or agree upon in
the long run.

I will call Kautsky’s view the naturalist quest because it tries to hold
all metaphysics at arm’s length and promote an evolutionary naturalism
which ensures that moral progress and technological progress go hand
in hand. It is a crude kind of Deweyan move that tries to translate
norms-talk into needs-talk (or, more specifically, instincts-talk) in order
to sidestep strong relativism. Lastly, I shall call Lukdcs’ view the on-
tological quest because it tries to ground moral objectivity in the “dialec-
tics” inherent in the nature of reality, in the development of history. It is
a sophisticated Hegelian move to overcome traditional foundationalist
epistemology and ethics, only to resurrect an untraditional founda-
tionalism in ontological garb. I shall conclude that all three Marxist
thinkers remain moderate historicists, that they put forward unsuc-
cessful attempts to secure moral objectivity and therefore diverge from
Marx’s own radical historicist viewpoint.

The chapters on morality in Engels’ Anti-Diikring provide the most
extensive discussion on ethical matters within the classical Marxist
corpus. They present what I shall call the classical Marxist position on
moral objectivity. I use the word “classical” not in the sense of being
most authentic or true but rather in the sense of representing the first
and most detailed discussion of the position in the Marxist tradition.

The crucial role Frederick Engels played in shaping and molding the
Marxist tradition is ofteri downplayed. He is often portrayed as Marx’s
mediocre sidekick, a personal confidante and financial supporter. To
many Marxist scholars, he is the grand vulgarizer of the sophisticated
Marxist theory of history and capitalist society. It is undeniable—as
Engels himself said repeatedly—that Marx was the major talent of the
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two. But being less talented than Marx hardly makes one mediocre.
And putting forward one’s own viewpoint as a Marxist thinker hardly
makes one the grand vulgarizer of Marx’s own views.

Therefore we should not assume that Marx and Engels were in
agreement on how to approach ethical matters. It is significant that
Engels differed from Marx on many important issues, c.g., the scope of
the dialectical method, the usefulness of the work of Lewis Henry
Morgan and Charles Darwin, the kind of authority in factories, etc.
Marx presumably assisted in the writing of the first edition of Anti-
Diilring. It is unclear precisely how he assisted Engels in this matter.
Yet even this “assistance” does not necessarily entail that Marx agreed
with Engels’ ethical viewpoint in the book. It only insures that Marx
was knowledgeable of what Engels was putting forward under his own
name.

Like a good Marxist, Engels does not separate ethics from the
historical process. But like a good moderate historicist, he does try to
provide acceptable philosophic criteria with which to rationally justify
socialist norms. Engels seems to make this move principally owing to
the criticisms of Prof. Dithring, a moralistic socialist who claimed
among other things that the Marxist cthical position was untenable and
that it made socialist norms look arbitrary and capricious.

This charge of strong relativism appears to have prompted Engels to
show that the philosophic validity and objectivity of socialist norms
could be defended. It is interesting to note that Engels does not
mention Marx’s own conception of ethics, he only points out what a
justification of socialist norms would look like in light of Marx’s theory
of history.

Progress in Morality

Engels writes the following passage in Anti-Diihring:

We therefore reject every attempt to impose on us any moral dogma
whatsoever as an eternal, ultimate and forever immutable moral law on
the pretext that the moral world too has its permanent principles which
transcend history and the differences between nations. We maintain on the
contrary that all former moral theories are the product, in the last analysis,
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of the economic stage which society had reached at thaF particular.epoch.
And as society has hitherto moved in class antagonism, morahty was
always a class morality; it has cither justified the domination and the
interests of the ruling class, or, as soon as the oppressed cla§s has l?ccome
powerful enough, it has represented the revolt against this domination
and the future interests of the oppressed.!

In this passage, Engels unequivocally rejects moral apsolutism and
endorses some form of relativism by refusing to posit a timeless, trans-
historical standard against which to judge rival ethical judgments. Yet it
is clear that he does not find class morality desirable. The basic reason
for this seems to be that, for him, any morality which is a product. of a
class-ridden society is undesirable. Therefore, it is reasonable to infer
that, for Engels, a desirable morality will not reflect class clcavages; that
is, desirable morality reflects a classless society, or class equality, or a
socialist mode of production. So the move from the present class
morality to a socialist morality constitutes progress in morality.

That in this process there has on the whole been progress in morality, as in
all other branches of human knowledge, cannot be doubted. But we have
not yet passed beyond class morality. A rc.ally human morality which
transcends class antagonisms and their legacies in thought becomes pos-
sible only at a stage of society which has not only. overcome class contra-
dictions but has even forgotten them in practical life.2

And as to why a “really human morality” is better or preferable over
other moralities, besides their class character, he writes,

What morality is preached to us today?.Therc is ﬁrst Christian-fcudg]
morality, inherited from past periods of faith; and this again has two main
subdivisions, Catholic and Protestant moralities . . . Alongside of th.csc
we find the modern bourgeois morality and with it too the prolctarl_am
morality of the future, so that in the most advanced European countries
alone the past, present and future provide three great groups of moral
theories which are in force simultaneously and alongside of one anothcr.
Which is then the true one? Not onc of them, in the' sense of havmg
absolute validity; but certainly that morality which contains the maximum
of durable elements is the one which, in the present, represents the
overthrow of the present, represents the future: that is, the proletarian.3

Let us examine these two quotes bricfly. First, Engels’ talk about
morality as a branch of knowledge must be taken seriously. He is
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claiming that the moral beliefs of people progress, that there is a
discernible pattern in the history of moral beliefs which rules out purely
random change. He considers such progress in morality to be similar to
progress in the sciences, e.g., biology, physics, chemistry, etc. All such
progress has enriched human understanding and awareness of the
determinants at work in each discipline. _

When Engels talks about progress in morality he is not only referring
to progress in the way in which we account for the moral beliefs people
hold, but more importantly, progress in the particular moral beliefs
people have come to hold over time. Certain moral beliefs have been
appropriate for particular historical epochs, but the shifts in the systems
of morality over time represent progress in morality. In short, certain
historical shifts in moral beliefs constitute shifts to better, or more
desirable, moral beliefs.

And what is the standard against which such progress is measured?
This standard, on my interpretation of his view, is best understood as
the ever-broadening intersubjective agreement and convergence among
people that a classless society is desirable. Progress in morality is the
enlarging of the pool of people who agree that class equality is prefer-
able. Such progress in morality takes the form of a highly critical
disposition toward the present society and its dominant moral beliefs.

For Engels, Marx’s theory of history explains why there has been
limited agreement in morality and predicts what particular social condi-
tions are necessary for this agreement to broaden. The class character of
human societies restricts human agreement in morality and prohibits
convergence among people on the desirability of a classless society.

Engels identifies a desirable morality with the proletarian future
revolution because, following Marx’s social theory, broad agreement on
the desirability of a classless society is possible only after successful
transfer of power from the capitalist class to the proletariat. And this
transfer of power can be achieved only by revolution. In this way, the
substance of proletarian morality at the present time is critical revolu-
tionary activity, bringing about the conditions requisite for broad
agreement on class equality.
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Justifying Broad Moral Agreement Without Vicious Circularity

Engels’ conception of broad moral agreement on class equality is
grounded within the historical process; that is, such agreement would
reflect a particular mode of production at a specific time in history. He
assumes that Marx’s theory of history has shown that class antagonisms
are the most fundamental conflicts in society as well as being principally
responsible for conflicting moralities or for systematic moral disagree-
ment in society. The lack of broad moral agreement, the presence pf
systematic moral disagreement, on class equality presupposes the exis-
tence of class struggle. For Engels, since any class-ridden society 1s
never free of class antagonisms and since broad moral agreement on
class equality is possible only in a society free of class antagonisms,
broad moral agreement is possible only in a classless society. ¥n this
way, broad moral agreement on class equality and the actual existence
of a classless society are inseparable. .

Two central questions arise at this point. First, the empirical question
as to whether it is true that class antagonisms are the chief cause of
systematic moral disagreement in socicty. Since we are not particularly
interested in this controversy at this moment, we shall give Engels the
benefit of the doubt and grant that it is true. The second question, more
pertinent for us, is a philosophic one, namely, how can Engels justify
broad moral agreement on class equality by claiming that it will be
arrived at only under conditions of class equality? Isn’t this vicious
circular reasoning? Can class equality be the object of collective choice
and the actual conditions under which such a choice is made without
such vicious circular reasoning?

It should be clear that Engels is not claiming that no one.will ch(?ose
class equality unless historical conditions of class equality exist. For ifhe
were making this claim, he would be forced to conclude that there
would never be a socialist movement in a capitalist society. He also
would not be able to explain his own preference for class equality. In
fact, Engels explicity states that the demand for class quahty is derived
from a step above the bourgeois demand for legal equality.

And in the same way the bourgeois demand for equality was accompanied
by the proletarian demand for equality. From the moment when the
bourgeois demand for the abolition of class privileges was put forward,
alongside of it appeared the proletarian demand for the abolition of the
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dasses themselves—at first in religious form basing -itself on primitive
Christianity, and later drawing support from the bourgeois equalitarian
theories themselves. The proletarians took the bourgeoisie at their word:
equality must not be merely apparent, must not apply merely to the sphere
of the state, but must also be real, must be extended to the social and
economic sphere . . . the proletarian demand for equality has arisen as the
reaction against the bourgeois demand for equality, drawing more or less
correct and more far-reaching demands from this bourgeois demand, and
serving as an agitational means in order to rouse the workers against the
capitalists on the basis of the capitalists’ own assertions. . .4

Engels secems to be making three basic claims in this important
passage. First, he is saying that the rising (or parvenu) bourgeoisie have
put forward a general and acceptable claim about equality. Second, he
further holds that the bourgeoisie have restricted its application, owing
to the class structure of bourgeois society and their acceptance of this
structure. Third, he is saying that the proletariat shows that the restric-
tions are arbitrary, i.c., based on class interests, and that only the
proletarian demand for class equality takes the idea of equality seriously
in a concrete way.

A crucial question facing Engels, which gets us back to the issue of
alleged vicious circularity, is why the proletarian demand for class
equality is not just as arbitrary as the bourgeois demand for restrictions
of equality (or for class inequality). He cannot appeal to broad moral
agreement on class equality as a criterion for a morally desirable state of
affairs because this agreement presupposes the very state of affairs we
are asking justification for.

There are only two ways out of this dilemma. One way is to adopt a
radical historicist view which claims that class equality is desirable
owing to its capacity to allow for the development of the potentialities
and capacities of individuals, or at least, more so than a class-ridden
society. On this view, the objectivity of this moral belief is not the main
concern; rather what is crucial is to bring about class equality by
persuading those whose values and interests motivate them to realize
class equality and by struggling against those whose values and interests
motivate them to prevent this realization. The key is to link preferable
values and interests to the largest possible community capable of mak-
ing the collective moral choice of class equality.

The second way out of Engel’s dilemma is to initiate a philosophic
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quest for objectivity. This quest would involve adopting a moderate
historicist view which holds that there are two kinds of human prefer-
ences. Certain preferences represent who and what we really are; they
correspond to deep metaphysical facts about us. Other prefgrcnccs
represent who and what we really are not; they correspond to accidental
and contingent facts about us. On this view, the philosophic quest for
(soft) objectivity amounts to trying to ground our moral ch01_ces upon
the deep metaphysical facts about us and then turning to Marxist t.hcory
to see whether the objective laws in history ensure the realization of
these moral choices.

A Historicized Rational Preference Model:
Essential vs. Accidental Prefevences

On my interpretation of Engel’s view, he opts for the second alter-
native. I believe that he tends to waver between the two alternatives,
but he ultimately leans toward the latter. That is, he tacitly assumes a
metaphysical view of rational human preferences when it comes to
justifying the desirability of broad moral agreement on class cquaht_y.
This assumption is directly related to the distinction berween essential

 preferences—those preferences that represent deep metaphysical facts

about us—and accidental preferences—those preferences that represent
contingent facts about us.

Like a radical historicist, Engels relates rational human preferences to
people’s interests, but he seems more concqncd about how these
interests would be perceived under not-yet-arrived-at, i.e., ideal histor-
ical circumstances. As a moderate historicist, Engels is interested in
preserving a threadbare notion of moral objectivity. And it seems he is
able to do this by positing ideal historical choicc-cond;gons, 1.e., condi-
tions of class equality, then asking whether such conditions _correqund
to the deep metaphysical facts about us, thereby yielding a ]ustl.ﬁcaqon
of the essential preferences which are made under such ideal historical
choice-conditions. o

On my interpretation, Engels’ view resembles a h1stor1§1z?d Rawl-
sian Original Position within the historical process. This “Original
Position” consists of not-yet-arrived-at historical circumstances of class
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equality which serve as ideal choice-conditions for actual broad moral
agreement. Essential preferences result from who and what human
beings really are, namely, rational social creatures who cherish order,
freedom, and equality. This is why, he seems to believe, human beings
prefer to live in a society of class equality, rational control, and social
freedom. And accidental preferences result from the prevailing ideolog-
ical distortions which breed choices of irrationality, servitude, and
inequality. That is, people don’t prefer a classless society now primarily
because their essential preferences have been distorted by the predomi-
nant ideology of the day.

By staking the objective status of socialist norms on broad moral
agreement, Engels is forced to correlate them with essential preferences
while correlating the subjective status of other norms, c.g., capitalist
ones, with accidental preferences. Since he wants to take history seri-
ously, he cannot afford to do as Rawls does and simply strip persons of
their contingent facts, e. g, Sex, race, class position, and-put them in an
Original Position in order to generate broad moral agreement. Instead,
Engels locates his situation for such agreement under not-yet-arrived-at
historical conditions. In this way, his persons, unlike those of Rawls,
remain full human beings (with both their metaphysical and contingent
facts); yet, as with Rawls, these persons make essential preferences that
reflect only their metaphysical facts under Engels’ ideal historical
choice-conditions. :

Engels scems to believe that under ideal historical choice-conditions
people would just prefer freedom over servitude and class equality over
class inequality. Putting aside the alleged vicious circularity for a mo-
ment, Engels’ belief still seems to rest upon an optimistic trust in the
correspondence between human nature (as it evolves) and goodness,
human history (as it develops) and the realization of reasonable human
values. How can we ever be sure that people really prefer rationality,
freedom, and equality? Does it help at all to get involved in such
really-searches, such quests for objectivity and foundations in regard to
human preferences? Doesn’t any view of this kind assume some precon-
ceived ideal of human preferences and imposc it upon human nature?
Isn’t this project but a metaphysical one which requires that one be
coaxed into believing that this ideal of human preferences can be
justified by the historical process? Surely, any hope in such a justifica-
tion constitutes a “leap of faith,” a deep abiding but groundless trust in
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the ultimate harmony of human existence and human history. My main
point here is not that Engels’ view is necessarily wrong, but rather Fhat
it is at bottom a metaphysical view devoid of philosophic fopnc!atlons
and that it cannot be substantiated by an empirical investigation or
historical inquiry. One may attempt to show that the: hlstorlcal process
is developing in such a way that it will result in conditions requisite for
the appearance of essential preferences, but these preferences are
deemed essential by one’s preconceived ideal of human’prcfcrcnccs. Of
course, there is no harm in hoping that such a result will occur. Nor 18
there anything objectionable about using such a hope as the basis for
action. But this hope cannot serve any grander functpn, such as provid-
ing the bedrock for cthical objectivity or the foundation of broad moral
agreement. In short, Engels leaves us with an inadequate historicized
metaphysics of socialist morals.>

Engels and Radical Histovicism

As T noted earlier, Engels puts forward a moderate historicist ap-
proach to ethics. And based on my interpretation, he gtruggles to retain
this view by embarking on a philosophic quest for ob]cct'mty_or §earch
for foundations. An important question to be asked at this point is why
he is so concerned about objectivity or philosophic foundations? In
other words, why isn’t he a radical historicist? o

The major obstacle preventing any moderate historicist from accept-
ing a radical historicist position in ethics is a foundationalist conception
of epistemology and science. That is, in a culture which e:xtols science, if
one believes that science rests upon secure philosophic foundations,
then more than likely one will believe (like the soft objectivist or
moderate historicist) that ethics ought to rest upon phllosoph}c foun-
dations, or one will believe (like the moral nihilist) that eth1§s rests
upon no philosophic foundations whatsoever. As we saw carlier, the
radical historicist position—in ethics, epistemology, and .sc1enc.e—d1f-
fers from these positions in that it discards the obsession with the
notion of philosophic foundations and hence the quest for QbJect1v1ty.

The primary reason why Engels remains a moderatc h¥stor1c1st ra!:her
than choosing to become a radical historicist is that he clings to the idea
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that there are such things as “hard” and “soft” sciences, or sciences with
more philosophic foundations than others. Furthermore, he holds that
the “harder” the science the better, thereby positing the “hard” sciences
as the model of human knowledge in general. Let us examine briefly
these claims in his text.

In regard to the division of the sciences and their relative degrees of
hardness, Engels writes,

Are there then nevertheless ezernal truths, final and ultimate ‘truths?

Certainly there are. We can divide the whole realm of knowledge in the
traditional way into three great departments. The first includes all sciences
which are concerned with inanimate Nature and are to a greater or less
degree susceptible of mathematical treatment: mathematics, astronomy,
mechanics, physics, chemistry. If it gives anyone any pleasure to use
mighty words for very simple things, it can be asserted that certain results
obtained by these sciences are eternal truths; final and ultimate truths; for
which reason these sciences are also known as the exact sciences. . .

The second department of science is the one which covers the investiga-
tion of living organisms. In this field . .. the need for a systematic
presentation of the interrelations make it necessary again and again to
surround the final and ultimate truths with a luxuriant growth of hypoth-
eses. . .

But eternal truths are in an even worse plight in the third, the historical
group of sciences. The subjects investigated by these in their historical
sequences and in their present forms are the conditions of human life,
social relationships, forms of law and the state, with their ideal superstruc-
ture of philosophy, religion, art etc.6

To be fair to Engels, we must acknowledge that he is engaged in
polemic against Prof. Diihring’s hard objectivist, absolutist, naive foun-
dationalist position in science and cthics. Engels is highly critical of
Prof. Diihring’s obsession with eternal, immutable truths. What is
interesting about Engels’ reply is that he divides human knowledge into
domains in terms of their capacity to generate eternal truths. In short,
he adopts Prof. Diihring’s criterion. Like a good moderate historicist,
Engels is vehemently opposed to hard objectivism or naive founda-
tionalism while remaining wed to the philosophic quest for objectivity.

At certain points, Engels employs the ammunition of radical histor-
icism to attack Prof. Diihring’s hard objectivism, even in regard to the
“hard” sciences. For example, he writes,
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With the introduction of variable magnitudes and the extension of their
variability to the infinitely small and infinitely large, mathematics, in other
respects o strictly moral, fell from grace; it ate of the tree of knowledge,
which opened up to it a career of most colossal achievements, but at the
same time a path of error. The virgin state of absolute validity and
irrefutable certainty of everything mathematical was gone forevér; mathe-
matics entered the realm of controversy, and we have reached the point
where most people differentiate and integrate not because they under-
stand what they are doing but from pure faith, because up to now it has
always come out right. Things are even worse with astronomy and me-
chanics, and in physics and chemistry we are surrounded by hypotheses as
by a swam of bees. And it must of necessity be so. In physics we are
dealing with the motion of molecules, in chemistry with the formation of
molecules out of atoms, and if the interference of light waves is not a
myth, we have absolutely no prospect of ever seeing these interesting
objects with our own eyes. As time goes on, final and ultimate truths
become remarkably rare in this field.”

This passage sounds like the rhetoric of a radical historicist in science,
¢.g., Kuhn. In place of Prof. Diihring’s talk about secure foundations
we have talk about “pure faith.” Yet Engels refuses to make the radical
historicist step. This step would consist of explaining the notion of the
“pure faith” of mathematicians and scientists, without appealing to
philosophic critetia. If he were a radical historicist, he would appeal to
the social practices of mathematicians and scientists, e.g., the rules and
interpretations of rules upon which they agree. Instead, he retains some
idea of philosophic foundations linked to the presence of eternal truths.
It is no surprise that when he comes to the sciences in the third
department, namely the so-called historical sciences, he writes,

Therefore, knowledge is here essentially relative, inasmuch as it is limited
to the perception of relationships and consequences of certain social and
state forms which exist only at a particular epoch and among particular
people and are of their very nature transitory. Anyone therefore who sets
out on this field to hunt down final and ultimate truths, truths which are
pure and absolutely immutable, will bring home but little. . .8

What Engels fails to see is that this description of knowledge also
roughly holds for the so-called hard sciences, especially if we take his
radical historicist rhetoric seriously. And if we accept this, then the idea
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of knowledge being relative takes on a completely different sense than
that put forward by a moderate historicist viewpoint. Such a viewpoint
always understands “relative” against some philosophic criterion of
objectivity. If the philosophic quest for objectivity is discarded, then the
pejorative status of “relative” is undermined. The discarding of the
philosophic quest for objectivity does not mean that we are left with
mere capricious biases and unregulated prejudices. Rather it means that
there is no philosophic criteria to adjudicate between rival positions.
Instead, adjudication amounts to genuine conversation, critical dia-
logue and exchange under conditions of tolerance and/or intolerance.

But what philosophic criteria does Engels cling to? What impedes
him from opting for radical historicism, what propels him to search for
philosophic foundations? As I noted earlier, the move to radical histor-
icism is metaphilosophical. That is, the move demands that one con-
ceive of philosophy in such a way that it no longer is or ought to be
engaged in grounding the eternal, immutable, invariable truths of
science, ethics, etc. Engels makes hints in this direction, but instead of
simply rejecting this traditional conception of philosophy he overcomes
it, then replaces it with a surrogate, i.e., dialectics. He notes,

. . . modern materialism is essentially dialectical, and no longer needs any
philosophy standing above the other sciences. As soon as each separate
science is required to get clarity as to its position in the great totality of
things and of our knowledge of things, a special science dealing with this
totality is superfluous. What still independently survives of all former
philosophy is the science of thought and its laws—formal logic and
dialectics. Everything else is merged in the positive science of Nature and
history.?

What is important to note is not only that formal logic and dialectics
replace philosophy, but more importantly that they preserve the only
quest for eternal, immutable, invariable truths in nature and history.
He explicitly admits,

It goes without saying that my recapitulation of mathematics and the
natural sciences was undertaken in order to convince myself in detail—of
which in general I was not in doubt—that amid the welter of innumerable
changes raking place in nature, the same dialectical laws of motion are in
operation as those which in history govern the apparent fortuitousness of
events; the same laws as those which similarly form the thread running
through the history of the development of human thought and gradually
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rise to consciousness in the mind of man; the laws which Hegel first
developed in all-embracing but mystical form, and which we made it our
aim to strip of this mystic form and to bring clearly before the mind in
their complete simplicity and universality.10

Like a good moderate historicist, Engels holds that even dialectics
provides no absolute guarantee for discerning cternal truths. But it
should be clear that the old quest for objectivity and search for founda-
tions is his regulative ideal. So despite his tirade against Prof. Diihring’s
hard objectivism in science and ethics, Engels ultimately remains tied to
the same quest as Prof. Dithring, by putting new wine, e.g., dialectics,
in old bottles.

Ethics and Science

At this point, we should be ready to see the way in which Engels’
conception of science undergirds his moderate historicist metaphysics
of socialist morals. The latter requires a teleological view of history in
which the end of history (or some special moment in the historical
process) yields ideal choices-conditions under which class equality will
be chosen. As we noted earlier, this choice reflects the essential facts
about people, namely, their fundamental desire for order, freedom, and
equality.

Engels’ conception of science leads him to think that the develop-
ment of history is guided by dialectical laws—the same laws operating
in human thought and nature. Only a scientific investigation into
history can reveal these laws. And only by discerning these laws is one
able to understand the development of history. The development of
history culminates when people arrive at

... a state of society in which there are no longer class distinctions or
anxiety over the means of subsistence for the individual, and in which for
the first time there can be talk of real human freedom and of an existence
in harmony with the established laws of Nature.1!

On the one hand, this state of affairs constitutes the kind of society
people would choose following their essential preferences. Therefore,
for Engels, this society is morally desirable. On the other hand, this
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state of affairs constitutes the end or telos of history, as determined by a
scientific investigation which discerns the dialectical laws governing the
historical process. Therefore, for Engels, this society is historically
necessary. This morally desirable and historically necessary state of
affairs produces genuine freedom for the first time in human history.

Freedom does not consist in the dream of independence of natural laws,
but in the knowledge of these laws, and in the possibility this gives of
systematically making them work towards definite ends. . . ‘Freedom
therefore consists in the control over ourselves and over external nature
which is founded on knowledge of natural necessity; it is therefore neces-
sarily a product of historical development. 12

Engels makes an ingenious attempt to wed ethics and science, moral-
ity and history, dialectics and objectivity. But I hope it is clear that he
fails. His case rests upon a moderate historicist viewpoint which is
undergirded by two weak prongs: an untenable metaphysics of morals
which falls short of objectively grounding socialist norms and an un-
substantiated foundationalist conception of science preoccupied with
dialectical laws. And both prongs are guided by the traditional phi-
losophic quest for objectivity and search for foundations, which is itself
a highly questionable metaphilosophical vision.

o 5 o
The Positivist Marxist Position:
Kautsky’s Natuvalist Quest

Kautsky’s neglected book, Ethics and the Materialist Conception of
History (1907), will serve as the second major philosophic quest for
cthical objectivity in the Marxist tradition. His chief opponent and
implicit object of criticism—Eduard Bernstein—had sketched a defense
of socialist norms based on Kantian formulations.! The neo-Kantian
milieu in German centers of learning at the turn of the century had
profoundly influenced socialist thinkers such as Max Adler, Karl
Vorlander, and others. This Kantianized socialist viewpoint took the
form not only of diverse ahistorical metaphysics of morals but also of
reformist politics. Kautsky intended to put a stop to such metaphysical
and reformist tendencies. His aim was to weed out such alien elements
and keep the Marxist tradition pure—that is, keep it scientific, this-
worldly and revolutionary.

Kautsky’s project is essentially a reductionist program. It is an at-
tempt to reduce norms-talk to needs-talk, morals-talk to instincts-talk.
He adopts an instrumentalist conception of morality. He stresses only
what function norms and values have in society. He is an ethical
naturalist in that he claims that moral facts are facts about nature and
ought to be analyzed as facts about functions, roles, and interests in
society. He is a moderate historicist in that he holds that his ethical
naturalist position provides philosophic foundations for the objective
status of socialist norms.
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Positivism and the Scientific Method:
Marx and Darwin

The philosophic quest for objectivity and search for foundations rest
upon the old Platonic distinctions between the world of being and the
world of becoming, reality and appearance, knowledge and opinion. In
order to acceptably ground claims about what really is, what is true,
valid, or objective, they must be tested in some way. Positivism differs
from other philosophic quests for objectivity or searches for founda-
tions in that it deems the scientific method the only legitimate way in
which knowledge claims about the self, the world, and God can be
tested.

As there are many conceptions of what the scientific method is, so
there are many versions of positivism. Kautsky’s positivism conceives
the scientific method to be a procedure which permits us to investigate
and discover the general laws that ineluctably hold in nature and
history. Science consists of a set of general laws that allow us to discern
the inevitable behavior of phenomena in nature and history. Kautsky
never explains what kind of procedure permits us to discover such laws
or how one goes about using this procedure. But he is quite clear about
the central role the notion of necessity plays in scientific aims and
results. As he quips,

Science has only to do with the recognition of the necessary.2

For Kautsky, science detects what must happen, what cannot be
avoided, what has to be accepted. This understanding of necessity is
based on the mechanical cause-effect determinism espoused by the
Newtonians of his day. It amounts to a machinelike necessity that
governs phenomena independent of human will, consciousness, or
choice.

Kautsky’s position can be summarized in the following claims:

(1) The scientific method is the only acceptable procedure or testing
mechanism for generating valid knowledge claims about the self,
the world, society, nature, or God.

(2) The aim of this method is to discover and discern general laws
that govern the necessary behavior or properties of phenomena.

(3) This method and this aim are best exemplified in the natural
sciences.

g
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Kautsky’s enthusiasm for the scientific method and his own version
of positivism leads him to attempt to wed Darwin and Marx, whom he
considered the two great scientists of the nineteenth century. His
attempt to bring these two giants together can be put in the following
way: :

(yl) Inquiry in the social sciences ought to emulate inquiry in the

natural sciences.

(2) Darwin’s evolutionary theory, the most highly acclaimed and

heralded scientific theory of his day, should be extended into the
* study of human societies and ethical matters.

(3) Marxist theory is the valid extension of Darwin’s evolutionary

theory into the study of human societies and ethical matters.

The unprecedented scientific achievements and undaunted prestige
of the natural sciences at the turn of the century provided the historical
background for Kautsky’s outlook. And Engels” own praise of Darwin
(often in Kautsky’s presence) surely influenced Kautsky’s attitude to-
ward evolutionary theory. ‘

The Historical Background:
Idealism vs. Matevialism

Kautsky believes that before one begins to extend scientific theory to
the study of human societies and ethical matters, it is important to trace
carlier attempts of such extensions. This historical account would pre-
sumably reveal the reasons why people opposed such extensions. By
showing that this opposition rests upon illusions, he believes he wili be
able to put forward a convincing defense of his own extension. He also
believes that by comparing the idealist and materialist approaches to
ethics, he can show that the latter view can account for the source of
morality, as well as explain why people take moral laws seriously.

Kautsky draws a line of demarcation between proponents and oppo-
nents of an earlier extension by tracing it back to idealist and materialist
approaches to ethics in the postclassical world. He holds that the
tempered hedonism of Epicurus represents the materialist approach.
For Epicurus, the primary motive for human action is the pursuit of
pleasure. Individuals rationally calculate between various kinds of plea-
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sures, ,c.g., intellectual or bodily, taking into account the duration,
intensity, and satisfiability of pleasures. Kautsky concludes that this
approach closely resembles his own extension because it highlights the
sense experience of people as the basis of calculating their pleasure. In
short, the Epicurean viewpoint propagates a this-worldly, empirical,
naturalist orientation. He writes,

This view of Ethics had the advantage that it appeared quite natural and
it was very easy to reconcile it with the needs of those who desired to
content themselves with the knowledge which our senses gives us of the
knowable world as the real and to whom human evidence appeared only a
part of this world. On the other hand, this view of ethics was bound to
produce in its turn that materialist view of the world. Founding Ethics on
the longing for the pleasure or happiness of the individual or on egoism
and the materialist world concept, conditioned and lent each other mutual
support. The connection of both elements comes most completely to
expression in Epicurus (341-270 B.C.). His materialist philosophy of
nature is founded with a directly ethical aim.3

Kautsky compares this materialist approach to the idealist approach.
The latter arises, he claims, from a dissatisfaction with the former.
Specifically, the idealist approach holds that the materialist approach
does not explain or cannot account for the strong sense of obligation
people feel toward the moral law, and especially in those cases where it
seems highly unlikely that moral duties, such as self-sacrifice, come
from rational self-interested hedonistic calculation. This dissatisfaction
results in a contempt for the contingency and mutability of nature
(including human nature) and yields a search for absolutes and timeless
moral truths. This idealistic approach arrives at the view that the moral
law is of supernatural origin; this approach then begins to work out a
- proof for the existence of a supernatural world. Kautsky notes,

Since they were unable to explain the moral law by natural means it
became to them the surest and most unanswerable proof that man lived
not only a natural life, but also outside of nature, that in him supernatural
and non-natural forces work, that his spirit is something supernatural.
Thus arose from this view the ethic of philosophic idealism and mono-
theism, the new belief in God.4

Kautsky’s brief and rather crude attempt to illustrate Epicurus’ exten-
sion program and the idealist opposition to it reveals his positivist bias
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against any ethical viewpoint based on metaphysics, religion, or the
supernatural. He believes that the materialist approach is superior to
the idealist approach because it does not posit illusory entities to
account for why human beings take moral laws seriously. He also favors
the materialist approach because it confines people to their sense experi-
ences and claims that ethical matters should be restricted to the exercise
of the natural faculties of people.

Kautsky’s Ambiguity on Kant

Kautsky finds the materialist/idealist distinction a bit too rigid when
applied to Kant’s philosophical viewpoint. On the one hand, he consid-
ers Kant’s epistemological breakthrough to be revolutionary. Regard-
ing Kant’s claim that the proper task of philosophy was to set the limits
of our knowledge and to investigate our faculties of knowledge,
Kautsky writes that “in this there is nothing contained that every
materialist could not subscribe to.”> As for the noumenal world, lying
outside our experience and hence unknowable, Kautsky holds that this
Kantian formulation supports “the fact that our knowledge of the

- world is always limited by the nature of our intellectual faculties, is

always relative, that for us there can only be relative and no absolute
truths, not a final and complete knowledge, but an endless process of
knowing.”® In this way, Kautsky implies that Kantian epistemology can
undergird a materialist view of the world.

On the other hand, Kautsky derides Kant’s moral philosophy be-
cause it falls into the idealist trap. That is, it attempts to escape from the
natural world of pleasures and desires and posit a supersensuous world
of reason and freedom outside of space and time.

Kant assumed as his starting point that the world is really external to us
and does not simply exist in our heads, and that knowledge about it is only
to be attained through experience. His philosophical achievement was to
be the examination of the conditions of experience, of the boundaries of
our knowledge. But just this very examination became for him an incite-
ment to surmount this barrier, and to discover an unknowable world, of
which he actually knew that it was of quite another nature than the world
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of appearances, that it was completely timeless and spaceless, and therefore
causeless as well.”

Kautsky claims that Kant is forced to create or fancy a timeless, space-
less, unknowable world in order to justify his non-naturalistic view of
ethics and, as with all idealist approaches, to provide an account for the
obligatory power of moral laws.

Kautsky sees a crucial historical significance for the ambiguity he
perceives in Kant. Kant’s progressive epistemology represents the Ger-
man bourgeoisie’s tacit opposition to the old absolutist worldview of
church and state; his idealist moral view represents the German bour-
geoisie’s fear of church and state.

Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason equally drives Christianity from out of
the Temple; but the discovery of the origin of the moral law, which is
brought about by the Critique of Practical Reason, opens for it again the
door with all due respect. Thus through Kant, Philosophy became, instead
of a weapon of the fight against the existing methods of thought and
institutions, a means of reconciling the antagonisms.8

Yet, Katusky suggests, within the kernel of Kant’s moral philosophy
was a germ of protest. Kant’s praise of the dignity of the autonomous
individual was a “protest against the very concrete feudal society with
its personal relations of dependency.”

The idealistic aim of the moral law is to free people from the world of
appearances we can know, the world of deterministic causal laws, the
world of bondage. The moral law is a self-legislated law based solely on
the rationality, freedom, and equality of people g#a noumenal selves.
This law must be applicable to all other people gua noumenal selves
who together constitute an ideal kingdom of ends. In short, the moral
laws provide the moral preconditions and-guidelines for a harmonious
society or community of noumenal selves.

Kautsky holds that Kant does not allow pleasure, self-love, or hap-
piness as the source of the moral laws primarily because such laws
would result in or usher forth a disharmonious, conflict-ridden society.
So Kautsky concludes that Kant’s moral law is itself based on a par-
ticular human desire—or a concrete social need—namely, the desire for
a harmonious society. Kant’s positing of a supersensuous, spaceless,
timeless world indicates that he believes such a harmonious society or
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community of noumenal selves was unrealizable under the prevailing
social and historical circumstances.

The Kantian moral law assumes thus, in the first place, a harmonious
society as desirable and possxblc But it also assumes that the moral law is
the means to create such a society, that this result can be achieved through
a rule which the individual sets to himself. We see how thoroughly Kant
was deceived, when he thought that his moral law was independent from
all conditions pertaining to the world of sense, and that it formed thus a

principle which would apply to all timeless and spaceless spirits, including
God Almighty himself.10

Kautsky commends Kant for confronting the issue of free will, but
rejects Kant’s positing of two worlds—the noumenal and phenomenal,
supersensuous and sensuous worlds—to deal with this issue. In place of
this two-worlds view, Kautsky proposes that the one real world be
viewed from two perspectives—the retrospective and prospective
views. The former view is regulated by causal determinism and cause-
effect mechanism; the latter, by freedom and moral action.

The world of freedom and of the moral law is thus certainly another
than that of recognized necessity, but it is no timeless and spaceless and no
super-sensual world, but a particular portion of the world of sense seen
from a particular point of view. It is the world as seen in its approach to
us, the world on which we have to work, which we have to rear-
range . . .11

Kautsky wants to maintain the distinction between human freedom
and determinism. His dilemma, of course, is that without the former
there would be no moral action, hence no ethics. And without the latter
there would be no science. His attempt to grapple with this dilemma
roughly amounts to Hans Vaihinger’s solution—that one should act as
if one were free, though in hindsight one must admit that one has no
free will, no real choice. In short, Kautsky preserves the deterministic
world of science along with an illusion of moral freedom. This illusion
is requisite, he suggests, for people to act meaningfully in the present.

Certainly I can extend the experience of the past into the future, certainly I
can conclude that these will be even so necessarily determined as those,
but even if I can only recognize the world on the assumption of necessity,
yet I shall only be able to act in it on the assumption of a certain
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Freedom . . . For action the fecling of freedom is- an indispensable psy-
chological necessity, which is not to be got rid of by any degree of
knowledge.12

Kautsky’s ambiguous attitude toward Kant is important because it
will play a significant role in his metaphilosophical views and his
foundationalist conception of science. It also illustrates that, despite his
polemics against the socialist neo-Kantians, Kant remains for him a
central figure.

Scientific Progress, Technical Progress, and Moral Progress

In this section, I shall define the central terms in Kautsky’s argument
for the objective status of socialist norms. As I noted earlier, Kautsky
holds an instrumentalist conception of morality; that is, morality has
little status or interest apart from the particular use or end it serves.
And, for Kautsky, this use or end is technical (or technological) pro-
gress.

Technical progress is the mastery of nature for the aims of human
beings. It is closely tied to scientific progress. Scientific progress is the
discovery of more and more reliable general laws that discern necessity
in natural and historical phenomena. Scientific progress promotes tech-
nical progress in that the discovery of such laws makes possible the
creation of technical instrumentalities which broaden the human capac-
ity for control and mastery over nature and society.

Moral progress is subordinate to technical progress in that it refers to
a state of affairs which is compatible with and promotes the augmenta-
tion of the human capacity to control and master the natural environ-
ment and socioeconomic circumstances. Moral progress is a dependent
variable within the historical process; that is, a morality is desirable to
the degree to which it contributes to technical progress.

Kautsky’s central terms can be defined in the following way:

(1) Scientific progress consists of discovering more and more general

laws that govern the necessary behavior or properties of phe-
nomena in nature and history.
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(2) Technical progress is the widening of the scope in which human
beings rationally control and consciously master their natural
environment and socioeconomic circumstances.

(3) Moral progress constitutes succeeding sets of moral beliefs which
are appropriate for and encouraging to technical progress.

Kautsky’s Darwinistic Marxism

For Kautsky, Darwinism was the leading scientific theory of the day.
Based on observations of natural phenomena, this theory provided an
account of the evolutionary development of various species—from
fossils to homo sapiens. Kautsky believed that Darwin put forward two
basic claims. First, that human beings are members of the animal
kingdom, wrought with a myriad of similarities and samenesses to
other animals. Second, that the organic world is distinguished from the
inorganic world by being adapted to an end or telos.

When we study the organic world, it shows to us, in contrast to the
inorganic, one very striking peculiarity: We find in it adaption to an
end.13

And what is this end? The preservation of life. And according to
Kautsky this preservation of life is to be understood as the preservation
of the human species against the terrors of nature. Therefore this
preservation requires the mastery and control of nature.

But what is the work which the organs of the organism have to accom-
plish? This work is the struggle for life, that is, not the struggle with other
organisms of the same kind, as the word is occasionally used, but the fight
with the entire nature.14

Kautsky’s appropriation of Darwin highlights the battle between
human beings and nature, not the battles between the fittest people and
ill-fated people. He does not deny that struggle between human beings
plays an important role in the evolutionary development of history, but
he claims that this struggle deserves a special category, that it is not the
fundamental category of the struggle for existence. He is quite clear
about this point:
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War and competition are often regarded as the forms of the struggle for
existence which fill the entire nature. In fact both arise from the technical
progress of mankind and belong to its special peculiarity. Both are djs-
tinguished from the struggle for existence of the animal world therein,
that the latter is a struggle of individuals or entire societies against the
surrounding nature, a fight against living and non-living forces of nature
in which those best fitted for the particular circumstances could best
maintain themselves and reproduce their kind. But it is no fight for life or
death against other individuals of the same kind, with the exception of a
few beasts of prey, even with whom, however, the last kind of struggle
plays only a secondary part in the struggle for life, and with the exception
of the struggle for.sexual selection. With man alone, thanks to the perfec-
tion of his tools, the struggle against individuals of the same kind to
maintain themselves in the struggle for life comes to the fore. But even
then there is a great distinction between wars and the struggle for exis-
tence. 15

Kautsky views these two human activities—war and competition—as
occasional interruptions of the perennial struggle for existence (or fight
against nature). These interruptions or short-term battles within the
human species occur primarily because of human conflict linked to the
production of goods and services for human sustenance. Kautsky as-
sumes, that is, that war and competition usually have economic causes.

Yet both human activities contribute in a positive way to the struggle
for existence, the battle with nature. They both facilitate, in their own
particular ways, human control over nature. War breeds “the strongest
social cohesion” useful for uniting people against the forces of nature;
competition serves as an effective incentive for developing the produc-
tive forces (or technological instruments for production) of society.
Still, he believes, neither activity is permanent. They are only temporary
activities that will someday be overcomé. Therefore both have ui-
timately negative roles to play in human history. War ultimately leads to
the self-destruction of the human race; competition, to unmanageable
amounts of goods and services for the narrow social arrangements
within which they are produced.

So Kautsky considers the struggle for existence the key to human
history, the human fight against nature the central feature of human
history, and human mastery and control over nature as the desirable
goal of human history. This struggle for existence takes the form of
divisions of labor efficacious for the optimal production of goods and
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services for human sustenance. The end or telos of human belngs—tl}c
survival of the species—is inseparable from the division of labor in
human societies.

All organic beings are constructed and endowed more or less with a vi?w
to an end. The end which they serve is nevertheless not one whng-h lies
outside of them. The world as a whole has no aim. The aim lies in the
individuals themselves, its parts are so arranged and fitted out, that they
serve the individual, the whole. Purpose and division of' labor arise
together. The essence of the organism is .thc division of labor just as much
as adaption to an end. One is the condition of the other end.16

This inextricable interweaving of the end of human beings—preser-
vation of the species—and the divisions of labor leads toward the
unique capacity of human beings: the capacity to produce the means of
production for their sustenance. Just as adaptat.xon to an end can serve
to separate the organic world from the inorganic world, so the produc-
tion of tools useful for producing goods and services can serve to
separate human beings from other natural organisms.

With the production of the means of production the animal man begins
to become the human man; with that he breaks away from the animal
world to found his own empire, an empire with its own kind of develop-
ment, which is wholly unknown in the rest of nature, and which nothing
similar is to be found there.1”

This unique capacity permits human beings to lend support to their
natural organs and, more importantly, to create technological tools or
instruments for the production of goods and services for human suste-
nance. This sui generis human activity makes possible technical pro-
gress; it permits human control over nature.

The technical progress forms from now on the found.at.ion of the entire
development of man. On that and not on any special divine spark rules by
which man is distinguished from the animals.!8

At this point, Kautsky introduces Marxist theory as the extension of
Darwinism into the study of human socicties and ethical matters.
Marxist theory does for these spheres what Darwinian theory does for
natural phenomena. Just as Darwin dlscovcrefi in .the natural worlgi a
necessary evolutionary development procecd'mg in accordance with
general laws, so Marx discovered in human hlstqry a necessary evolu-
tionary development proceeding in accordance with general laws.
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By focusing on the distinctively human empire—the world of pro-
duction, and the production of tools for production—Marxist theory
becomes an essential mode of analysis for Kautsky. The division of
labor, the precondition for this human empire, requires some set of
social relations and hence a high dependence of people on one another
for their survival.

The discovery of the tool . . . made it possible that in a society certain
individuals should exclusively use certain tools or any way so much oftener
that they understand its use far better than any one else. Thus we come to
a form of division of labor in human society . . . So much the greater the
power of society over nature, so much the more helpless the individual
outside society . . .

Man is in his whole nature dependent on society, it rules him, only
through the peculiar nature of this is he to be understood.

The peculiar nature of society is, however, in a continual change,
because in distinction to the animal society human society is always
subject to development in consequence of the advance of their tech-
nology . . . Every society is modelled by the technological apparatus at its
command, and the people who set it going, for which purpose they enter
into the complicated social relations.19

For Kautsky, the major virtue of Marxist theory is that it provides a
convincing account of this social change, discerns the general laws in
history and those in capitalist society. Marxist theory shows that clear
antagonisms result from social arrangements in which a small group of
people appropriate the social surplus produced by a large group of
laborers. This class conflict takes the form of a temporary interruption
of the struggle for existence; it impedes the battle of human beings
against nature. This interruption ends and the struggle for existence
escalates when the basic condition for class conflict is removed: private
property. Abolishing private property, overcoming class conflict, and
overthrowing capitalist society would promote technical progress in
that it would allow for the march of human control over nature to
continue.

For Kautsky, the culprit is private property, not the division of labor
(as it is with some Marxists).

Not the abolition of division of labor, but certainly the abolition of all
social distinctions and antagonisms which arise from the private property
in the means of production and from the exclusive chaining down of the
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mass of the people in the function of material production. The means of
production have become so enormous, that they burst today the frame of
private property . . . [upon] these grow the foundations for the abolition
not of the division of labor, not of the professions, but for the antagonism
of rich and poor, exploiters and exploited, ignorant and wise.20

Kautsky must preserve the division of labor because it is inextricably
tied to his central notion of technical progress, as well as to the end or
telos of human beings. And as divisions of labor become more and
more sophisticated, highly skilled professionals will be needed for
technical progress. Therefore Kautsky must defend the division of labor
and professional distinctions and reject only class distinctions.

In fact, Kautsky can be seen as viewing the history of humankind as
the history of the successions of divisions of labor, with each successive
one more sophisticated than the previous one. This development en-
sures technical progress. Divisions of labor are the conditions under
which the production of the means of production occur. They provide
the occasion for the appearance and refinement of this unique human
capacity. Yet the division of labor is not itself a unique human capacity:
nonhuman animals have it. The unique human capacity usually presup-
poses the division of labor, but the two are not identical.

Kautsky’s Ethical Naturalism

We have now reached the point at which we can examine Kautsky’s
naturalist argument for the objective status of socialist norms. It first
should be pointed out that Kautsky is a moderate historicist and a
hostile foe of extreme moral nihilism. He is vehemently opposed to
banning the notions of objectivity and validity from moral discourse.
For example, he states:

Other moralists have carried the idea of the moral regulations as simple
customs still farther and described them as simple conventional fashions,
basing this on the phenomenon that every nation, nay, each class, has .its
own particular moral conceptions which often stand in absolute contradic-
tion to each other, that consequently an absolute moral has no validity. It
has been concluded from this that morality is only a changing fashion,
which only the thoughtless philistine crowd respect.2!
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As a naturalist, Kautsky has two ethical options: ethical naturalism or
ethical nihilism. An ethical naturalist would claim that all facts are facts
of nature and that any analysis of moral facts as facts of nature can be
done in relation to human interests, needs, instincts, etc.; while an
ethical nihilist would claim that all facts are facts of nature and then
deny that there are any moral facts. This is the view Kautsky opposes.

For the ethical naturalist, moral judgments are assertions of fact and,
just like any ordinary scientific factual assertion, can be justified by
empirical inquiry. Kautsky’s ethical naturalist view claims that moral
norms ought to be understood as social instincts or impulses. These
social instincts are grounded in human nature and take various forms
owing to how people adapt to different and diverse circumstances.
Since, he holds, all human societies possess these social instincts, the
naturalistic basis for norms is ultimately universal.

But not only are the social instincts something absolutely not con-
ventional, but something deeply grounded in human nature, the nature of
man as a social animal. . .22

Kautsky tries to justify the existence of social instincts on empirical
grounds. He holds that social instincts rest upon the basic biological
instinct of self-preservation. This basic biological instinct induces peo-
ple to create social bonds which then cultivate social instincts. The
social instincts consist of agreed-upon norms formed out of the social
interaction of people. This social interaction is propelled by the biolog-
ical instinct of self-preservation. And although the basic biological
instinct is the motivating force for this social interaction and hence the
creation of social instincts, the social instincts come to override the
basic biological instinct.

Among species of animals in whom the social bond becomes a weapon
in the struggle for life, this encourages consequently social impulses which
in many species and many individuals grow to an extraordinary strength,
so that they can overcome the impulse of self-preservation. . .23

And what are the social instincts or moral norms common to people
who have created social bonds? Kautsky provides a brief list of them,
viewing them as necessary conditions for any community of animals.
They are sclf-sacrifice for the community (what he calls altruism),
courageous defense of the common interests of the community (brav-
ery), submission and fidelity to the common will of the community
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(obedience and discipline), truthfulness in dealing with others, and
susceptibility to the praise and blame of others. He concludes,

These all are social impulses which we find expressed already among
animal societies, many of them in a high degree.

These social impulses are nevertheless nothing but the highest virtues,
they sum up the entire moral code. At the most they lack the love for
justice, that is the impulse for equality. For its development there certainly
is no place in the animal societies, because they only know natural and
individual inequality, and not those called forth by social relations, the
social inequalities.24

Kautsky insists that these social instincts (or impulses) incorporate
the grand moral principles that idealists attribute to either divine law or
supersensuous worlds. Furthermore, he holds that the rcfusal_ to ac-
knowledge the naturalistic, rather than metaphysical, foundations of
such principles leads to either hard objectivism or extreme moral ni-

hilism.

The lofty moral law, that the comrade ought never to be merely a means to
an end, which the Kantians look on as the most wonderful achievement of
Kant’s genius, and as the moral programme of the modern era, and for the
entire future history of the world, that is in the animal world a com-
monplace. . .

Because the moral law is the universal instinct, of equal force to the
instinct of self-preservation and reproduction, thence its force, thence its
power which we obey without thought, thence our .rapid dec1s19qs, in
particular cases, whether an action is good or bad, virtuous or vicious;
thence the energy and decision of our moral judgment, then thence the
difficulty to prove it when reason begins to analyze its grounds. . .

Not from our organs of knowing, but from our impulses comes the
moral law and the moral judgment as well as the feeling of duty and
conscience.25

It is significant to note that the particular impulse which separates
animal societies from human (animal) societies is the “impulse for
equality.” This instinct is tied to the unique human capacity to Rroduce
the means of production; it is manifest in dlﬁ"crent.cppccptlons of
equality appropriate for and encouraging to evolving divisions of labor
in which such production takes place. In this way, the impulse for
equality is dynamically related to technical progress. .

Moral progress is dependent on technical progress because evolving




132  Cornel West

divisions of labor require new conceptions of equality. Acceptable
conceptions of equality contribute to the struggle for existence in that
they regulate social institutions so that human conflict is minimized and
more human energy is channeled toward the end or telos of human
beings (namely, the preservation of the species).

The “impulse for equality” is the basis for socialist norms in the
modern world, or in capitalist society. The impulse for equality would
take the form of abolishing private property. And this abolition would,
more than likely, require a political revolution. The abolition of private
property is morally desirable because it would allow technical progress
to flourish more than it presently does. This is so because, Kautsky
holds, the capitalist system of production, with its commodities ex-
change, competition, and class divisions,

has consequently a great economic importance, till it creates such gigantic
productive forces that the framework of commodity-production becomes
too ‘narrow, as one time the framework of the primitive social or co-
operative production became too narrow for the growing division of
labor. The overproduction not less than the artificial limitation of produc-
tion by employers’ associations, shows that the time is past when competi-
tion as a spur to production helps on social evolution.26

For Kautsky, Marxist theory demonstrates that the general laws of
capitalist society and the necessary developments in history require that
the proletariat, with its aim of abolishing private property, overthrow
the existing order and establish a society free of private property,
namely, a socialist society. This process is demanded by the technical
progress of humankind, with the “impulse for equality” as the moral
justification of this progress:

Thus there formed itself a foundation for the final realization of that
moral conception already expressed by Christianity, though very pre-
maturely, so that it could not be fulfilled, and which thus remained for the
majority of Christians a simple phrase, the conception of the equality of
men, a view that the social instincts, the moral virtues are to be exercised
towards all men in equal fashion. This foundation of a general human
morality is being formed not by a moral improvement of humanity . . .
but by the development of the productive forces of man, by the extension
of the social division of human labor, the perfection of the means of
intercourse. This new morality is however, even today far from being a
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morality of all men even in the economically progressive countries. It is in
essence even today the morality of the class conscious proletariat . . .27

Kautsky’s conception of science and his view of Marxist theory as
having scientific status leads him to insist upon the necessity and
inevitability of the triumph of the proletariat. Marxist theory discerns
fundamental change in history and society. This change is understood

independent of the will of the individuals, and is necessarily determined
by the given material conditions. Among these the technical factor is again
the most important, and that phase whose development affects the
method of production.28 -

So Kautsky’s naturalist argument for the objective status of socialist
norms can be put in the following way. Human beings are natural
creatures, equipped with the basic biological instinct of self-preserva-
tion and adapted to the end of the preservation of the species. This
basic biological instinct propels them into social interaction in which
social instincts are cultivated; and the adaptation to the preservation of
the species leads toward the struggle for existence or the mastery of and
control over nature. These social instincts are moral norms which serve
as requisite conditions for any community of animals. The unique
human capacity is the production of tools or instruments for producing
goods and services for human sustenance. This production is usually
found within a particular division of labor. The unique human capacity
makes possible technical progress, the human weapon in the human
struggle for existence or control over nature. The more technical pro-
gress, the better the chance humankind can adapt to its end. The unique
human “impulse for equality” promotes technical progress; it takes the
form of various conceptions of equality which encourage the conscious
mastery over nature. This encouragement constitutes the moral criteria,
with its naturalistic basis, for deciding whether a state of affairs is
desirable or not. In the last stages of capitalist society, private property,
along with competition and class conflict, impedes technical progress.
Therefore abolishing private property and overcoming class conflict—
or establishing a socialist society—is morally desirable because it would
encourage technical progress.

Kautsky believes this reasoning can be attacked in two ways. First, his
Darwinist-Marxist framework can be attacked as unacceptable. This is
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an empirical matter, a rivalry between different theories about society,

“history, and the world. Second, his tacit assumption—that it is desirable
that humankind should survive—can be refused. This is a normative
matter, a question of ethics. This option is a real one only if one refuses
to infuse normative content into the scientific fact of the basic biological
instinct of self-preservation. Kautsky holds that the validity of this
assumption is not a matter of purely philosophical debate. Instead this
norm-laden fact is instinctual.

The instinct of self preservation is the most primitive of the animal
instincts and the most indispensable. Without it no animal species en-
dowed in any degree with the power of self movement and a faculty of
intelligence could maintain itself even a short time. . . Although many a
suicide be philosophically grounded, we always, in every practical act of
the denial of life, finally meer with disease or desperate social circum-
stances as the cause, but not a philosophical theory. Mere phllosophxzmg
cannot.overcome the instinct of self preservation.2?

Kautsky’s ethical naturalism entails subordinating morality to tech-
nical progress and his instrumentalist conception of morality requires
empirical inquiry to take on central significance. For example, he must
be able to show, on empirical grounds, that the late stages of advanced
capitalist society impede technical progress and that the abolition of
private property and the overcoming of class conflict will promote
technical progress. If these claims are not empirically confirmable, then
we must reject their moral desirability. In this way, science undergirds
his ethics.

Ethics and Science

If we give Kautsky the benefit of the doubt and assume for the
moment that his claims can be empirically confirmed, does this make
them morally desirable? This crucial question raises a more general
query, namely, how does he perceive the relation of ethics to science?

Kautsky attempts to directly address this more general question. His
response is highly ambiguous. On the one hand, he denies the auton-
omy of ethics. He views moral discourse as a domain of scientific
inquiry, with ought-statements somehow arising from a scientific in-
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vestigation which discerns necessity in historical and social phenomena.
On the other hand, he draws a hard distinction between ethics and
science, severing scientific claims from ethical ones. This ambiguity is
illustrated in the following passage:

Ethics must always be only an object of science; this has to study the moral
instincts as well as the moral ideals and explain them; it cannot take advice
from them as to the results at which it is to arrive. Science stands above
Ethics, its results are just as little moral or immoral as necessity is moral or
immoral.30

On first view, Kautsky weds moral judgments to empirical inquiry.
Science, in some way (and he does not specify how) provides norms. A
science of history and society somehow tells us where history is headed
and what the good society ought to look like. This view is expressed
here:

Science has only to do with the recognition of the necessary. It can
certainly arrive at prescribing a shall, but this dare only come up as a
consequence of the insight into the necessary. It must decline to discover a
“shall” which is not to be recognized as a necessity founded in the world of
phenomena.31

But on second view, Kautsky separates moral discourse from scien-
tific inquiry. Science is a value-free procedure that discerns necessity

" and has nothing to do with ought-statements. He states this view in this

way:

Even the Social Democracy as an organization of the Proletariat in its class
struggle cannot do without the moral ideal, the moral indignation against
exploitation and class rule. But this ideal has nothing to find in scientific
socialism, which is the scientific examination of the laws of the develop-
ment and movement of the social organism, for the purpose of knowing
the necessary tendencies and aims of the-proletariat class struggle.32

This ambiguity regarding the relation of ethics to science reflects
Kautsky’s own indecision as to what the role of philosophy is and ought
to be. In short, I suggest Kautsky’s ambiguity arises from his confused
(and inconsistent) metaphilosophical vision.

It is the same as Kautsky’s ambiguity regarding Kant. Kautsky lauds
Kant because “through him did philosophy first become the science of
science, whose duty it is not to teach a distinct philosophy, but how to
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philosophize.”33 This philosophizing, he suggests, consists of examin-
ing the process of knowing and explicating what it is to engage in
methodical thinking. This extolment of Kant’s metaphilosophical vision
partially explains Kautsky’s enthusiasm over Kant’s epistemological
project. Yet Kautsky is upset with Kant’s moral philosophy primarily
because it goes “beyond the facts,” hence steps outside the boundaries
of science.

But Kant went farther than this, and his great philosophical ‘achieve-
ment, the investigation of the faculties of knowledge, became itself his
philosophical stumbling block.34

Kautsky’s perception of Kant can best be seen from the vantage point
of his positivist view of science and his naturalist view of ethics. First,
he is enamored with “facts.” And especially “facts” that yield necessary
developments in history. He also is obsessed with foundations for these
“facts.” For him, Kant’s epistemological project provides foundations
for such “facts” while allowing for these “facts” to be subject to revi-

~sion. For Kautsky, Kant’s great philosophical achievement is to have
undergirded a positivist view of science, preserved the sanctity of
“facts,” and permitted a dynamic or process view in science.

Second, Kautsky’s extolment of “facts” and his search for their foun-
dations leads him to take seriously the existence of moral facts. But he
rejects Kant’s attempt to undergird moral facts with a foundation
different from that for scientific facts. He wants Kant’s epistemological
project without Kant’s non-naturalist ethics. So, like a good ethical
naturalist, Kautsky tries to reduce moral facts to scientific facts, norms
to instincts. This would permit him to use the same foundation for
moral facts as for scientific facts. And it is at this point that confusion

_sets in. .

By siding with the Kantian epistemological project, Kautsky gets
trapped in the philosophic quest for objectivity and search for founda-
tions. And what he overlooks is that Kant’s quest and search result in
transcendental foundations for both science and ethics. Kautsky’s ambi-
guity toward Kant is based on a misreading of Kant’s consistent meta-
philosophical vision. By utilizing Darwin and Marx as the major
exemplars of scientists, Kautsky opts for radical historicists—or anti-
foundationalists—who shun the need for philosophic foundations (or a
science of science) and are content with theoretic concerns. This leaves
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Kautsky in a dilemma. If he goes completely with the Kantian project,
he must choose a foundationalist conception of philosophy; if he
follows Darwin and Marx, he must overcome this conception and
choose radical historicism. Since he does not fully grasp what the
Kantian project is, he ends up giving lip service to a conception of
philosophy which his Darwinistic Marxism must reject, and he sup-
ports an anti-foundationalist viewpoint which Kant surcly would ab-
hor. .
In fact, I believe that Kautsky’s heart is with the Darwinistic Marxist
view, but that his positivist view of science and his search for phl-
losophic foundations prevent him from fully appreciating the radical
historicist potential in the Darwinistic Marxist view. The best example
of where his heart is can be found in his naturalist argument for th;
objective status of socialist norms. The crux of his argument i's his
understanding of scientific, technical, and moral progress. His instincts-
talk provides out-of-place naturalist ornaments which are addcd }Dc-
cause he thinks he must provide philosophic foundations for his ethical
views. His central argument is a quite plausible one which employs
value-laden terms such as technical progress and moral progress. Like
any plausible argument, it appeals to factors which people 'cons1der
important, e.g., survival, historical regression or progression, and
provokes stimulating and intelligent responses. Admittedly, it is not a

» terribly convincing argument, but it does merit consideration without

appealing to its philosophic foundations.

Like a good ethical naturalist, Kautsky is frightened by extreme
moral nihilism and overly impressed by “scientific facts” or “scientific
status.” Both this fright and genuflection result from his acceptance of
the philosophic quest for objectivity and scarch for foundations, the
metaphilosophical vision that his heroes have abandoned.
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The Hegelian Marxist Position:
Lukdcs’ Ontological Quest

Gcorg Lukics’ History and Class Consciousness: Studies in Marxist
Dmle.m'w (1923) is one of the most influential Marxist texts published
in this century. Written just prior to the publication of Marx’s early
Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts (delayed for over cighty years),
Lukdcs’ text played an important role in sparking the Hegelian renais-
- sance which has swept through the Marxist intelligentsia in the past five
decades. For our purposes, we shall view Lukics’ book—and especially
the longest essay in the work, entitled “Reification and the Con-
sciousness of the Proletariat”™—as the last major attempt to provide an
objective basis for socialist norms in the Marxist tradition.

Hegel and the Dialectical Method

_ Lukidcs’ viewpoint can be best understood by first examining briefly
~ its Hegelian underpinnings. This Hegelian foundation is important
because it plays a central role in how Lukécs deals with cthical matters.
The central feature of this Hegelian viewpoint is the dialectical method.

The dialectical method is a particular way of viewing the world.
Specifically, it is a particular procedure of inquiry into the fundamental
nature of reality, history, and society. The dialectical method claims that
activity (human or divine) and hence process is at the center of reality,
history, and society, and it holds that discernible contradictions and
antagonisms are the chief determinants of change and transformation.
For Hegel, the father of the modern dialectical method, this activity is
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the activity of the Weltgeist (world spirit), and the change, the transfor-
mation, is primarily an affair of the consciousness of the Welggesst.

I shall sketch crudely how Hegel employs the dialectical method in
order to yield a dynamic, idealistic epistemology and a progressive
philosophy of history. The aim of Hegel’s Welggeist is to achieve full
self-consciousness by confronting alien objects and realizing that these
objects are but alienated forms of its own consciousness. This process is
propelled by the Weltgeist’s feclings of estrangement from the strange-
ness (or otherness) of the objects it confronts.

Knowing-mental labor is the basic activity that relates the Weltgeist to
objects (or the objective world). This activity of knowing constitutes an
antagonism between the Weltgeist and the objective world, between
subject and object. This antagonism consists of the Weltgeist existing
over against objects; it results in alienation, estrangement, homelessness
on behalf of the Weltgeist—a situation that is overcome by the process
of the Weltgeist conquering the strangeness or otherness of the object
and thereby increasing its self-consciousness.

This process of overcoming the otherness of the object is the process
of Aufbebunyg, a process of negation, preservation, and transformation.
For Hegel, the Weltgeist negates, destroys, or annuls the otherness of
the object; preserves, acknowledges, or realizes the object as but a form
of consciousness; and hence transforms the alien object into an aspect
of its own selfconsciousness.

Hegel’s viewpoint is dynamic because it accents the process of be-
coming and transforms subject-object relations into an affair of the
consciousness of the subject. The method therefore ultimately over-
comes the subject-object distinction. Hegel’s view, on this crude inter-
pretation, is idealistic because it posits objects as but alienated forms of
self-consciousness (on behalf of the Weltgesst).

The process of Aufhebung—of overcoming the otherness of the
object and thereby increasing the self-consciousness of the Weltgeist—
yields the augmentation of the self-activity of the Weltgeist in history.
This augmentation takes the form of increased self-differentiation and
self-disclosure of the Welgeist in the world, through individuals, in-
stitutions, societies, and nations. The Weltgeist achieves its aim—full
self-consciousness—through the desires and passions of individuals, the
rise and fall of institutions, the appearance and disappearance of so-
cieties, and the ascent and descent of nations. This aim is synonymous
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with freedom in the world. The renowned Hegelian march of freedom
in history is essentially the process of ever heightening self-con-
sciousness of the Weltgesst. In this way, Hegel’s dynamic, idealist epis-
temology is linked to his progressive philosophy of history.

The Hegelian idea of determinate negation is an integral part of the
process of Aufhebung. It consists of a recognition (on behalf of a
conscious subject) of the internal contradictions and antagonisms
within a particular situation. This recognition is requisite for the first
step in the process of Aufhebuny, that of negation, destruction, anni-
hilation. The process ends up yielding a determined outcome (or new
stage or moment) which resolves the basic contradiction and antag-
onism in the revelant situation.

Marxist Dialectics and the Category of Concrete Totality

Lukdacs’ understanding of the dialectical method differs from Hegel’s
at three points. First, he limits the scope of the dialectical method to
history and society. He does not extend it into nature. Second, he
replaces Hegel’s historical agent, the Weltgeist, with the proletariat, the
working class in capitalist society. Third and most importantly, he
understands the notion of activity as praxis, as the reflective human
transformation of the world.

In regard to the first point, it should be noted that this constitutes a
break not only with Hegel, but also with the classical Marxist tradition.
In later writing of Engels (including Anti-Diihring), it is claimed that
the dialectical process of becoming occurs in nature as well as in history
and society. For Lukacs, Marxist dialectics is uniquely characterized by
its application to only history and society. This application accents its
distinctiveness, namely, its revolutionary aim, its practical import, its
transformative function.

It is of the first importance to realise that the method is limited here to the
realms of history and society. The misunderstandings that arise from
Engels’ account of dialectics can in the main be put down to the fact that
Engels—following Hegel’s mistaken lead—extended the method to apply
also to nature. However, the crucial determinants of dialectics—the inter-
action of subject and object, the unity of theory and practice, the historical
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changes in the reality underlying the categories as the root cause of
changes in thought etc.—are absent from our knowledge of nature.!

The second point is obvious. Marxist dialectics cannot take seriously
some transcendental godlike entity like Hegel’s Weltgeist or some trans-
class community (if Hegel’s Weltgeist is viewed in terms of intersubjec-
tivity) as its chief historical agent. Marxist dialectics accepts a march of
freedom in history, but it holds that in the capitalist era, it is embodied
in the revolutionary praxis of the proletariat.

The third point is the most important one because it marks an
attempt to move beyond Hegel’s idealistic understanding of the
Weltgeist’s activity to Marx’s materialist view of the proletariat’s praxis.
We saw earlier that Hegel is an idealist in the sense that he holds objects
to be mere forms of alienated consciousness. Therefore he becomes
preoccupied with the ever-increasing consciousness of the Weltgeist,
along with its overcoming of the “otherness” of objects. Lukdcs tries to
sidestep this idealism by viewing the objective situations of the pro-
letariat as real, as external to the proletariat, as more than a mere
alienated form of consciousness (and this is a highly controversial point
in Lukécsian scholarship). He becomes preoccupied with the self-
consciousness (or class consciousness) of the proletariat, and he views
their activity as possessing the potential for revolutionary political

. praxis and thus the possibility of reflectively changing the objective

world, or their external socioeconomic circumstances. So just as sub-
ject-object relations in Hegel ultimately result in a higher form of self-
consciousness for the Weltgeist, so the subject-object relation (pro-
letariat-capitalist society) in Lukacs results in a higher form of self-
consciousness for the working class—revolutionary praxis is involved,
and ultimately a new society, world, or stage in human history.

For Lukécs, as for Hegel, the dialectical method makes ontological
claims: that is, it makes claims about the fundamental nature of logical
developments in reality. As we pointed out earlier, Lukics understands
this reality solely in terms of history and society. For him Hegel’s
dialectical viewpoint

throws an entirely new light on the problem of reality. If, in Hegel’s terms,
Becoming now appears as the truth of Being, and process as the truth
about things, then this means that the developing tendencies of history
constitute a higher reality than the empirical “facts.”2




142  Cornel West

Marxist dialectics—or Marxist social theory which incorporates the
dialectical method—discerns the basic contradictions and antagonisms
of capitalist society. This is why it can reasonably project the developing
tendencies of evolving capitalist society, why it can adopt a revolution-
ary attitude toward capitalist society.

Marxism is the doctrine of the revolution precisely because it understands
the essence of the process (as opposed to its manifestations, its symp-
toms); and because it can demonstrate the decisive line of future develop-
ment (as opposed to the events of the moment).3

For Lukics, there are two basic reasons why Marxist dialectics can
grasp the future development of history and society. First, Marxist
dialectics holds fundamental contradictions and antagonisms to be the
chief determinants of social change. Second, and more importantly,
Marxist dialectics contains the category of concrete totality. This cate-
gory highlights the present as a historical problem that must be viewed
as an “aspect of a total social situation caught up in the process of
historical change.”*

The category of concrete totality is the central notion for Lukécs’
understanding of Marxist dialectics. In fact, it yields a methodological
approach to viewing history and society which, for Lukécs, dis-
tinguishes Marxism from bourgeois social science.

It is not the primary economic motives in historical explanation that
constitutes the decisive difference between Marxism and bourgeois
thought, but the point of view of totality. The category of totality, all-
pervasive supremacy of the whole over the parts is the essence of the
method which Marx took over from Hegel and brilliantly transformed
into the foundations of a wholly new science . . . proletarian science is
revolutionary not just by virtue of its revolutionary ideas which it opposes
to bourgeois society, but above all because of its method. The primacy of
the category of totality is the bearer of the principle of vevolution in science.5

Lukics believes that the category of concrete totality in Marxist
dialectics distinguishes Marxism from bourgeois social science for two
reasons. First, Marxism understands society as a whole of interrelated
parts, while bourgeois social science separates these parts into isolated,
atomic components. Therefore bourgeois social science cannot, as can
Marxism, show the way in which productive forces, social relations, and
individuals (as well as knowledge of the process of these relations) are
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inseparable elements within an evolving historical process. Marxism
recognizes that capitalist society produces this self-serving way of per-
ceiving itself, a perception which keeps the whole obscure and the
process static.

The fetishistic character of economic forms, the reification of all human
relations, the constant expansion and extension of the division of labor
which subjects the process of production to an abstract, rational analysis,
without regard to the human potentialities and abilities of the immediate
producers, all these things transform the phenomena of society and with
them the way in which they are perceived. In this way arise the “isolated”
facts, “isolated” complexes of facts, separate, specialist disciplines (eco-
nomics, law, etc.) whose very appearance seems to have done much to
pave the way for such scientific methods. It thus appears extraordinarily
“scientific” to think out the tendencies implicit in the facts themselves and
to promote this activity to the status of science.

By contrast, in the teeth of all these isolated and isolating facts and
partial systems, dialectics insists on the concrete unity of the whole. Yet
although it exposes these appearances for the illusions they are—albeit
illusions necessarily engendered by capitalism—in this “scientific” at-
mosphere it still gives the impression of being an arbitrary construction.6

Lukics holds that by ignoring the category of concrete totality,
bourgeois social science ignores the historical, and ultimately ideolog-

" ical, character of its own perception of bourgeois society and of itself. It

fails to sec itself as but a historical product within a particular stage of
history. This is precisely because it does not see capitalist society as such
a product.In another long but rich passage Lukdcs reiterates this failure
of bourgeois social science.

The unscientific nature of this seemingly so scientific method consists,
then in its failure to see and take account of the historical character of the
facts on which it is based. . . ,

The historical character of the “facts” which science seems to have
grasped with such “purity” makes itself felt in an even more devastating
manner. As the products of historical evolution they are involved in
continuous change. But in addition they are also precisely in their objective
structuve the products of a definite historical epoch, namely capitalism. Thus
when “science” maintains that the manner in which data immediately
present themselves is an adequate foundation of scientific conceptualisa-
tion and that the actual form of these data is the appropriate starting point
for the formation of scientific concepts, it thereby takes its stand simply
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and dogmatically on the basis of capitalist society. It uncritically accepts
the nature of the object as it is given and the laws of that society as the
unalterable foundation of “science.””

The second reason the category of concrete totality in Marxist dialec-
tics separates Marxism from bourgeois social science is that this cate-
gory enables Marxism to adopt the standpoint of the proletariat.

The category of totality, however, determines not only the object of
knowledge but also the subject. Bourgeois thought judges social phe-
nomena consciously, or unconsciously, naively or subtly, consistently
from the standpoint of the individual. No path leads from the individual
to the totality; there is at best a road leading to aspects of particular areas,
mere fragments for the most part, “facts” bare of any context, or to
abstract, special laws. The totality of an object can only be posited if the
positing subject is itself a totality; and if the subject wishes to understand
itself, it must conceive of the object as a totality. In modern society only
the dlasses can represent this total point of view.8 ‘

And just as bourgeois social science is a historical product which reflects
the biases and interests of the ruling class, so Marxist dialectics is a
historical product which reflects the biases and interests of the working
class.

Thus the essence of the method of historical materialism is inseparable
from the “practical and critical” activity of the proletariat: both are aspects
of the same process of social evolution. So, too, the knowledge of reality
provided by the dialectical method is likewise inseparable from the class
standpoint of the proletariat.®

Lukécs is not claiming that the simultaneous rise of the proletariat
and the development of Marxist dialectics requires that only the pro-
letariat use the dialectical method to grasp social reality. Nor is he
implying that workers can mysterionsly get in touch with social reality,
while other classes cannot (in fact, he has a fairly sophisticated argu-
ment in favor of the latter claim, as we shall see in a future section).
Rather, he is suggesting that anyone who adopts Marxist dialectics
adopts the standpoint of the proletariat. This is so because Marxist
dialectics puts forward a particular class analysis of capitalist society and
requires participation in the revolutionary praxis of the working class.

Historical materialism grows out of the “immediate, natural” life-prin-
ciple of the proletariat; it means the acquisition of total knowledge of
reality from this one point of view. But it does not follow from this that

3
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this knowledge or this methodological attitude is the inherent or natural
possession of the proletariat as a class (let alone of proletarian indivi-
duals). On the contrary. It is true that the proletariat is the conscious
subject of total social reality. But the conscious subject is not defined here
as in Kant, where “subject” is defined as that which can never be an object.
The “subject” here is not a detached spectator of the process. The pro-
letariat is more than just the active and passive part of this process: the rise
and evolution of its knowledge and its actual rise and evolution in the
course of history are just the two different sides of the same real process.10

Lukécs’ claim about the capacity of Marxist dialectics to grasp social
reality is epistemic, and it therefore prompts the questions how he
knows and how he would go about confirming this knowledge claim.
Lukécs seems to have two lines of answers to these questions. The first
simplistic line holds that reality itself, the process of becoming itself, is
dialectical. Therefore only Marxist dialectics can discern this process.
Marxist dialectics grasps social reality because it correctly corresponds
to the world, and it correctly corresponds to the world because both the
world and the theory share a basic characteristic, namely, both are
dialectical.

Two problems are immediately apparent in this reply, which appears
to be mere verbal play. First, even if reality and theory were dialectical,
it is not clear that both would have to be dialectical in the same way.
Therefore, the question about whether the dialectical theory correctly
corresponds to dialectical reality still remains. Second, and the more
profound problem, the reply is circular. It claims that reality is inher-
ently dialectical and then presents evidence for this claim guided by a
theory that views reality only dialectically.

The second line of reply picks up where the first linc leaves off. It
holds that there is no noncircular way of talking about the relation of
theory to reality. Any relevant statement about this relation will be non-
neutral, it will already presuppose a particular theory about reality. It is
impossible, Lukdcs suggests, to isolate reality from particular theories
of reality, then to compare and adjudicate between these theories using
a theory-free reality as the last court of appeal. So he believes that a
certain kind of circularity is inescapable. Yet since a theory-free phi-
losophic court of appeal is never available, he suggests that theories be
tested in practice—that is, in the solutions they provide for common
problems, the impetus they provide for promoting the march of free-
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dom in history, the contribution they make to the higher development
of humankind. ‘

. . . the historical process is something unique and its dialectical advances
and reverses are an incessant struggle to reach higher stages of the truth,
and of the (societal) self-knowledge of man. The “relativisation” of truth in
Hegel means that the higher factor is always the truth of the factor
beneath it in the system. This does not imply the destruction of “objec-
tive” truth at the lower stages but only that it means something different
as a result of being integrated in a more concrete and comprehensive
totality. Proletarian thought is practical thought and as such is strongly
pragmatic. “The proof of the pudding is in the eating.”1!

This second line of reply is highly significant. It hints at a radical
historicist conception of science and epistemology. We shall examine
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this significance, as well as its limitations, in the section entitled “Ethics - §
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by Marxism (the antithesis between movement and final goal, evolution
and revolution, etc.) acquires its authentic, concrete and scientific shape.
For only this analysis permits us to investigate the concept of the “fact” in
a truly concrete manner, i.€., in the social context in which it has its origin
and its existence.12

Lukdcs believes that these historical trends are discernible by Marxist
dialectics, with its employment of the dialectical method and its incor-
poration of the category of concrete totality. By grasping capitalist
society as a whole, as a stage in the historical process, as a transient
system of production with its own set of social relations, legal arrange-
ments, and cultural beliefs, Marxist dialectics opposes the bourgeois
worship of isolated facts and shows this worship to be narrow, myopic,
and distorting.

Thus only when the theoretical primacy of the “facts” has been broken,
only when every phenomenon is vecognized to be a process, will it be under-

and Dialectics.” ’ 1

Lukdcs’ Critique of Bourgeos
Social Science and Mechanical Marxism

We have already seen that Lukics criticizes bourgeois social science
because it fails to see fundamental contradictions and antagontsms as
the chief determinants of social change and, by ignoring the category of
concrete totality, it does not acknowledge the interrelatedness and
interconnectedness of social phenomena. The common denominator of
both of these criticisms is that bourgeois social science views existing
social forms of life as natural and permanent forms rather than as the
© temporary result of an underlying process in history.

We saw that this static bourgeois view of social reality worships
isolated, atomic facts and focuses on specific, disparate parts of social
reality. By this worship and focus, bourgeois social science tends to
ossify social facts into frozen entities. In opposition to this view Marxist

dialectics considers facts to be aspects of a certain discernible historical
process.

In this theory of reality which allows a higher place to the prevailing
trends of the total development than to the facts of the empirical world,
the antithesis we stressed when considering the particular questions raised
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will it be understood that the facts are nothing but the parts, the aspects of
the total process that have been broken off, artificially isolated and os-
sified.13

This bourgeois worship of facts, this holding that “facts” lay bare
social reality, is supportive of capitalist society because it presupposes a

conception of social reality which views the present as static within the

limits of undeniable, intransigent “facts.” In this way, bourgeois social
science has ideological import and serves as a legitimation of the
cxisting order.

Of course, it also becomes clear why in the reified thought of the bour-
geoisie the “facts” have to play the part of its highest fetish in both theory
and practice. This petrified factuality in which everything is frozen into a
“fixed magnitude,” in which the reality that just happens to exist persists in
a totally senseless, unchanging way precludes any theory that could throw
light on even this immediate reality.14

Bourgeois social science distorts the social reality it purports to reveal
by ignoring the meaning of the “facts.” It ignores this meaning by
discarding the underlying process that allows one to understand these
“facts.” By remaining preoccupied with the “facts,” bourgeois social
science remains on the surface of social reality, it refuses to go beyond
the world of immediatc appearances.
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If the facts are to be understood, this distinction between their real
existence and their inner core must be grasped clearly and precisely. This
distinction is the first premise of a truly scientific study which in Marx’s
words, “would be superfluous if the outward appearance of things coin-
cided with their essence.” Thus we must detach the phenomena from the
form in which they are immediately given and discover the intervening
links which connect them to their core, their essence. In so doing, we shall
arrive at an understanding of their apparent form and see it as the form in
which the inner core necessarily appears. It is necessary because of the
historical character of the facts, because they have grown in the soil of
capitalist society. This twofold character, the simultaneous recognition
and transcendence of immediate appearances is precisely the dialectical
nexus.15

Lukdcs’ critique of bourgeois social science has a considerable bear-
ing on his ethical standpoint. By dissolving the conception of “facts”
that bourgeois social science depends upon he is, by implication, reject-
ing the bourgeois foundationalist view of science. And this bourgeois
extolment of “facts,” this foundationalist view of science, results in
lower status for values. If normative statements are not objectively
confirmable (as are factual statements) but are, rather, mere subjective
responses to facts, then even though criticisms of existing social reality
are not altogether eliminated, such criticisms are disarmed. If norms
and values appear as less substantial than facts, as mere ideals that come
from personal feelings or attitudes, then they have much less effect on
people who do not already agree or prefer these ideals. In this way, the
rigid is/ought and fact/value- distinctions of bourgeois social science
serve to lessen the impact of criticism of the status quo and to conceal
the ideological bias of the “value-free” bourgeois social science obsessed
with “facts.”

But in the “facts” we find the crystalisation of the essence of capitalist
development into an ossified, impenetrable thing alienated from man.
And the form assumed by this ossification and this alienation converts it
into a foundation of reality and of philosophy that is perfectly self-evident
and immune from every doubt. When confronted by the rigidity of these
“facts” every movement seems like a movement impinging on them, while
every tendency to change them appears to be a merely subjective principle
(a wish, a value judgment, a oughr).16

Lukdcs’ critique of bourgeois social science also provides a new
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conception of historical necessity within the Marxist tradition, and
explicit rejection of mechanical Marxism. In the last chapter, we saw
that Kautsky’s view of historical necessity is based on the mechanical
cause-cffect determinism supported by Newtonian natural scientists of
his day. It is a machine-like necessity that governs phenomena, inde-
pendent of human will, consciousness, or choice.

Lukacs’ reformulation of the notion of historical necessity does not
claim that a socialist regime is an inevitable outcome of capitalist
society; it also does not imply that history is causally determined in such
a way that the new emerging social arrangement will necessarily be
morally desirable. Rather he holds that at a given point in history, the
proletariat in capitalist society will be faced with a crucial choice: cither
to work for and establish proletarian control of the means of produc-
tion or to remain under capitalist exploitation and oppression. He
believes it is possible to make some reasonable predictions or pro-
jections as to how people will decide to act. Ripe objective socio-
economic circumstances can provide the occasion for the working
class to act on the first choice. And this choice will be made if, under
such circumstances, the proletariat achieves class consciousness—that
is, if the working class attains a certain perception of itself, if it comes to
see itself as a class involved in a historical process in which it can play a
central role. In this way, historical necessity consists of ripe socioeco-
nomic circumstances plus a particular collective choice on behalf of the
proletariat.

Only when the consciousness of the proletariat is able to point out the
road along which the dialectics of history is objectively impelled but which
it cannot travel unaided, will the consciousness of the proletariat awaken
to a consciousness of the process, and only then will the proletariat
become the identical subject-object of history whose praxis will change
reality. If the proletariat fails to take this step the contradiction will remain
unresolved and will be reproduced by the dialectical mechanics of history
at a higher level, in an altered form and with increased intensity. It is in this
that the objective necessity of history consists.17

This conception of the “objective necessity of history” differs from
Kautsky’s in that it accents the relative free choice of the proletariat. It is
possible to predict or project what the proletariat will decide based on
whether the necessary conditions (ripe socioeconomic circumstances)
and sufficient conditions (class consciousness on behalf of the pro-




148 Cornel West

If the facts are to be understood, this distinction between their real
existence and their inner core must be grasped clearly and precisely. This
distinction is the first premise of a truly scientific study which in Marx’s
words, “would be superfluous if the outward appearance of things coin-
cided with their essence.” Thus we must detach the phenomena from the
form in which they are immediately given and discover the intervening
links which connect them to their core, their essence. In so doing, we shall
arrive at an understanding of their apparent form and see it as the form in
which the inner core necessarily appears. It is necessary because of the
historical character of the facts, because they have grown in the soil of
capitalist society. This twofold character, the simultancous recognition
and transcendence of immediate appearances is precisely the dialectical
nexus. !5

Lukdcs’ critique of bourgeois social science has a considerable bear-
ing on his ethical standpoint. By dissolving the conception of “facts”
that bourgeois social science depends upon he is, by implication, reject-
ing the bourgeois foundationalist view of science. And this bourgeois
extolment of “facts,” this foundationalist view of science, results in
lower status for values. If normative statements are not objectively
confirmable (as are factual statements) but are, rather, mere subjective
responses to facts, then even though criticisms of existing social reality
are not altogether eliminated, such criticisms are disarmed. If norms
and values appear as less substantial than facts, as mere ideals that come
from personal feelings or attitudes, then they have much less effect on
people who do not already agree or prefer these ideals. In this way, the
rigid is/ought and fact/value distinctions of bourgeois social science
serve to lessen the impact of criticism of the status quo and to conceal
the ideological bias of the “value-free” bourgeois social science obsessed
with “facts.”

But in the “facts” we find the crystalisation of the essence of capitalist
development into an ossified, impenetrable thing alienated from man.
And the form assumed by this ossification and this alienation converts it
into a foundation of reality and of philosophy that is perfectly self-evident
and immune from every doubt. When confronted by the rigidity of these
“facts” every movement seems like a movement impinging on them, while
every tendency to change them appears to be a merely subjective principle
(a wish, a value judgment, a ought).16

Lukdcs’ critique of bourgeois social science also provides a new

]

The Hegelian Marxist Position: Lukdcs’ Ontological Quest 149

conception of historical necessity within the Marxist tradition, and
explicit rejection of mechanical Marxism. In the last chapter, we saw
that Kautsky’s view of historical necessity is based on the mechanical
cause-effect determinism supported by Newtonian natural scientists of
his day. It is a machine-like necessity that governs phenomena, inde-
pendent of human will, consciousness, or choice. '
Lukics’ reformulation of the notion of historical necessity does not
claim that a socialist regime is an inevitable outcome of capitalist
society; it also does not imply that history is causally determined in such
a way that the new emerging social arrangement will necessarily be
morally desirable. Rather he holds that at a given point in history, the
proletariat in capitalist society will be faced with a crucial choice: cither
to work for and establish proletarian control of the means of produc-
tion or to remain under capitalist exploitation and oppression. He
believes it is possible to make some reasonable predictions or pro-
jections as to how people will decide to act. Ripe objective socio-
economic circumstances can provide the occasion for the working
class to act on the first choice. And this choice will be made if, under
such circumstances, the proletariat achieves class consciousness—that
is, if the working class attains a certain perception of itself, if it comes to
see itself as a class involved in a historical process in which it can play a
central role. In this way, historical necessity consists of ripe socioeco-
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Only when the consciousness of the proletariat is able to point out the
road along which the dialectics of history is objectively impelled but which
it cannot travel unaided, will the consciousness of the proletariat awaken
to a consciousness of the process, and only then will the proletariat
become the identical subject-object of history whose praxis will change
reality. If the proletariat fails to take this step the contradiction will remain
unresolved and will be reproduced by the dialectical mechanics of history
at a higher level, in an altered form and with increased intensity. It is in this
that the objective necessity of history consists.!” »

This conception of the “cbjective necessity of history” differs from
Kautsky’s in that it accents the relative free choice of the proletariat. It is
possible to predict or project what the proletariat will decide based on
whether the necessary conditions (ripe socioeconomic circumstances)
and sufficient conditions (class consciousness on behalf of the pro-
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letariat) are satisfied. Unlike Kautsky, Lukdcs allows for contingency
and precludes rigid inevitability. He permits free will for historical 4§

agents.

. . . a dialectical necessity is far from being the same thing as a mechanical,
causal necessity . . .

In addition to the mere contradiction—the automatic product of cap-
italism—a new element is required: the consciousness of the proletariat
must become deed.18

Yet Lukdcs’ view does not degenerate into an irrational voluntarism.

Although it permits free choices of historical agents, it restricts these |

choices to particular alternatives. The choices are free in the sense that ‘
they are not determined by a mechanical, causal necessity, but they are
contextual in that they are constrained by specific realizable options.

History is at its least automatic when it is the consciousness of the
proletariat that is at issue. The truth that the old intuitive. mechanical
miaterialism could not grasp turns out to be doubly true for the pro-
letariat, namely that it can be transformed and liberated only by its own
actions, and that “the educator must himself be educated.” The objective
economic evolution could do no more than create the position of the
proletariat in the production process. It was this position that determined
its point of view. But the objective evolution could only give the pro-
letariat the opportunity and the necessity to change society. Any transfor-
mation can only come about as the product of the—free—action of the
proletariat itself.19

Retfication as the Stavting Point

Lukdcs’ notion of reification is the starting point for his treatment of
ethical matters. He understands reification to be a social phenomenon
which consists of socioeconomic circumstances under which producers’
activity and the products produced by this activity result in a system of
production and a set of social relations that control and dominate the
producers. Reification is, for Lukdcs, both an objective state of affairs in
capitalist society and a morally undesirable state of affairs.

On the one hand, reification incapacitates people. It renders people
powerless. People may even discover the laws governing this reified
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world of objects and persons, but these laws confront them as natural,
immutable, unalterable. These laws appear as invisible forces that gen-
erate their own power. They seem to stand outside human capacities to
modify or transform them.

On the other hand, reification makes the productive activity of
people a commodity that participates in the market exchange like any
other consumer article. This commodity form of human labor is per-
ceived as such by the buyer (capitalist) and the seller (worker). So the
product produced by human labor and the labor itself are subject to
market regulations. A reified society is one that satisfies all its needs in
terms of commodity exchange or on the basis of market values. This is
the kind of society Lukdcs finds morally undesirable, owing to its
dehumanizing, “thingifying” effects on human beings.

Lukdcs begins with the notion of reification in his discussion of
ethical matters because he believes any such discussion must begin with
an objective state of affairs and a moral disposition toward it as seen
through the lens of a social theory which correctly understands existing
social reality and can reasonably predict or project the particular histor-
ical tendencies of this social reality. In short, any acceptable treatment
of norms must start with an accurate social theory—and for him this
means Marxist social theory:

For Lukdcs, Marxist dialectics somehow embodies normative and

~ descriptive, evaluative and explanatory elements.

... Marx’s “humanism” diverges most sharply from all the movements
that seem so similar to it at first glance. Others have often recognized and
described how capitalism violates and destroys everything human. ..

But this does no more than present the problem in a confused form and
certainly does not point the way to a solution. The solution can only be
discovered by secing these two aspects [normative and descriptive] as they
appear in the concrete and real process of capitalist development, namely
inextricably bound up with one another: i.e. the categories of dialectics
must be applied to man as the measure of all things in a manner that also
includes simultancously a complete description of the economic structure
of bourgeois society and a correct knowledge of the present.20

According to Lukdcs, these “categories of dialectics” in some way unite
is and ought, real and ideal, true and good. They serve as a conceptual
net wide enough to capture a notion of human praxis guided by both
an accurate social theory and objective norms. We shall explore in a later
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world of objects and persons, but these laws confront them as natural,
immutable, unalterable. These laws appear as invisible forces that gen-
erate their own power. They seem to stand outside human capacities to
modify or transform them.

On the other hand, reification makes the productive activity of
people a commodity that participates in the market exchange like any
other consumer article. This commodity form of human labor is per-
ceived as such by the buyer (capitalist) and the seller (worker). So the
product produced by human labor and the labor itself are subject to
market regulations. A reified society is one that satisfies all its needs in
terms of commodity exchange or on the basis of market values. This is
the kind of society Lukdcs finds morally undesirable, owing to its
dehumanizing, “thingifying” effects on human beings.

Lukdcs begins with the notion of reification in his discussion of
ethical matters because he believes any such discussion must begin with
an objective state of affairs and a moral disposition toward it as seen
through the lens of a social theory which correctly understands existing
social reality and can reasonably predict or project the particular histor-
ical tendencies of this social reality. In short, any acceptable treatment
of norms must start with an accurate social theory—and for him this
means Marxist social theory:

For Lukics, Marxist dialectics somehow embodies normative and

descriptive, evaluative and explanatory elements.

.. . Marx’s “humanism” diverges most sharply from all the movements
that seem so similar to it at first glance. Others have often recognized and
described how capitalism violates and destroys everything human. . .

But this does no more than present the problem in a confused form and
certainly does not point the way to a solution. The solution can only be
discovered by seeing these two aspects [normative and descriptive] as they
appear in the concrete and real process of capitalist development, namely
inextricably bound up with one another: i.e. the categories of dialectics
must be applied to man as the measure of all things in a manner that also
includes simultaneously a complete description of the economic structure
of bourgeois society and a correct knowledge of the present.20

According to Lukdcs, these “categories of dialectics” in some way unite
is and ought, real and ideal, true and good. They serve as a conceptual
net wide enough to capture a notion of human praxis guided by both
an accurate social theory and objective norms. We shall explore in a later
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section how he believes a correct social theory illuminates what ought
to be.

Norms as Negative Ideals ov Histovical Possibilities

On my interpretation, Lukdcs understands norms to be either nega-
tive ideals or historical possibilities. Both can be discerned by Marxist
social theory about existing social reality. Both also constitute present
or highly possible societal alternatives or moments of the historical
process, stages in the march for freedom in history.

Norms as negative ideals consist of circumstances which it is good to
overcome, realities it is desirable to transform. For instance, implicit in
Lukdcs’ view is the following negative ideal: overcome reification
whenever and to whatever extent possible. This negative ideal refers to
prevailing dehumanizing realities in capitalist society. It promotes the
revolutionary praxis of the proletariat, the fundamental transformation
of capitalist society.

Norms as historical possibilities provide alternative societal arrange-
ments which are realizable in the near future. Marxist social theory
discovers such possible historical alternatives to the present. As we
noted earlier, for Lukdcs, the proletariat must choose between the
present reified capitalist society or the new socialist regime. The latter
choice, the revolutionary alternative, requires class consciousness; it
demands that the working class perceive its needs and interests in such a
way that only an alternative socialist society can satisfy them. The first
choice, the reactionary alternative, consists of the proletariat refusing to
perceive its needs and interests as requiring new norms, new historical
possibilities, new societal alternatives. In short, Lukacs holds that the
only option to capitalist society aside from conformity is to put forward
a realizable alternative which will satisfy the needs and interests of
people exploited and oppressed in this society.

So the collective choice of the proletariat is an ethical one in the sense
that it consists of choosing one set of norms over another, one histor-
ical possibility over another, one societal arrangement over another.
This choice also reflects a particular stage in the process of the pro-
letariat’s increasing self-consciousness, a process discernible by Marxist
dialectics.
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Hence dialectics is not imported into history from outside, nor is it
interpreted in the light of history (as often occurs in Hegel), but is derived
from history made conscious as its logical manifestation at this particular
point in its development . . . it is the proletariat that embodies this process
of consciousness. Since its consciousness appears as the immanent product
of the historical dialectic, it likewise appears to be dialectical. That is to
say, this consciousness is nothing but the expression of historical neces-
sity. The proletariat “has no ideals to realise.” When its consciousness is
put into practice it can only breathe life into the things which the dialectics
of history have forced to a crisis; it can never “in practice” ignore the
course of history, forcing on it what are no more than its own desires or
knowledge. For it is itself nothing but the contradictions of history that
have become conscious.21 '

The proletariat “has no ideals to realize” in the sense that it does not
propagate norms which are not closely connected and demonstratively
continuous with the present, the ongoing historical process. The revo-
lutionary proletariat is motivated by class consciousness, or by a par-
ticular perception of its needs and interests and how they can be
satisfied. This perception propels the proletariat to overcome reification
and transform existing capitalist society, hence opting for a new histor-
ical possibility or societal alternative, namely, a socialist regime.

Normative Discourse as the Parxis of Aufthebung

It should be apparent that Lukdcs is reluctant to put forward any
independent philosophic criteria by which to deem socialist norms
desirable. He seems to be, at this point, a radical historicist. He refuses
to talk about norms in an abstract way, or as isolated from the historical
process, the present system of production, social relations, legal ar-
rangements, and the cultural way of life. He insists that one should
always view people in concrete historical circumstances and then see
how they go about making ethical choices.

Lukdcs adopts this viewpoint because he wants norms which are not
only morally acceptable but also potent and effective—realizable in the
near future. This is why it is crucial for him to begin with a negative
ideal, a normative stance toward an objective state of affairs. His aim is
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to change the world, to transform existing social reality. Therefore, he
starts with a particular description and explanation of this social reality
which is also evaluative.

Any acceptable “ought-statement” for him must be tied to a par-
ticular theory of the phenomenon being evaluated, and it must come
with a procedure or program which allows for its realization.” If it is
severed from the particular theory of social reality and from the way of
transforming this social reality, it is rendered impotent, ineffective,
innocuous.

For precisely in the pure, classical expression it received in the philoso-
phy of Kant it remains true that the “ought” presupposcs an existing
reality to which the category of “ought” remains inapplicable in principle.
Whenever the refusal of the subject simply to accept his empirically given
existence takes the form of an “ought,” this means that the immediately
given empirical reality receives affirmation and consecration at the hands
of philosophyj; it is philosophically immortalised.2

The disjoining of the ought-statement from a particular theory about
the phenomenon being judged, the disjoining of the normative claim
from a description and explanation of the state of affairs being evalu-
ated, disarms the judgment and renders it harmless. The crucial role of
theory—that of providing knowledge of the underlying process in
historical and social reality—is overlooked or ignored. Just as bourgeois
social science extols the “facts,” the immediate appearance of social
reality, and hence neglects the meaning of such “facts,” so bourgeois
moral philosophers generate justifications of norms (which cither en-
dorse or condemn capitalist society) without making explicit their
particular social theory of capitalist society or pointing a way toward
transforming this society. This is the major shortcoming of any bour-
geois moral viewpoint. '

Thus every theory of the “ought” is left with a dilemma: either it must
allow—the meaningless—existence of empirical reality to survive un-
changed with its meaningfulness forming the basis of the “ought”™—for in
a meaningful existence the problem of an “ought” could not arise. This
gives the “ought” a purely subjective character. Or else, theory must
presuppose a principle that trancends the concept of both what “is” and
what “ought to be” as to be able to explain the real impact of the “ought”
upon what “is.” For the popular solution of an infinite progression
(toward virtue, holiness,) which Kant himself already proposed, merely
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conceals the fact that the problem is insoluble. Philosophically it is not
important to determine the time needed by the “ought” in order to
reorganise what “is.” The task is to discover the principles by means of
which it becomes possible in the first place for an “ought” to modify
existence. And it is just this that the theory rules out from the start by
establishing the mechanics of nature as an unchangeable fact of existence,
by setting up a strict dualism of “ought” and “is,” and by creating the
rigidity with which “is” and “ought” confront each other—a rigidity
which this point of view can never eliminate.23

Lukdcs understands normative discourse to be the praxis of
Aufhebung. As we recall, the process of Aufhebunyg is the process of a
particular historical agent (Weltgesst or proletariat) acquiring increased
self-consciousness, of overcoming alienation (or reification) and fur-
thering the march of freedom in history. We saw that Hegel’s idealistic
viewpoint holds this three-step process to consist of negating, preserv-
ing, and transforming alien objects into aspects of the self-con-
sciousness of the Weltgeist. We also saw that Lukdcs tries to adopt this
viewpoint from a Marxist perspective, with the proletariat acquiring
increased self-consciousness (or class consciousness) and thereby negat-
ing, preserving, and transforming reified socioeconomic circumstances
into a situation of social freedom (or socialist society).

Lukdcs believes one should talk about norms in the following way.

" At any given time in history, there will be a certain system of produc-

tion, a specific set of social relations and legal arrangements, and a
specific cultural way of life accompanied by a normative discourse
which contains various kinds of arguments that endorse or condemn
the status quo, as well as principles about what kind of arguments are
acceptable and valid. Since no one is a Cartesian disembodied ego or a
pure consciousness in Kant’s sense, since everyone grows up and lives in
a particular society, one must start with the norms and values of one’s
society. '

For a Marxist concerned first and foremost with understanding and
changing the world, the aim of a normative discourse is to show that
there is a discrepancy between the existing normative discourse, the
norms and values generated from it, and the realities of the society. A
Marxist analysis of existing capitalist society permits one to recognize
this discrepancy. This recognition is the first step toward developing
something, ¢.g., values, norms, political movement, to overcome the
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discrepancy. This recognition initiates the praxis of Aufhebung. The 3

emphasis is not on realizing abstract principles justified by philosophi-
cal argument, but rather on overcoming concrete realities, ¢.g., reifica-
tion, described and explained by Marxist social theory.

The notion of discrepancy is linked closely to the idea of contradic-

tion. A discrepancy between the norms and realities in a given society 1

points to the shortcomings of the society. These shortcomings result
from the fundamental contradiction and antagonism of the society. So
the recognition of the discrepancy between norms and realities in a
society encourages people to search for the basic contradiction and
antagonism in the society; it also begins the often long ordeal of
transforming the society by overcoming the discrepancy, contradiction,
and antagonism. And in capitalist socicty, this long ordeal is inseparable
from the process of the proletariat acquiring increased sclf-con-
sciousness, recognizing the discrepancy and the basic contradiction,
and overcoming them. :

By highlighting the ideas of discrepancy and contradiction, Lukacs
leaves himself open to the charge that his kind of criticism of a society—
whether the society lives up to its own professed norms—amounts to a
form of liberal revisionism. Liberal revisionism claims that society
ought to live up to its own norms; it also presupposes that it can.
Lukdcs holds that there is a discrepancy between the norms and realities
of a society, that this discrepancy results from the fundamental contra-
diction and antagonism in the society; that the society cannot possibly
overcome the discrepancy without resolving this contradiction and
antagonism; and that the resolution of this contradiction and antag-
onism requires revolutionary change, fundamental social transforma-
tion.

For example, in capitalist society, there is a discrepancy between an
egalitarian ethos and actual class inequality, between a libertarian cthos
and actual social relations, which in the productive process amount to
servitude. This discrepancy results from the basic contradiction and
antagonism in capitalist society: the proletarian, working class, produc-
tion vs. the private, capitalist, appropriation of profits.

An important difference between Lukécs’ viewpoint and the liberal
revisionist viewpoint is that Lukdcs stresses the discrepancy between
the general egalitarian cthos and the general realities of capitalist so-
ciety, whereas the liberal revisionist focuses on the discrepancy between
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particular egalitarian principles and particular realities of capitalist so-
ciety. For example, Lukdcs focuses on the notion of class equality—
which capitalist society does not purport to uphold—that he derives
from the society’s ideological preoccupation with equality. He also
highlights the idea of social freedom (workers’ control and ownership
of the means of production)—which capitalist society again does not
claim to uphold—that he derives from the society’s ideological obses-
sion of freedom. The liberal revisionist, on the other hand, emphasizes
legal equality and individual freedom—which capitalist society does
attempt to uphold. Revolution is required to fulfill class equality and
social freedom in capitalist society; reform is required to fulfill legal
cquality and individual freedom in capitalist society. This is the basic
difference between Lukdcs’ viewpoint and that of liberal revisionism.

Like Hegel, Lukics seems to think that there are only two alter-
natives to a present stage or moment in the process of Aufhebung.
There is either the failure to recognize the basic contradiction and
antagonism, with the result that the proletariat remains in a state of
ignorance and submission, and the society in a state of reification; or
there is the recognition of the contradiction and antagonism and the
initiation of the process of overcoming and resolving them. The first
choice constitutes human self-estrangement, human servitude; the lat-
ter choice, human sélf-consciousness, human freedom.

Again like Hegel, Lukdcs appears to think that the only result which
proceeds from a recognition of the basic contradiction and antagonism
in capitalist society is the further augmentation of human self-con-
sciousness and human freedom. So if the proletariat recognizes the
discrepancy between the egalitarian and libertarian ethos and the real-
ities in capitalist society and ultimately resolves the contradiction and
antagonism which produces this discrepancy, the new alternative estab-
lished by the proletariat will amount to a giant step in the march of
freedom in history. 4

Lukics’ Hegelian reasoning as to why socialist norms are desirable
goes as follows. Begin with the best available theory about existing
social reality, namely, Marxist dialectics. This theory will tell one what
the fundamental contradiction and antagonism is in this social reality,
in this society. See how this contradiction and antagonism produces a
serious discrepancy between the general ideas lauded, e.g., equality and
freedom, and the realities of this socicty. The recognition of this
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discrepancy encourages one to develop something; e.g., norms, politi- }
cal movement, societal alternatives, to overcome it. And it can be i
overcome only by resolving the basic contradiction and antagonism. In 4§
capitalist society, the negative ideal (or undesirable concrete reality) to
overcome is reification; the basic contradiction and antagonism is the }
private appropriation and proletarian production of profits. The praxis §
of Aufhebung—the political activity responsible for overcoming the
negative ideal, resolving the basic contradiction and antagonism, and 3
bringing about a new historical possibility or societal alternative—can |
be enacted only by the proletariat, the strategicaily located and system-
atically exploited class in the capitalist system of production. The pro-
letariat can successfully engage in the praxis of Aufbebung only if there
are ripe socioeconomic circumstances and if they acquire self-con-
sciousness (or class consciousness). If the proletariat successfully en-
gages in the praxis of Aufbebung, it will result in a political revolution ™ §
which will establish a socialist regime, a higher stage of history. E
Lukdcs’ viewpoint contains an implicit critique of bourgeois nor-
mative discourse, a discourse that extols the idea of independent phi-
losophic justification of norms or of autonomous philosophic criteria
for evaluating norms. Bourgeois normative discourse is preoccupied §
with such justification and such criteria. This preoccupation makes .
exaggerated demands for the demonstration of discrepancies, contra-
dictions, and antagonisms, and hence suppresses their significance. 4
Bourgeois moral philosophers start with a social theory—derived from
bourgeois social science—which overlooks or ignores the discrepancy
between the egalitarian, libertarian ethos and the realities in capitalist
society, and which overlooks the basic contradiction and antagonism in
the society. When bourgeois moral philosophers do focus on discrep-
ancies, they pinpoint trivial ones, namely, those discrepancies which
can be overcome while keeping capitalist society intact. In this way,
bourgeois moral philosophers become liberal revisionists.

At this point, we can proceed to Lukdcs’ most controversial claim
concerning normative discourse: that the philosophic justification of §
norms collapses into description and explanation of the historical pro-
cess which demands and requires new norms, new historical pos-
sibilities, new societal alternatives. This claim forms the basis for his
conception of norms as negative ideals (overcoming present undesir-
able objective realities) and historical possibilities (promoting new,
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desirable societal alternatives), as well as for his reluctance to engage in
talk about philosophic criteria.

For Lukics, objectively grounding norms means two things. First, it
means that an accurate social theory will describe and explain the
dehumanizing concrete realities which should be overcome in capitalist
society, e.g., reification. The theory further shows how this reification is
inextricably linked to the basic contradiction and antagonism in cap-
jtalist society. Second, objectively grounding norms means that an
accurate social theory can discern the historical tendencies of existing
social reality. This discernment will reveal the particular historical
possibilities realizable by human praxis in the near future. Objective
social norms in this case are those which result from the revolutionary
praxis of the proletariat which overcomes reification and class antag-
onisms in capitalist society. These norms regulate the alternative soci-
etal arrangements established by the class conscious proletariat. In this
way, objectively grounding norms is not a matter of providing autono-
mous philosophic criteria or justifications lifted above and placed out-
side the historical and social context. Rather, it is a matter of explaining
the process of the development of history which requires new norms.

Lukdcs does not provide a philosophic argument for socialist norms.
Instead, he gives an historical explanation and assertion. He tries to
explain how the historical process can possibly and will most likely
proceed. In light of this explanation, he asserts that certain norms will
be discarded and new ones required. These new ones—socialist
norms—are desirable.

For Lukdcs, this historical explanation and assertion provides con-
vincing reasons why a philosophic argument for socialist norms would
presuppose an ahistorical viewpoint. It would assume an absolutist
position, an Archimedian point, a hard objectivist perspective. He adds,

And precisely this is the great danger in every “humanism” or anthropo-
logical point of view. For if man is made the measure of all things, and if
with the aid of that assumption all transcendence is to be eliminated
without man himself being measured against this criterion, without ap-
plying the same “standard” to himself or—more exactly—without making
man himself dialectical, then man himself is made into an absolute and he
simply puts himself in the place of those transcendental forces he was
supposed to explain, dissolve and systematically replace.24

Marxist dialectics forces one to acknowledge that such an “absolute is
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nothing but the fixation of thought, it is the projection into myth of the
intellectual failure to understand reality concretely as a historical pro-
cess.”25 Such an absolutist, hard objectivist view 1s, ironically, tied to a
relativist position; that is, any viewpoint which does not take historical
change, development, and process seriously will yield either a hard
objectivist or relativist perspective.

At best, then, a dogmatic metaphysics is superceded by an equally dog-
matic relativism. :

This dogmatism arises because the failure to make man dialectical is
complemented by an equal failure to make reality dialectical. Hence
relativism moves within an essentially static world . . . For it is one thing
to relativise the truth about an individual or a species in an ultimately
static world. And it is quite another matter when the concrete, historical
Sfunction and meaning of the various “truths” is revealed within a unique,
concretised historical process. Only in the former case can we accurately
speak of relativism. But in that case it inevitably becomes dogmatic. For it
is only meaningful to speak of relativism where an “absolute” is in some
sense assumed.26

Ethics and Dialectics

A major difference between Lukdics and the other two Marxist
thinkers we have examined is that he refuses to look to the natural
sciences as a model for how we acquire knowledge. Instead, Lukdcs
looks to Hegel and the dialectical method. Lukacs provides a refreshing
break from the foundationalist view of science obsessed with finding
eternal truths, hard “facts,” or mechanical cause-effect necessity.

Yet despite Lukdcs® critical disposition toward traditional founda-
tionalist views of science, he still does not hold a radical historicist view
of science. Instead, he replaces the traditional foundationalist views
with a new nontraditional foundationalist view of science. That is, he
still remains preoccupied with being philosophically assured that neces-
sity can be discerned and objectivity philosophically procured. He is
just concerned with a different kind of necessity (dialectical necessity)
and a different way of establishing objectivity (on ontological grounds).

Lukics embarks on an ontological quest for objectivity by trying to
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discover the “dialectics” inherent in the nature of historical and social
reality. This quest produces, as we have scen, a powerful critique of
traditional foundationalist views of science and ethics; but it also posits
a new foundation: dialectics in history. And as we saw, Lukacs’ “catego-
ries of dialectics” unite is and ought, real and ideal, true and good.
These “categories” are embodied—to be a bit rhetorical here—in the
historical Logos, the privileged historical agent responsible for further-
ing the march of freedom in history: the class-conscious proletariat.

Lukéics’ nontraditional foundationalist view of science is best ex-
emplified in his gallant struggle to show why the class-conscious pro-
letariat can perceive the truth in capitalist society and why the
bourgeoisie cannot, why this proletariat can grasp “those immanent
meanings that necessarily inhere in the objects of bourgeois society,”?”
and the bourgeoisie cannot. In short, his view of science is best illus-
trated by his understanding of the notion of truth.

For Lukécs, the basic reason why the class conscious proletariat can
perceive the truth in capitalist society and the bourgeoisie cannot is
because of the “differences between the social existence of the two
classes.”?® But the complexity of his argument is found in his assess-
ment of what these differences are and what supports them. Let us
begin with the following passage.

Of course, the knowledge yielded by the standpoint of the proletariat
stands on a higher scientific plane objectively; it does after all apply a
method that makes possible the solution of problems which the greatest
thinkers of the bourgeois era have vainly struggled to find and in its
substance, it provides the adequate historical analysis of capitalism which
must remain beyond the grasp of bourgeois thinkers . . .

But also, it appears that every method is necessarily implicated in the
existence of the relevant class. For the bourgeoisie, method arises directly
from its social existence and this means that mere immediacy adheres to its
thought, constituting its outermost bartier, one that can not be crossed.
In contrast to this the proletariat is confronted by the need to break
through this barrier, to overcome it inwardly from the very start: by
adopting its own point of view.2%

In this passage, Lukdcs makes it clear that the proletariat has access to
a knowledge of capitalist society which the bourgeoisie cannot attain.
We saw earlier how Marxist dialectics supports the proletarian view-
point and yields this knowledge. But what is Lukdcs® philosophic
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justification for his claim that the proletariat can achieve objectivity and
validity and grasp truth through its point of view while the bourgeoisie
cannot? I shall try to show that Lukdcs’ justification takes the form of a
highly complex, slightly convoluted sociology of knowledge under-
grided by Marxist dialectics. It is an ontological justification in that it
rests upon certain claims about the fundamental nature and logical
development of historical and social reality.

For Lukdcs, the proletariat has access to a knowledge of capitalist
society which the bourgeoisie does not have because this society “em-
ploys the motor of class interests to keep the bourgeoisie imprisoned
within this immediacy while forcing the proletariat to go beyond it.”30
The “immediacy” referred to in the passage is illusion; it is the surface
or phenomenal appearance which conceals a noumenal reality.

The bourgeois viewpoint “is held fast in the mire of immediacy from
which the proletariat is able to extricate itself>3! because it is unable to
perceive “the dialectical structure of the historical process in daily
life.”32 That is, the bourgeois viewpoint refuses to see objects in cap-
italist society as the results of productive activity of subjects, and things
as the products of mediated activity in social relations between people.
The individualistic, atomic, specialized viewpoint of the bourgeoisie
forces it to perceive

the subject and object of the historical process and of social reality in a
double form: in terms of his consciousness the single individual is a
perceiving subject confronting the overwhelming objective necessities
imposed -by society of which only minute fragments can be compre-
hended. But in reality it is precisely the conscious activity of the individual
that is to be found on the object-side of the process, while the subject (the
class) cannot be awakened into consciousness and this activity must always
remain beyond the consciousness of the—apparent—subject, the individ-
ual.33

The bourgeois viewpoint is forced to see “the subject and object of the
social process. . . in a rigidly twofold form, each external to the
other.”®* It does not see any interaction between them. Therefore it
ignores the activity which mediates between them. In this way, the
bourgeois viewpoint precludes the possibility of stressing process and
the development of the subject and object; it stultifies and ossifies the
relation between subject and object, hence distorting the reality of
capitalist society.
The opposite, Lukdcs claims, holds for the proletariat’s viewpoint.
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For the proletariat social reality does not exist in this double form. It
appears in the first instance as the pure object of societal events. In every
aspect of daily life in which the individual worker imagines himself to be
the subject of his own life he finds this to be an illusion that is destroyed by
the immediacy of his existence.35

The existence of the worker is so objectified and reified that he or she
cannot help but see him/herself as a saleable object, a commodity. There
is no double vision here, only the realization that the worker is “no
more than a cipher reduced to an abstract quantity, a mechanical and
rationalised tool.”3® The worker exemplifies the most extreme reified
character of capitalist society, a mere element of the movement of
commodities and an impotent observer of it. The capitalist also experi-
ences this split, but perceives it differently.

But for his consciousness it necessarily appears as an activity (albeit this
activity is objectively an illusion), in which effects emanate from himself.
This illusion blinds him to the true state of affairs, whereas the worker,
who is denied the scope of such illusory activity, perceives the split in his
being preserved in the brutal form of what is in its whole tendency a
slavery without limits. He is therefore forced into becoming the object of
the process by which he is turned into a commodity and reduced to a mere
quantity.

But this very fact forces him to surpass the immediacy of his condition.
For as Marx says, “Time is the place of human development.” The quan-
titative differences in exploitation which appear to the capitalist in the
form of quantitative determinants of the objects of his calculation, must
appear to the worker as the decisive, qualitative categories of his whole
physical, mental and moral existence.3”

This long passage is crucial in that it contains the central formulation
Lukdcs employs in order to distinguish the proletariat’s viewpoint from
the bourgeois viewpoint: the ability and capacity to move from quan-
tity to quality, from objectification or reification to self-consciousness.
As with Hegel’s Weltgeist, this move is not only an augmentation of the
self-consciousness of a particular historical agent; it also is a perception
of what the object really is, a penetration into the essence of the object.
Lukics notes,

The transformation of quantity into quality is not only a particular aspect
of the dialectical process of development, as Hegel represents it in his
philosophy of nature and, following him, Engels in the Anti-Diibring. But
going beyond that, as we have just shown with the aid of Hegel’s Logre, it
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means the emergence of the truly objective form of existence and the
destruction of those confusing categories of reflection which had de-
formed true objectivity. . .38

So the proletariat’s viewpoint is objective and true, while the bourgeois

viewpoint is not because the social existence of the latter precludes a |

move from quantity to quality, from being objectified to achieving self-
consciousness, from false perceptions to true perceptions.

For the social existence of the proletariat is far more powerfully affected
by the dialectical character of the historical process in which the mediated
character of every factor receives the imprint of truth and authentic
objectivity. . .39

At this point Lukacs seems to uphold two contradictory claims: that
all knowledge about historical and social reality has an ideological

character, and that a certain knowledge, i.¢., Marxist theory of capitalist’

society, is objective and true. Of course, much depends on what he
understands “objectivity” and “truth” to mean. And he is a bit ambigu-
ous about their meanings. He wavers between a crude radical historicist
understanding of them and a moderate historicist (or soft objectivist)
understanding of them. The former is illustrated by the following
passage:

In the period of the “pre-history of human soceity” and of the struggles
between classes the only possible function of truth is to establish the
various possible attitudes to an essentially uncomprehended world in
accordance with man’s needs in the struggle to master his environment.
Truth could only achieve an “objectivity” relative to the standpoint of the
individual classes and the objective realities corresponding to it.40

The moderate historicist understanding of “objectivity” and “truth”
he adopts takes seriously social location in the productive process as a
starting point for the epistemological perceptions of classes, but then it
goes on to appeal to a notion of “relevance to reality” which allows one
to adjudicate between rival class perceptions. The criterion of truth
here is relevance to a dialectical, dynamic reality. In a revealing passage
he states,

The solution proposed by Marx in his Theses on Feuerbach is to trans-
form philosophy into praxis. But, as we have seen, this praxis has its
objective and structural preconditions and complement in the view that
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reality is a “complex of processes.” That is to say, in the view that the
movements of history represent the true reality; not indeed a transcenden-
tal one, but at all events a higher one than that of the rigid, reified facts of
the empirical world, from which they arise. For the reflection theory this
means that thought and consciousness are oriented towards reality but, at
the same time, the criterion of truth is provided by relevance to reality.
This reality is by no means identical with empirical existence. This reality
is not, it becomes.4!

The chief problem with Lukdcs’ view here is that, despite his acute
observations about the circular character of the relation of theory to
reality, he still clings to the realist, objectivist dream—that of appealing
to a reality (in his case, a dialectical reality) which allows us to adjudi-
cate between competing theories about reality. He makes this mistake
when he writes:

It is true that reality is the criterion for the correctness of thought. But
reality is not, it becomes—and to become the participation of thought is
needed.42 :

And it becomes quite apparent what problematic he believes he has
overcome—and the metaphilosophical vision to which he adheres—
when he adds,

We see here the fulfilment of the programme of classical philosophy: the
principle of genesis means in fact that dogmatism is overcome (above all
in its most important historical incarnation: the Platonic theory of reflec-
tion).43

Lukdcs cannot adopt a radical historicist view or an anti-founda-
tionalist view in epistemology and science because he remains jcigd toa
conception of philosophy which promotes the quest for objectivity and
search for foundations. His Hegelian perspective, which often sounds
like a radical historicist view, calls into question traditional founda-
tionalist views, but it ultimately yields a nontraditional foundationalist
view: a view which adopts an anti-Platonic ontology, an ontology of
becoming. This ontology consists of the inherent dialectical nature of
social reality and the logical development of history discernible by
Marxist dialectics.

What Lukics does not realize, as does the radical historicist, is that
the philosophic quest for objectivity and search for foundations—be it
based on an ontology of being or becoming—is ultimately Platonic.
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That is, the very notion of an “ontology” itself 1s a Platonic remnant
whose justification requires philosophic (i.e., objectivism/relativism,
necessity/contingency, etc.) moves similar to those of Plato. In other
words, any philosophic inquiry into the fundamental nature or logical
development of an x is an heir to Plato, an homage to the quest for
objectivity. Such inquiries are precisely what is called into question by
the radical historicist. Any form of philosophic essentialism is an anath-
ema to radical historicism.

There is nothing wrong with Lukdcs arguing for the acceptance of
Marxist dialectics with its ontology, i.e., claims about what is under-a-
Marxist-description; but it is unacceptable, to the radical historicist, to
argue for Marxist dialectics (and the proletariat’s viewpoint) because of
its ontology, i.e., claims about what really is. “Reality” (be it conceived
as dynamic or static) cannot serve as a last court of appeal for the choice
between theories about reality; rather, it is always part of such theories
people must choose in order to solve problems, insure survival, over-
come unpleasant circumstances, etc. Of the three Marxist thinkers we
have examined, Lukécs seems to see this most clearly, but his preoc-
cupation with “fulfilling the programme of classical philosophy” lands
him right back into the trap of foundationalism, despite the radical
historicist moves he often seems to make.

o7 o
Conclusion.:
Marx vs. the Marxist Philosophers

The major difference between Marx and the Marxist philosophers
regarding approaches to ethics is that Marx is not bothered by charges
of moral relativism, whereas the philosophers are bothered by such
charges. Marx views charges of moral relativism as defensive reflexes of
those captive to the vision of philosophy as the quest for certainty, the
search for foundations. And, of course, Marx’s radical historicist view-
point calls this vision of philosophy into question. Engels, Kautsky, and
Lukdcs—each in his own way—take the charges of moral relativism
seriously and therefore attempt to put forward philosophic foundations
for the objectivity of socialist norms. How does one account for this
major philosophic difference between Marx and the Marxist phi-
losophers regarding approaches to ethics?

Despite their radical historicist Marxist heritage, as I have pointed
out, Engels, Kautsky, and Lukdcs adopt a moderate historicist view-
point. They fail to put forward a radical historicist perspective pri-
marily because they remain captive to the vision of philosophy as the
quest for certainty, the search for foundations, because they retain
foundationalist conceptions of epistemology and science that rest upon
linking the foundations of knowledge to varying notions of philosophic
necessity. For Engels, philosophic necessity is based on the dialectical
laws of thought, nature, and history; for Kautsky, philosophic necessity
is based on undeniable facts; and for Lukécs, philosophic necessity is
based on the dialectical nature of historical and social reality. Lukdcs
fundamentally differs from Engels and Kautsky in that he refuses to
employ the methods of the natural sciences as the model for how we
acquire knowledge. Yet his use of the dialectical method for acquiring
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knowledge of history and society presupposes -the German idealist
distinction between the Narurwissenschaften and Geisteswissenschaften
which itself presupposes a foundationalist conception of epistemology
and science.

In contrast to the Marxist philosophers, Marx discards any notion of
philosophic necessity after he adopts the radical historicist viewpoint.
Of course, he continues to talk about necessity (or, better yet, inev-
itability) in his later works, but his necessity is no longer, philosophic
necessity (which serves as the basis for valid knowledge claims or true
representations of reality), but rather historical necessity, always sub-
sumed under his theoretic formulations or within his value-laden de-
scription of historical reality and its projected tendencies. As I have
tried to show, Marx’s discarding of any notion of philosophic necessity
is a highly conscious and intentional act owing to a metaphilosophical

move he believes he is forced to make if he takes seriously historical

consciousness and the conventional status of dynamic social practices
and human activities. This metaphilosophical move consists of rejecting
the vision of philosophy as the quest for certainty and the search for
foundations and hence dispelling the gravity of charges of relativism.
The basic difference between Marx and Engels, Kautsky, and Lukdcs is
that the latter three never make this metaphilosophical move.

The central question now arises why Engels, Kautsky, and Lukdcs
never see this move made by Marx, or if they see the move, why they fail
to put forward criticisms of it? I think it is clear that Engels, Kautsky,
and Lukdcs understood themselves to be emulating Marx; therefore
they believe they are making moves similar to Marx’s. But if this is so,
why then do they not make Marx’s crucial metaphilosophical move?

In the cases of Engels and Kautsky, I believe the answer to this
question is a simple onc.&l;ngels and Kautsky were amateur phi-
losophers in the sense that meither had the time to think deeply about
the Western philosophical tradition nor the talent to seriously grapple
with the assumptions and presuppositions of the dominant vision of
philosophy in the West. Therefore their humble attempts to relate
Marx’s thought to this tradition result in their viewing Marx’s thought
as critical of this tradition yet ultimately assimilated into it. They see
Marx as critical of past attempts to arrive at philosophic foundations or
grounds for knowledge claims (or ethical norms) and as putting for-
ward a new historicist viewpoint which arrives at new philosophic
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foundations or grounds; they do not realize that Marx is calling into
question the idea of any search for philosophic foundations or grounds.

The case of Lukdcs is a bit more complex. Lukdcs is a sophisticated
thinker and serious philosopher who understands quite well the philo-
sophical tradition in the West. In fact,chis critique of mechanical
Marxism and its understanding of philosoghic necessity is precisely his
rejection of amateur Marxist philosophers (like Engels and Kautsky)
who uncritically look to the natural sciences as a model for how we
acquire knowledge about history and society/.)n short, his critique is a
general rejection of the capitulation of mainstream nineteenth-century
European philosophy to a positivist conception of epistemology and
science. His attempt to link Marx’s thought to Hegelianism is an
attempt to unwed Marx’s thought from any positivist conception of
epistemology and science. In fact, by linking Marx’s thought to
Hegelianism, Lukdcs wants to make Marx part and parcel of the grand
Hegelian revolution in philosophy which called question any positivist
search for philosophic foundations. Lukdcs believes Marx made a cru-
cial metaphilosophical move and Lukécs understands this move to be a
Hegelian one. Therefore, like Engels and Kautsky, though in a more
interesting and sophisticated way, Lukics sees Marx as critical of a
particular, i.e., positivist, search for philosophic foundations and as
putting forward a new historicist viewpoint—namely, a Hegelian
one—which arrives at philosophic foundations.

The crucial role in Marx’s philosophic development, as our explica-
tion has shown, was played by Hegel, not by positivism. Therefore, it is
not surprising that Lukdcs’ Hegelian reading of Marx’s thought more
closely resembles Marx’s viewpoint than the interpretations of Engels
and Kautsky. Yet it is important to note that the evolution of Marx’s
philosophical development is never highlighted or accented by cither
Engels, Kautsky, or Lukics. Indeed many of the texts, e.g., Philosophic
and Economic Manuscripts, necessary for any reconstruction of Marx’s
philosophical development were not available (or had not been dis-
covered). The inability—as well as the refusal—to take seriously Marx’s
philosophical development and hence his ultimate disposition toward
the vision of philosophy as the scarch for foundations results, for
Engels, Kautsky, and Lukdcs, in the misreading of Marx’s meta-
philosophical move of calling into question any philosophic search for
foundations.
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They ultimately view the move as 2 rejection of one particular kind of
philosophic search and an embarkation on another search—more his-
toricist yet still philosophic. It is this misreading of Marx’s meta-
philosophical move which separates Marx from the Marxist
philosophers, his radical historicist viewpoint from their moderate
historicist perspectives, and ultimately his rejection of philosophic aims
from their attempts to fulfill philosophic aims. The failure of the
Marxist philosophers is that they ultimately remain philosophers,
whereas Marx’s radical historicist metaphilosophical vision ¢nables him
to stop doing philosophy and to begin to describe, explain, and ul-
timately change the world.
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