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Part One



Marxism as a Sociology

THE OBJECT or ‘CAPITAL’

We may start by turning to the preface written for the first edition of
Capital. Two important circumstances stand out straight away, the first of
which is as follows. Unlike all the economists who had discussed society
‘in general‘ before him, Marx is concerned with one society only, modern
capitalist society. He claims to have examined the laws of development of
this society and none other. In other words, Capital is not a study of
society as such, that is of the abstraction society ‘in general’, but a study
of this particular society. Which means that the analysis concerns not an
idea (an ideal object) but a materially determined or real object. This is the
first point of departure. Since this first point is already thought-provoking
it is worth pausing to consider it more closely.

In the first place, who are those reduced to discussing society in
general? The answer can be given: those who regard the factor of ‘con
sciousness’ as the specific element of human society and history, and
accordingly hold that societies should be investigated exclusively at the
level of ideological social relations. For in this perspective the juridical and
political forms of such societies (ideological forms in general) must in
escapably appear, remarked Lenin, as ‘originating in this or that idea of
humanity‘ and hence as mere products or moments of thought. It follows
that analysis cannot engage with a real object, but only with an ideal
objectivity. The relation between the theory and its object contracts, due
to the ideal character of the latter, into a mere relation of idea to idu, an
intemal monologue within thought itself. The object of analysis thus slips
through our fingers; it is, as Lenin pointed out, impossible for us to
undertake any study of the facts, of social processes, precisely because we
are no longer confronting a society, a real object, but only the idea of
society, society in general. This is the hypostasis which reaches its high
point in bourgeois sociology. The sociologists talk of society ‘in general’,
they argue with Spencer about ‘the nature of society in general, about
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the aim and essence of society’, i.e. about how society should be organized
to satisfy this or that ‘requirement’ of ‘human nature’; they cannot see,
Lenin wrote, that ‘such theories are useless because of the very fact that
they exist, they are useless because of their basic methods, because of their
solid unrelieved metaphysics’. Indeed, the most obvious sign of meta
physics, from which every science originated but-always by contrast, is
precisely this: so long as men did not know how to approach the study of
the facts, they invented a priori general theories which always remained
sterile. In other words, they substituted or superimposed a generic or ideal
object for the real object to be explained. In short, metaphysics never
produces an effective analysis since for it, strictly speaking, facts no longer
exist; or, more precisely, because in the place of concrete historical
phenomena it has interpolated the idea; in the place of a concrete, deter
minate society it has substituted society ‘in general’?

Lenin makes this point most acutely:

The metaphysician-chemist, still unable to make a factual investigation of
chemical processes, concocts a theory about chemical allinity as a force. The
metaphysician-biologist talks about the nature of life and the vital force. The
metaphysician-psychologist argues about the nature of the soul. Here it is the
method itself that is absurd. You cannot argue about the soul without having
explained psychical processes in particular: here progress must consist precisely

1 Lenin, ‘What the “Friends of the People" Are‘, Collected Works, Vol. I, pp. 136-45.
The quotations which follow are also taken from the first part of this work. The hypo
stasis or substitution of ‘ideas’ for ‘facts’ discussed here is a critique which goes well
beyond positivist sociology of the Spencerian type, contrary to what some might believe.
On this question, cf. the following interesting admission of Alfred Weber, from Weren
uud Aujfubc dcr So.-Jologie. In considering the general characteristics of sociology after
Man, he observes how at this point a ‘rupture’ occurred. ‘Major forces goveming his
torical development’ such as capitalism, modern science, etc., disappeared from the
scope of analysis. Instead, there emerged ‘a myriad of sociologieu, which, however
diverse they may be, for the most part no longer pose for themselves the task ofproviding
an analysis — an analysis of the present - as a particular historical epoch. . . . On the con
trary, these sociologies, in their rrmtrnent of “society" substitute for a historical reality

“coneept" or, more precisely, I concept applicable only to the everyday situation as
they reprsent it.‘ (Eiufrilnruug in die Sozialogie van A. Weber in Verbindung mit
Herbert von Borch, Nicolaus Sombart, Hanno Kcsting, Graelin Leonore Lichnowsky,
Heinz Markmann, Got: Roth, Erwin Faul, Hans-Joachim Amdt, Heinz Hund; Munich
I955. pp- 13-14.)

For a clear testimony to the spiritualist and irntionalist orientations of modern
Komrrllariarum.-Jologi: and of ‘subiectivism in sociology‘ in general, we the above quoted
Einfrilnwrg and especially the essays in it by Alfred Weber; Want and Aufgabe do
Soualogic, Geinigt Eivwrdnurg dc-r Saaiologie, Allgnneine Probkw.
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in abandoning general theories and philosophical discourses about the nature of
the soul, and in being able to put the study of the facts about particular psychical
processes on a scientific footing.

Progress, then, consists in restoring and re-establishing these ‘facts’,
these real processes, eluded and transcended by metaphysics, and opposing
the hypostasis that conceal them. Their objective existence is, in short,
the indispensable premiss for any kind of scientific enquiry.

However, if an analysis of society limited to the ideological level neces
sarily involves eluding the real object and hence the contraction of the
analysis into an a priori mode of reasoning, it clearly follows, at least
hypothetically, that the sole way of guaranteeing the possibility of a
scientific analysis can only be that of investigating society at its material
level, i.e. at the level of the real basis which specifies it and prevents its
dissolution into an idea. Which means, in turn (since only this object is
material and not the object in general, only this process, not the process in
general) that Marx, in order to study the determinate object ‘society’, had
inevitably to study precisely this society. The first circumstance emerging
from the preface of Capital seems, therefore, to be more or less clarified.

However, there is also the other side of the coin. If limiting the study of
society to the ideological level implies the contraction of the analysis into
an a priori and metaphysical discourse, can we conclude that for a scien
tific approach it suffices to concentrate exclusively on the material level?
And indeed, is it sufiicient to say that an object is material because it can
be said to be determinate, and thus to be this object?

To start with, we can state that everything is material, any thing exists,
not excluding even the most hopelessly spiritualist philosophies. The
‘spirit’ is not the ‘letter’, but these philosophies are determinate philo
logical entities none the less. They are (exist) insofar as they are expressed;
in other words, as Marx wrote, insofar as ‘the element of the vital mani
festation of thought, language, is of a sensory nature’. To say, therefore,
that an object is material is still to say nothing. Materiality as such does
not specify, it is rather a generic attribute, a property common to all
things. Indeed, however strange it may seem, and at the risk of provoking
protest from some over-zealous ‘materialist’, it should be said loud and
clear that matter as such is itself only an idea, a mere flatus vocis. In one of
the most brilliant passages in the Dialectic: of Nature, where Engels,
arguing as a consistent materialist, provides arguments (even though in
voluntarily) for rejecting all the idealist generalizations to which he himself
resorts quite frequently in other parts of this same work; and where, for
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instance, he puts us in a position to understand that it is meaningless to
speak (as he himself does elsewhere) of ‘motion in the most general sense,
conceived as the mode of existence, the inherent attribute of matter’,
V_VVl‘ll‘(_:lft ‘,compr_eher_tds all changes and processes occurring in the universe,
’ from mere chariges of place right to thinking’; and that therefore it is also
meaningless to speak of a law of this motion in general, of any ‘general
law of development o'l"h"at"ui'e, society‘,"'and thought’; in one of these
passages he’ writes:' ” i l H K W

' Matter as such is a pure creation of thought and an abstraction. We leave out
of account the qualitative differences of things in lumping them together as cor
poreally existing things under the concept matter. Hence matter as such, as
distinct from definite existing pieces of matter, is not anything sensuously
existing.

Elsewhere he writes:

. . . matter as such and motion as such have not yet been seen or otherwise
experienced by anyone, but only the various, actually existing material things
and forms of motion. Matter is nothing but the totality of material things from
which this concept is abstracted, and motion as such nothing but the totality of
all sensuously perceptible forms of motion; words like matter and motion are
nothing but abbreviation; in which we comprehend many dilTerent sensuously
perceptible things according to their common properties. Hence matter and
motion can be ltnown in no other way than by investigation of the separate
material things and forms of motion.‘

Thus in conclusion, while it is impossible to specify without matter, or
such and of itself matter itself awaits its specification. This in turn implies
that the same transformation of a determinate society into society ‘in
general’ must occur whether we examine the ideological level to the ex
clusion of (without) material relations of production, or, conversely, if we
consider only material production, excluding ideological relations. In
deed, in the latter case, to what is ‘production’ reduced when one abstracts
from the element which makes tha_t_material production simultaneously a

, production of idea: and hence {production of human relations (for which
' however, precisely, thought, language, and communication exist)? This
' could only reduce it to a relation between imlivialual man and nature (the

notorious bourgeois Robinsonades), that is to a preroria_l or asocial fact.
The result, in other words (remembering that here society precisely is the
object of our study), is to remove ‘production’ from the field of enquiry

' Engels, Dialeniu of Nalure, Mount, 1966, pp. :55, 235-6.
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altogether, evading the very object in question. In the first case we have
considered, society was eluded by transcending it. In the second, it is also
eluded, insofar as it is never even touched, insofar as the social ‘level’ is
simply not attained. With ideological relations alone, society dissolved
into the Spirit or Ideal; now, with the material level alone, it dispersed
into the great framework of Nature.

As The German Ideology already had it:

In the whole conception of history up to the present, this real basis of history
(i.e. production) has either been totally neglected or else considered as a minor
matter, quite irrelevant to the course of history. History must, therefore, always
be written according to an extraneous standard; the real production of life appears
to be beyond history (i.e. pre-social), while the truly historical appears as something
e.rtra- and superterrestrial. With this the relation between man and nature is
excluded from history and the antithesis of nature and history, of nature and the
spirit, is created.“

If we isolate, that is abstract, either the ideological alone or the material
alone, the result as we can see is a dualistic separation between production
as production of things on the one hand and production as production of
human relations on the other. Or else a division of production and dis
tribution‘ (the latter understood here above all as the distribution of
human labour-power in the various branches and sectors of production).
Or else a division between production and society. Or, Finally, the separa
tion of a relation (assumed to be) purely material or natural on the one
hand, and a relation (assumed to be) exclusively human or better still
exclusively spiritual on the other. In other words the relationship of man
to nature is thereby excluded from relations between man and man; and
in man, so to speak, mind and body are divided, considering only as a body
the worker, the man who is in a relationship to nature (and hence the
entire productive process as a process regulated by ‘natural’, eternal
laws), and inversely, only as mind, only as consciousness, the man who
is in relation with other men (and hence the entire historical process as an
exclusively spiritual or ideal process).

Clearly, we cannot have a concrete society without taking both together:
production and distribution; relations of production and social relations;
economic structure and the ideological-political level; structure and
superstructure. This in turn, however, is only possible on one condition:

' Marx and Engels, The German Ideology, London, I965, p. 51.
‘ For analysis of this relation, cf. Marx, ‘1857 Introduction‘ to A Contribution to the

Critique of Political Economy, London, l97l, the whole of the second section.



8

that we reach reality, that we break with the method of generic or in
determinate abstraction from which, as we have seen, arises the double
abstraction of Monsieur l'Esprit and Madame la Matiére. Hence the need
for a new method, a new type of abstraction. More precisely, on the one
hand the need for an approach which can encompass the differences pre
sented by one object or species with respect to all the others — for example
bourgeois society as against feudal society — and which does not, there
fore, arrive at the generic, idealist notion of society ‘in general’, but rather
hangs on to this determinate society, the particular object in question.
(The need for a method which does not give us abstractions, but facts.)
On the other hand, however, the individual fact, in its unique, absolute
singularity, is as generic as the abstract genus. Hence the need for a non
empiricist method which is also — as well as fact — abstraction, and does
not preclude the specific identity, the species, and hence that typicality by
which each object is what it is precisely because it is an expression of its
‘class’. On one side, therefore, the need for observation-induction; in this
respect an object or process is inconceivable if it is not this particular
process, this particular nature. Yet on the other side, the need for hypoth
esis-deduction, i.e. a particular process or phenomenon is inconceivable
for us if it is not itself a model or typical phenomenon. For us, ‘this’
determinate natural event is impossible unless it is not simultaneously a
natural law, and hence simultaneously individual and repeatable.

The same applies when we turn to the example quoted above. Neither
abstraction from the differences between bourgeois society and other
social regimes; nor abstraction, in examining a particular case such as
nineteenth- and twenticth—century Britain, from what is the specific or
essential aspect of this case — namely, its capitalist organization. The need,
in sum, for the method of determinate, specific or scientific abstraction;
i.e. the need for a method which (forgive the paradox) is no longer not
exclusively a method — at least in the traditional, fonnalist sense in which
thought and logic are still assumed to be self-enclosed, autonomous
wheres. In the latter case, we can discern the classic alternative: on the
one hand of those who believe that discourse on method need not in itself

be a mode of implicating reality (Kant and the Neocritical School); on the
other, of those who resolve discourse on reality into discourse on logic
(Hegel and Company)‘ For Marx, on the contrary, the discourse on

‘method implies also a particular assumption of reality; but without ever

' hi my WC". lhe whole debate some ynr: ago between the partisan: of Marxism as a
‘rnc.-thud‘ and Mannm u I ‘world-view‘ was still framed by these alternnives.
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resolving reality into itself or negating it. For Marx, in fact, the theoretical
requirements we have elaborated are fulfilled. A parte ohjecti, the neces
sity of grasping both production and distribution, the economy and politics,
since only thus is the object determinate and ‘society’ this society. A parte
subjecti, the necessity that ‘this’ society nevertheless be a specific general
ization, a type or ‘model’ — i.e. not Britain, but the capitalist socio-economic
formation (or, better still, Britain only insofar as it is the ‘classical’ example
of one phase of capitalist development). In this case, it is clear how a
particular methodological assumption implies a particular structuration
of the object, and vice versa. Hence Marx‘s method can never be divorced
from the particular objective patterns which are reflected in it (still less,
therefore, from materialism). Nor can any serious Marxist substitute or
integrate these objective material patterns with ‘objects’, as offered him
by the procedures of other methodologies.

Here (finally) we encounter the second circumstance which should
emerge just by reading the preface to Capital. Marx indeed studies this
society hic et nunc; but this society is ‘modern’ society, the capitalist
mode of production and exchange, not Britain, France, etc., as such.

The physicist either observes physical phenomena where they occur in their
most typical form and most free from disturbing influence, or, wherever possible,
he makes experiments under conditions that assure the occurrence of the pheno
menon in its normality. 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, their classic ground is England. That is the reason
why England is used as the chief illustration in the development of my theoretical
ideas. If, however, the German reader shrugs his shoulders at the conditions of
the English industrial and agricultural labourers, or in optimist fashion com
forts himself with the thought that in Germany things are not nearly so bad; I
must plainly tell him, De tefabula narratur!

England does indeed enter the analysis, but, as Marx says, for a par
ticular reason: only because, and insofar as, within it, at a certain historical
moment, an objective situation was produced such as to realize the ‘model’
conditions indispensable for a scientific analysis. The subject of Marx's
enquiry is not, in fact, England as such, but the.dcveIopment of the capital
ist mode of production, which, in a particular phase, found in that country
the conditions and theatre for its dynamic and parabola to unfold in a
‘classic’ or ‘typical’ form.‘ ‘lntrinsically’, Marx immediately goes on, ‘it is

' cf. G. Pietnnen, ‘La Struttura Logic: del “Capitale"', in Societd, August 1956. We
note this study in particular here for the importam consideration: it offers on the
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not a question of the higher or lower degree of development (in different
countries) of the social antagonisms that result from the natural laws of
capitalist production. It is a question of these laws themselves. . . . The
country that is more developed industrially only shows, to the less
developed, the image of its own future.’

On one side, then, Capital is not a study of ‘society’ but of this society;
not an abstraction, but rather a real process (a natural process), not an
Objelet but a Gegenstaml. On the other side, however, ‘this’ society is ‘the
typical, generalized form of all existing capitalist societies’ (Dobb), that is,
it is an abstraction reached by ‘distinguishing, to use an example, the
differences between each capitalist country from what is common to them
all’ (Lenin). On one side we have a natural phenomenon; on the other, this
nature is a law of nature. On the one hand, this society hic et nunc; but on
other, this hit et nunc is a socio-economic formation.

THE UNITY OF ECONOMICS AND SOCIOLOGY

The term ‘socio-economic formation’ is a vivid linguistic expression of
the fact that the object of Capital has the character of a ‘whole’, and this is
so, as we have seen, because of the impossibility of any dualistic separation
between the material and ideological levels, or because the object only
really becomes an object and hence something determinate through the
contribution of both of these its two modalities. It is, therefore, a tatum,
i.e. something including in its scope both social being and social conscious
ness, or rather both conditions a parte objecti and conditions a parte subjecti.

But this in tum raises the question of how subject and object are
combined within this whole. One mode of combination is clearly as
follows: the subject is part of the object, a moment within the object, and
hence is itself objective. Both subject and object are part of an objective
object-subject process. The superstructure is itself an aspect and articu
lation of the structure; consciousness is itself a mode of being; the know
ledge of life is itself a mode and manifestation of life. From this stand
point, art, philosophy or science are realities, social institutions, i.e.
exprxions or articulations of society. Criticism of them, reflection on
them, is already an investigation of society, i.e. a sociology. In Marx's

historical character even of Man‘: assumption of an ‘equal organic composition of
apital in In branches of production‘ — which is, of course, the condition for the validity
of the labour theory of value, but which is tall often considered (even at times by Dobb)
u an abstraction of the Riardian type.
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early work, for example, we find that in studying Hegel, and in particular
(not by chance) his Philosophy of Right, Marx was studying not only the
bourgeois theory of the state but the bourgeois state itself. Similarly, in
the 1844 Manuscripts, in Smith, Ricardo or Say, he was studying not only
bourgeois economic theory but (if only as a first attempt) also the objec
tive relations between capital and ground rent on the one hand and wage
labour on the other.

Granted this, it is, however, equally true that the superstructural or
ideological level, though it may be part of the structure and of social
being, nonetheless is so as consciousness or ideology; i.e. it has a specific
role vis-o—vis other parts of tne structure. A work of art or science, such
as Balzac‘s Comédie Humoine, is not the French railway system; Indeed,
precisely and solely because of this is it part of society: because through it
society realizes one of its functions that could not be otherwise realized
(for example, by producing bolts). Hence what makes it a part is precisely
what distinguishes it from the totum to which it belongs. The distinguish
ing feature of consciousness is, as we know, that while it is part of social
being and is therefore internal to life, at the same time it reflects on the
latter and embraces it mentally within itself. While it embraces society
within itself it is also part of society, i.e. it is only one of its functions and

~ has the others outside itself Marx wrote: "Thought and being are united, it
his true, but are also distinct from one another." Consciousness does indeed

belong to being, to social practice; theory is itself life, practice; there is a
"unity and inter-relationship of the two. However, consciousness belongs
to life insofar as it is one of its parts. Theory is practice insofar as it is
one aspect or moment of practice: i.e. insofar as it is reincorporated
within the latter as one of its specific functions — and hence insofar as it
does not absorb practice within itself, but is instead surrounded by it,
and has it outside itself. Similarly, production, in one sense, is distribu
tion, exchange and consumption; but the latter are nonetheless only
moments of the former and presuppose production as their antecedent.
Once understood correctly, therefore, it is precisely the unity of being
and consciousness, their inter-relation, which implies the fundamental
character or priority of being over thought, i.e. materialism.’

" For the relationship production-distribution-consumption, see again: Marx, ‘Intro
duction’ to A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy, op. cit., second para.
graph. Hans Kelscn claims to have identified a ‘contradiction’ in the Marxist conception
of law in that it is understood both an 1 social relation, or rulity, and a form of conscious
ness or reflection upon this social relation. But this is manly I result of his own failure

. __- ....._r
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However, if this is correct, then two consequences clearly follow. The
first concerns method: since the superstructure reflects the structure and
is part of it, the content of theoretical generalization can only be verified
as a determination or aspect of the object of analysis. Secondly, as a
structural consequence, if the structure always includes both ‘structure
and superstructure’ and ‘society’ is always an objective object-subject
process, the objective terms of analysis must also themselves be seen as
active, as objects capable of referring theoretically to one another, and
hence as objects susceptible to description in purely physical terms on the
one hand and also social agents on the other. The process is a natural one,
but this nature is xocio-historical.

In other words, the analysis of the structure, of the real basis of capital
ism, does indeed constitute the skeleton of Capital. However, as Lenin
pointed out: ‘The whole point is that Marx did not content himself with
this skeleton, that he did not confine himself to “economic theory” in the
usual sense of the term, that, while explaining the structure and develop
ment of a given social formation exclurively through productive relations
he nevertheless everywhere and incessantly scrutinized the superstructure
corresponding to these productive relations and clothed the skeleton in
flesh and blood’; that is, his analysis encompassed both economics and
history, economics and sociology.

Obviously Marx did not attain this result by a mere work of juxta
position. He did not start with a purely economic analysis and then fill the
data of this analysis out with historiml and political elements. He did not
work with two criteria, but with categories which represented from the
outset, in their most intimate structure, at once factors (objects, con
ditions) of production and socio-historical agents. His categories were
both economic and historical.

In the last pages of Capital we read:

Scientific analysis of the capitalist mode of production demonstrates . . . that the
distribution relations essentially coincident with these production relations are
their opposite side . . . the wage prcsupposa wage-labour, and profit — capital.

to grasp the central nexus of Man's thought: that the superstructure is at once a pan
or moment ofthe structure and a form ofthe latter. This nexus or unity of heterogeneous
elements seems a contradiction to Kelsen because his own approach is based on the old
neo-critical separation between 'fact' and ‘value'. Contemporary juridical sociologirm
and nomsaliulnl derive precisely, but in opposite ways, from this same separation. (H.
Kdaen, Tlu Conmmin Tlu-or] oflav, London, 1955.)
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These definite forms of distribution thus presuppose definite social characteris
tics of' productive conditions and definite social relations of productive agents. . . .

Never in Marx do we find economic categories that are purely economic
categories. All his concepts, on the contrary, are both economic and socio
logical. The most abstract and simplest capitalist relationship, M-C-M,
is already the relation between capital and labour power. In other words,
it is already a relationship between two social classes.

As Schumpeter writes:

We have seen how in the Marxian argument sociology and economics pervade
each other. In intent and to some degree also in actual practice, they are one. All
the major concepts and propositions are hence both economic and sociological
and carry the same meaning on both planes — if, from our standpoint, we may
still speak of two planes of argument. Thus the economic category ‘labour’ and
the social class ‘proletariat’ are, in principle at least, made congruent, in fact
identical. Or the economist’s functional distribution — that is to say, the explana
tion of the way in which incomes emerge as retums to productive services
irrespective of what social class any recipient of such a return may belong to —
enters the Marxian system only in the form of distribution between social
classes and thus acquires a different connotation.”

This ‘wholeness’, and the stupendous effect even as literature thereby
achieved in the pages of Capital, is not, therefore, the result of any
mechanical superimposition of ‘levels’. To use Lenin's metaphor, the
‘skeleton’ is not analysed first and then clothed in ‘flesh and blood’.
Rather, it is achieved by the end, because it is already there in that
initial, so abstract and rarified relationship M-C-M, with which Capital
commences and which is the true ‘sphinx’ of the entire gigantic construc
tion. On the one hand, the relationship money—commodity (M—C), or
capital-labour power, expresses the relation between constant and variable
capital, i.e. a relation between simple objects, raw materials and machinery
on the one hand and the rest of the means of production on the other,
under atpitalism. Yet on the other hand, this relation between the mere
objective conditions of production, between the mere means or instruments
by which the objective material process of production proceeds, is indeed
a relationship between objects, but one between active objects, i.e.
between capital and labour-power, between the employer and the wage
worker: in short, a relationship between socio-historical agents.

We can now understand how this unit] of economics and sociology,

‘J. A. Schumpeter, Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy, London, 1954, p. 45.
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of nature and history in Marx does not signify an identity between the
terms. It involves neither a reduction of society to nature, nor of nature
to society; it does not reduce human society to an ant-hill, not human life
to philosophical life. But we can also understand, conversely, how the
avoidance of these two unilateral antitheses on Marx’s part is due pre
cisely to their organic composition, i.e. to their unification in a ‘whole’.
This whole is a totality, but a determinate totality; it is a synthesis of
distinct elements, it is a unity, but a unity of heterogeneous parts. From this
vantage point, it is easy to see (if in foreshortened form) both Marx's
debt to Hegel and the real distance that separates them.“

In other words, Capital does indeed analyse a process between men,
relations that are social and not between objects; but this social process
is itself a natural-objective process. So, if it is true that Capital deals with
a human social process, it by no means follows that this process is simply
reducible to ideological social relations, i.e. to merely intentional conscious
patterns of behaviour, to a mere relation of ideas. Rather, the relation is
between subjects who are objective entities, despite the fact that these
entities in their turn have the peculiarity of being subjects.

The historical subject then is neither Idea, World-Spirit, Vico‘s Provi
dence, nor a transcendental subject. Nor is the subject conceived as
Evolution, Struggle for Existence, Societal Instinct, Race, etc. Against
these generic abstractions, all equally fruitless, Marx produces a new
concept of the subject as a historical-natural entity, as a species or collec
tivity of empirical formations - such, precisely, as are social classes. He
analyses these species in the light of determinate or scientific concepts,
precisely those ‘pseudo—concepts‘ so abhorred by the theological leanings
of idealist historicism. The organic unity of economics and sociology lies
here: in the concept of class. ‘Class’ has a double significance: firstly as
factors or objective conditions of production (as a certain historical phase of
the division of labour, of course); and secondly as the political agents of
the whole human social process. Classes are precisely sections which cut
vertically and horizontally through the entire society, from top to bottom.
Hence the profound and organic unity between Marx's historical-economic
work and his historical-political work. Lenin said as much when he
observed that Capital ‘shows the whole capitalist social formation as a
living thing, with its everyday aspects, with the actual social manifesta
tion of the class antagonism inherent in production relations, with the

' For this fundamental concept of I unity of heterogeneous elemcnu, see G. dell:
Volpe, Logiu com: uienea positive, Meuina and Horcnce, 1956.
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bourgeois political superstructure that protects the rule of the capitalist
class, with the bourgeois ideas of liberty, equality and so forth’.

Schumpeter supports the same point:

Marx’s synthesis embraces all those historical events — such as wars, revolu
tions, legislative changes — and all those social institutions — such as property,
contractual relations, forms of government — that non—Marxian economists are
wont to treat as disturbing factors or as data. The trait peculiar to the Marxian
system is that it subjects these historical events and social institutions themselves
to the explanatory process of economic analysis or, to use the technical lingo,
that it treats them not as data but as variables.”

The conclusion is evident. Capital is itself and above all a great his
torical work. All the so-called ‘historical’ works of Marx, the Eighteenth
Brumaire, the Class Struggles in France and so on, not only have their
roots in Capital, not only presuppose it and have it as a foundation but,

_f_a_r from representing a ‘passage to,a_difl‘eren_t_genre’ _i_t_1_Marx;s_r£s_ear5;h,

far_e_ located within the same horizon. To fail to see this (as even many
Marxists still do) means in practice to fail to grasp the historico—social
pregnancy of all the economic categories in Capital, including the most
‘abstract’ ones. It means to reproduce the bourgeois separation of econ
omics and politics, of nature and history. This is to ignore that for Marx
the movement of society is ‘a movement in its base and not merely on its
base’;“ it is a natural-historiral process, rather than one still to be simply
relegated to the sphere of ‘ideological social relations’.

We are confronted, then, by an organic unity of both these ‘levels’.
This is proved by the fact that the four volumes of Capital present not
only the analysis of the capitalist eeonomit structure, i.e. the history and
dynamics of the mode of production of bourgeois society, but also the
analysis of bourgeois political economy (Theories of Surplus Value), in
other words the history of economie thought. It is proved even more in
controvertibly by the original plan of the work, according to which it was
to have extended to embrace the following themes: ‘the state as the
epitome of bourgeois society. The “unproductive" classes, taxes, National
debt. Public credit. Population. Colonies. Emigration. International con
ditions of production. International division of labour. International ex
change. Export and Import. Rate of exchange. World market and crises.“

'° Schumpeter, op. cit., p. 47.
“ M. Dobb, Political Eeonomy and Capitalism, London, 1937, p. 58.
" Marx, ‘Introduct.ion‘ to A Contribution to the Critique of Political Eronomy, op. cit.,

p. 214. An interesting insight into the reciprocal relation between the ‘problem of
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__Clearly, the rn_et__hod and olzject are organically linked. This helps to
explain how tliose Marxists who have hitherto failed to penetrate the
profound originality of Marx’s method have also failed to identify the
object of his work. In contrast to the dynamic living character of the
bourgeois regime of production and exchange as it bursts out from the
pages of Capital, they have appealed to the ‘false mobility’ (Marx) of the
Hegelian dialectic, the formal conceits of the ‘negation of the negation’;
they have not seen that the dynamic character of Marx’s analysis derives
precisely from that unity of heterogeneous elements (in which, to repeat, the
objective factors of production are simultaneously presented as subjective
agents or social classes).“’ At the same time, led astray by the ‘particular
ized’, literary character of the historical narrative of the Eighteenth
Brumaire, the Class Struggles in France, and so on, they have erected a
basic distinction between these works and Capital, without realizing that
since the protagonists of this ‘history’ are always social classes, these
writings cannot but be scientific historical works, analyses of a model
situation which — insofar as the development of bourgeois political institu
tions is concerned, and the manner in which the class struggle is articu
lated at that level — Marx (as is well known) found in French society. There
the modern representative state, bureaucratic centralization, and indeed
all the political upheavals of bourgeois class society, produced that
exemplary or ‘classic’ phenomenology of which he provided not merely
the description, but the socio-historical analysis.“

history‘ and the ‘theoretical history of the problem‘ is to be found in Lultacs, History and
Class Consciousness (London, 1971, pp. 33-5). In a discussion of Luxemburg's Accumula
tion of Capital, he considers the major methodological merit of this work to lie in her
having linked into a unitary whole both the treaunent of the actual problems and the
theoretical history of these problems, i.e. the analysis of the real problems and the
analysis of the theoretical interpretations of these problems. ‘Capital and The Theories
of Surplus Value‘, he writes, ‘an: in essence a single work.‘ However, it is worth noting
that Lukécs immediately reverts to an idmlistic reduction of real history to the history
of theory. Instead of seeing in historic renun gestanun a function of the res game, he
reverses the relationship in the Hegelian manner.

3! “ Weber, op. cit., p. toq: ‘_with this work[CapiIal], Mara became not only the_t._li_.s;_
1 5 coverer but at the same time the first analyst to see the modern capitalist economy as a

1 gigantic mechanism endowed with its own movement.‘
“ This significance of Man's historical-politiml writings wu grasped with clarity by

Engels in his celebrated preface to the third German edition of the Eighteenth Brurnaire:
‘France is the land where, more than anywhere else, the historical class struggles were
each time fought out to a decision, and where, consequently, the changing political
forms within which they move and in which their results are summarized have been
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‘DARWIN AND HEGEL'

In a letter to Kautsky of 26 June 1884, Engels made some critical com
ments on the latter’s Anti-Rodbertus manuscript; they provide a conduct
ing thread at least for a preliminary orientation in that complex region,
the history of the interpretation of Marx in the period of the Second
International.“ The letter contains this observation: ‘As soon as you
speak of “means of production" you speak of “society", specifically
society co-determined (mitbestimmte) by these means of production.
Means of production in themselves, outside society, without influence upon
it, are just as non-existent as is capital in itself.’ The same point is re
iterated and spelled out further in a letter of September 1884, again
referring to Rodbertus’s method of abstraction and the errors it shared

stamped in the sharpest outlines. The centre of feudalism in the Middle Ages, the model
country of unified monarchy resting on estates, since the Renaissance, France de
molished feudalism in the Great Revolution and established the unalloyed rule of the
bourgeoisie in a classical purity unequalled by any other European land. . . . This was
the reason why Marx not only studied the past history of France with particular pre
dilection, but also followed her current history in every detail.‘ (Marx and Engels,
Selerted Works, Vol. I, pp. 245-6.)

This sociological nature of Marx's historical-political writings and the importance for
his analysis of historical or real models was also clmrly seen by Lenin in State um! Revo
lution (Selected Works in Three Volumes, Moscow, 1967, pp. 289-90). After posing the
question: ‘Is it correct to generalize the experience, observations and conclusions of
Marx, to apply them to a field that is wider than the history of France during the three
years 1843-51 ?' he quotes the passage of Engels cited above. He then continues: ‘Let us,
however, cast a general glance over the history of the advanced countries at the turn of
the century. We shall see that the same process went on more slowly, in more varied
fonns, in a much wider field: on the one hand, the development of “parliamentary
power" both in the republican countries (France, America, Switzerland) and in the
monarchies (Britain, Germany to a certain extent, Italy, the Scandinavian countries,
etc.); on the other hand, a struggle for power among the various bourgeois and petty
bourgeois parties which distributed and redistributed the “spoils" ofoHice, with the
foundations of bourgeois society unchanged; and, lastly, the perfection and consolida
tion of the “executive power" of its buruucratic and military apparatus. There is not
the slightest doubt that these features are common to the whole of the modem evolution
of all capitalist states in general. In the three years 1343-51 France displayed, in a swift,
sharp, concentrated fonn, the very same processes of development which are peculia.r
to the whole capitalist world.‘ For the character of Histoire Ruisonnle in the work of
Lenin himself, see the acute observation of Lukacs in History and Class Consciousness
(p. 35); he notes that State and Revolution is both a theory of the revolution and at the
same time an ‘inner history of the European revolutions of the nineteenth century‘.

“ Marx and Engels, Selected Cormpondenee, Moscow, 1965, pp. 376-8.
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with that of Kautsky. In both cases, Engels draws our attention to a
crucially important theoretical motif: namely, the deformation that the
concept of social relations of production was then just beginning to suffer
at the hands of both the so—called ‘orthodox’ Marxists (principally Kant

‘slcy and Plekhanov) and, later and in the opposite direction, of the
Austro-Marxist schoiol.

Later I shall show how each of these tendencies can be traced in turn
to the two basic orientations into which bourgeois culture was split in
the second half of the nineteenth century. For the moment, however, I
shall restrict myself to the ‘orthodox’ interpretation: for here the basic
terms of the divergence can be located precisely in the manner of con
ceiving the unity of material production and production of ideas, of
production of things and production of human relations, by which, as we
have seen, Marx had succeeded in welding together history and nature.

Production is at once both the unity of distribution, exchange and
consumption, and the basis of their entire interrelation. It is the totality of
this relation and also what conditions and determines the relation itself.
It cannot be regarded as a prior determination from which we can then
pass on to the remaining ones; it is not the skeleton which we subse
quently clothe in flesh and blood. The M-C relationship, to repeat, is not
only simultaneously a relation between social classes; it already implies a
whole series of political and superstructural conditions. To take one
example: the relationship between labour-power and the other means of
production, i.e. capital, is inconceivable unless we already take into
account the juridico—political forms which make the modern labourer a
‘free’ labourer, that is a labourer free to dispose of his own person, to
enter into a contract. In other words, unless we already take into account
that formal or legal ‘equality’ which Marx is_oblige£1 in fact to bring to our
attention at the end ofthe chapter on ‘The Transformation of Money into
Capital‘, i.e. just before the section devoted to ‘The Production of Abso
lute Surplus Value’ (Capital, Vol. I, Chapter 6, p. 176). It is, then, only
gfrom within this unity of the economic and the political that Marx induces
lthc primary or fundamental role of the economic.’ This is, to repeat,
precisely because it is only by virtue of this unity that the object truly
becomes an object and hence something determinate. The need to con
sider relations of production and exchange together (and to consider the
former as dominant from within this correlation) is a necessity inseparable
from the one I have already emphasized: namely, that analysis, if it is
really to be analysis and hence engage with a determinate object, must
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always move from the present, or, in our case, from the ‘present-day
capital’ which, as Engels wrote, is the ‘only really existing capital’.

However, the framework we End when we turn to Kautsky and Plek
hanov is different. For them, production and social relations, material and
ideological relations, are on the contrary disposed in a chronological series,
as before and after. Nature and history are reseparated; the necessary
_reference to the present moment is, lost and consequently weare"Tel't"vv'itli'
nothing but a plzilosophy of histQ}_y;' 7'

It would not be appropriate here to examine concretely how this new
theoretical framework considerably affected even the interpretation of the

Marxist theory of crisis, either producing an_ ‘under-consumption’ version,
which precisely considered consumption_o_g11}_insofa‘r as it is a phenomenon
external to production; or a version, which goes back to Tugan—Baran
iowsky,” based upon the opposite hypothesis — as I-lilferding correctly
showed in Finanzkapital (second edition, pp. 378-9) - of production
alone in itxelf understood as a purely economic base. Ql_.lltC apart from this,
it remains true that in Kautsky and Plekhanov the unity of heterogeneous
element: the axis about which Marx's theoretical forces turned, was
transmuted into a series of formally combined but intrinsically disunited
‘factors’, stratified one on top of the other in a chronological sequence.
Here, for example, is how they are presented in The Fundamental Prob
lem of Marxism: ‘I. The state of productive forces; 2. the economic
relations conditioned by these forces; 3. the socio—political regime,
established upon a given economic “base”; 4. the mentality of men living
in society . . . determined in part directly by the economic conditions
obtaining, and in part by the entire socio—political system that has arisen
on that foundation; 5. the various ideologies reflecting the above men
tality.’"

It has been noted by one commentator that, in terms of this conception,
‘the productive forces develop by themselves, automatically, outside
their form of production and independently of the productive relations’;
they therefore appear in the guise of an ‘abstract premise for the develop
ment of all the remaining “factors”.'”

Some might assume that this refers to an isolated or exceptional case;

“ M. Tugan-Bannowslty, Thtorttixrhz Grundlagm dc: Marrismux, Leipzig, 1905:
especially Section III, pp. 209 E.

17 G. Plclthanov, The Fundanmilal Problem: afMar.n':m, London, 1969, p. 80.
“ W. A. Fominz, Die philaiophixrhen Anuhauungrn C. W. Plechanomx, Berlin, 1957,

p. 3o3..Howcvcr, this worlt, by a Soviet author, is pncticzlly useless. L H 2



20

it is worth emphasizing that it is in fact the basic position which emerges
from the writings of Plekhanov and Kautslty. ‘The production of the
means of subsistence and the production of men are two essentially
different processes‘, Kautsky aflirms in Vrrmchrung uml Entwirklungz ‘the
relationship between the labourer and things, technique, like that between
the consumer and the things he consumes, is clearly something quite
different from the relation entered into by men in the labour process, in
the economy. _Q_nly the latter is social; the former are not.'” Hence the
unity by virtue of whichlldarx could aflirm in Capital t'haf“the capitalist
process of production, considered as a whole, or as a process of reproduc
tion, produces not only commodities, not only surplus value, but pro
duces and reproduces the capitalist relation itself; on one side capital, on
the other wage labour’, reappears here, dissolved into its abstract, ele
mentary components; on the one side, the natural process, on the other
the sorio-historical process.

First nature, then society: the relationship is not encapsulated in its
only possible concrete form, namely, by thinking the primacy of nature
from within the concrete historical condition in which the problem arises,
which is clearly a condition in which, besides nature, there is already also
man interrogating nature and hence society, and in which the simply
natural process has already been surpassed in a hixtarico-natural process.
Here, however, we are ingenuously transported to the origin of all worlds.
We are referred back from the Wtchselwirkung to a ‘third’ or ‘higher’
principle;'° in effect, to the principle of Monism (in Hegel the Idea and
here Matter 01’ mph), which now appears as the foundation of every
historico-deductive process. There is no awareness that this too is to start

1 from an abstraction.
Plclthanov writes: ‘The characteristics of geographical environment

determine the development of productive forces, which, in turn, deter
mines the development of the economic forces and therefore of all other
social relations.'“ Up to a certain point he is thus in complete agreement
with Buckle; subsequently, as the categories become increasingly strati
fied in the course of the chronological wccession, the agreement dimin
ishes. Productive activity, which in primitive society is seen to exercise a

"K. Kautsly, Vmuzlmmg raid Entwitlhmg in Natur and Gnellulta/l, Stuttgart,
1910, p. 149 and p. IO.

"’ Plelhanov, ‘Zu Hegel‘: sechzigttem Tode|eag', in Die New Zeit, Vol. 1, 1891/1,
p. aoa.

" Pldhanov, The Fundamental Problnru ofMara-isnl, op. cit., p. 5|.
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direct influence on the world-view, works instead through the mediation
of psychology in eighteenth-century France. Like Condillac’s statue,
history and life are here articulated through successive additions. First
we have primitive man; then we make him speak; then pray; and finally
write poetry. The category of language is followed by that of religion, the
category of religion by that of art, and each corresponds to its historical
epoch.” The first category to occur in time, in other words, becomes the
foundation for the whole construction. The book which would provide a
‘theoretical justification for historical materialism’ would, according to
Plekhanov, be a ‘resumption of universal history from a materialist point
of view’. He continues: ‘Such a history could not be written at the present
time, either by an individual scholar . . . or by a whole group’, since ‘a
sufficiency of materials does not yet exist, nor will it exist for a long
time’.” But this long expectation, the source of such bemoanings through
out the Marxism of the Second International — why did Marx not leave
to his successors, instead of Capital, a reconstruction of the whole of
history? — was first fulfilled only a few years later in the amorphous
commonplaces of the older Kautsky: Die materialistische Geschi£,hI,S..~.

, aufassungl
We cannot abandon our analysis here to explore all the implications of

this argument. It is enough to emphasize the profound deformations
which Marx’s analysis underwent both in content and method, through
this process. In contemporary Marxist writing the idea is still prevalent
(and this is a typical product of the interpretation already aflirmed in the
Marxism of the Second International), that Capital is only an ‘example’ or
‘particular application’ of a general conception of the history preceding it.
There is a fear that, by emphasizing how the whole of Marxism gravitates
and rotates about this work, Marx might be made to appear as a student
only of this particular phenomenon — and agnostic about all the rest. This
reveals a failure to grasp what constitutes the work of science; or, more
precisely, the (covert) acceptance of an empiricist interpretation of it, in
terms of which the traditional separation of levels, between discussion of
the totality (or the philosophical discourse) and discussion of the parts (or
scimtijic discourse) is reproduced within Marxism itself. Take any con
cept from Capital; for example, the concept of labour—power. This
involves grasping a very recent phenomenon, peculiar to bourgeois
society, that of wage-labour; in other words, it involves understanding

" Plekhanov, The Fundamental Problems of Man-ism, op. cit., pp. 6o—r. For the inter
vention of the psychological factor, see pp. 80-3. “ ibid., p, 86,



' all part forinsiig

22

only a particular. Yet we need only follow Marx’s analysis to see that the
comprehension of this ‘particular’ is simply the comprehension of the
essential dilferences it presents with regard to all the preceding forms in
which the labourer has appeared historically. In bourgeois society, as
opposed to medieval society in which the direct producer still owned his
own means of production, the labourer works in conditions of production
which belong to others, as in the case of slavery. But, as against slavery,
his relation to the owner of the means of production is a purely contractual
one (the act of surrendering or hiring out work over a short period). The
labourer, in other words, is free to choose or change his entrepreneur;
moreover, he is not subjected to work or payment obligations vi:-d-vi: his
entrepreneur other than those stipulated in the contract. To grasp the
‘particular' phenomenon under examination is thus simply to understand
all the differences that it presents as compared to other phenomena of its
kind. It must, therefore, involve reference to this kind but only negatively,
i.e. in order to seize the opposition or essential dilference which precisely
defines the specific, or fundamental, character of the modern labourer.

In order to differentiate and oppose, it is also necessary to refer and
make connections. Clearly, the concept of labour-power also in some
sense provides the common element in all the historical forms of concrete
labour, and hence defines labour in abstract form, or ‘in general’. For
indeed, if in order to obtain the common element shared by all types of
labour one cannot but ignore the various types of object: in terms of which
labour has been specified turn and turn about in the course of history,
then what remains in common to them all must be precisely the charac
teristic of the expenditure of labour-power.__ However, this reference is not
an ide_ntilication_o_r confusion, but an opposition. The element common to

H _ I  order to understand t_hg_p_r_es_ent,,but only to
be excluded from it, i.e. only in order to reveal how the society oftoday is
not any of these other societies but dilfers essentially from them. Abstract
labour is indeed the element common to all types of concrete labour — but
precisely insofar as it expresses the novelty, with respect to these types,
of the £1 abstraction or separation from the means and object of labour
that is achieved in act in bourgeois society: in other words, the modern
day or wage worker, |.e. labour power, in its effective separation from the
instruments of production. In fact, this is Marx's own procedure in
Capital (Vol. I, Chapter 7: ‘The Labour Process and the Production of
Surplus Value’); in order to show the character of productive labour
under apitalism, he has to show precisely that it is quite the opposite of
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what it was in all pre—capitalist societies. It is thus not labour aimed at
the production of use-values, or values for consumption (as was essen
tially the case in all earlier forms), but rather labour producing boots,
needles, cloth (i.e. use—values) only as means (whence the rupture with the
earlier forms) of fixing and absorbing labour-power. Clearly, the abstrac
tion ‘labour’ —— abstracted, that is, from the concrete form of work (plough
ing, weaving and so on) — is here the only possible means of taking into
account the specific difference, the real character of labour in bourgeois
society. In this society the concrete modes of labour are of no conse
quence; they are not ends but means — precisely, concrete labours as
means of expending labour—power, the products of concrete labourers as
means of absorbing or fixing this expended energy. Clearly, Marx is not
seeking ‘general’ laws, nonsensical truisms valid for all epochs. Rather, he
opens a general perspective on history precisely to the extent that lie‘

-Jjevelops his analysis of the pr_ese__nt: i.e. precisely ,to__tl1e_t_:_x_tent_t_h;a_t_ he.

seizes the extreme or essential differences by which the present defi_t1gs’-(37.
j__lluminates, even if indirectly, the past.‘ ii".

The analysis here does not start from the ‘genus’ and deduce the
‘species’ from it; it does not start from the simple labour process and
deduce from it the process of the production of value. Rather, it proceeds
from the analysis of the latter, observing how it presents itself as a labour
process, i.e. as formative of use-values, and as a process of valorization,
or better, how it is a process of valorization realized through the labour
process. Thus the general character of labour (conforming, assimilating
natural objects to human needs) is here reduced to a mere instrument in a
process whose aim, far from being the assimilation and adaptation of
objects of labour to man, i.e. the satisfaction of needs, is rather the in
corporation of living labour-power to their inert objectivity, transform
ing value into capital, or in other words into value-creating value. The
‘genus’ (the labour process) is treated by Marx not as a premise, but as
an articulation or function within the ‘species’ (the process of valoriza
tion). Whence, just as by going thoroughly into the analysis of the latter
we can grasp what was rather the general character of production in
earlier epochs, understanding this we can also locate the difference
between human labour on the one hand and that ofanimals on the other,
as indeed Marx does in Chapter Seven of Volume I of Capital:

. . . A spider conducts operations that resemble those of a weaver, and a bee
puts to shame many an architect in the construction of her cells. But what
distinguishes the worst architect from the best of bees is this, that the architect
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raises his structure in imagination before he erects it in reality. At the end of
every labour-process we get a result that already existed in the imagination of
the labourer at its commencement. He not only effects a change of form in the
material on which he worlts, but also realizes a purpose of his own that gives the
law to his modus opmmdi, and to which he must subordinate his will. (Op. cit.,
p. 178.)

The analysis, then, does not start from nature and descend to society;
and from society in ‘general’ to this society in particular. Operations of
this type never work for anyone, not even for Hegel. As Marx pointed out:
‘There is no bridge by which one can pass from the universal idea of the
organism (whether it be vegetable, animal, social, etc.), to the particular
idea of the organism of the State or the constitution of the State, nor will
there ever be.’“ Rather, one must begin with the present; as opposed to
‘all forms‘ of society in which ‘natural relations still predominate’, present
reality is dominated by capital; in other words, ‘social, historically
evolved elements predominate'." Precisely establishing this ‘difference’,
in which the chronological-historical order seems to be inverted, can we
then understand how the determinate relationship in other societies was
the relationship with nature and, to go further back, how before human
societies there was only nature.

It is quite possible that to some this might appear a mere formal
reversal. Yet it also represents a reversal in content, producing in one
case the type of analysis Marx has given us in Capital; in the other that
of Kautsky, for example — in other words, a discourse which, in the
Cexchichrsauhiusung, moves from ‘Mind and Universe’ in the hrst book
to ‘Human Nature‘ (instincts, adaptation, sex., etc.) in the second, and
only in the third book to ‘Human Society’. Even here, note that he begins
with ‘Race’, then turns to ‘Human Geography’, followed by ‘Technique’
(natural and artificial organs, etc.) and only after a thousand pages does
he Finally arrive at a series of impotent, generic definitions concerning
history ‘in general’, classes ‘in general’, the State ‘in general‘ and so on.“

It goes without saying that all this applies mainly to Kautsky the
‘philosopher’, and that even in this respect there are differences between
the ‘orthodox’ and the later Kautsky. Yet one guiding thread is always

“ Marx: Critique of H:g:l'.I ‘Philosophy of Right’, trans. J. O'Malley, Cambridge‘
t97o, p. r4.

" Marx, ‘Introduction’ to A Conm'bim'm to [ht Cn'!iq-ue of Politiml Emmny, op. cit.,
p. at}.

" K. Kauulty, Die nuum'ali.m':chc Gtuhichluufurung, Berlin, r9a7, 2 volurnu.
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there, even in the works of the best period: the principle whereby he
moves from what all epochs have in common, only later coming to their
differences; without realizing that in this way the species or particulars
always remain apparent sub-divisions inside the general-generic, hence
that it is impossible ever to escape from abstraction. It is true that his
writings contain continuous protests against the extrapolation of bio
logical laws into laws of development in general, against Malthusianism,
Social Darwinism and so on; just as frequent is his insistence on the
specificity of the laws governing each, particular society. However, only
a slight knowledge of his work is sufficient to see that Marxism always
appears in it as an extension of Darwinism; both are then seen as two
particular moments of the genus ‘evolution’.“ There is no grasp in his
work of the displacement or reversal by which in history what was once
fundamental or specific becomes secondary or generic, and, on the con
trary, what was once particular or generic develops into an essential or
specific characteristic. Capital, for example, was in the Middle Ages only
an articulation of landed property; in bourgeois society it becomes the
[mix of the whole productive process, and land-rent in turn becomes one
of its subordinate moments. The same applies to natural conditioning.

glimate, the fertility of the soil, and_so on, allthe‘natural_conditions,_o§er_a_tg human history as functions of social re imes, never vice ver_s_a, 6;»
all this may often be ‘said’ in Kautsky’s work it is then denie
ordering and basic construction of his._writi_n s §ocial life, for example,
is for Kautsky a specification of the instiiifct of self.'—-tiicservation, a parti
cular form of the struggle for existence. Yet it is never characterized by
the exclusion of the characteristics of this struggle at other levels, and their
replacement by basically new or historical-human characteristics which
subordinate the older characteristics to them. Instead, the new elements
are added to the original ones, which thus remain fundamental. Conse
quently, his work nevcr moves beyond a ‘generalizing framework’; the
basis of everything, to use a phrase of Marx, remains _‘_t__he immortal dis
coveg that in_a_l_l conditions__t_n_e_n _rn_ust,eat, glri%nk,_‘gtc:_.J_‘f It never escapes

that generic character io which even Engels at times reduced the meaning
'7 Kautsky, op. cit., Vol. I, pp. 196-8. In his polemic against Woltmann's statement

that ‘economic materialism grows into biological rnam-iolinn in the sense of Darwin's
doctrine of evolution‘, Kautsky replied: ‘The observation is correct, provided that what
Woltrnann calls Darwin's doctrine of evolution is understood as the doctrine of evolu
tion in general.‘

" Marx, ‘Randglossen zu Adolf Wag-ners “Lehrbuch der politischen Okonorn.ie”,’
Wnlre, Vol. 19, p. 375.
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of Marxism: ‘Just as Darwin discovered the laws of evolution of organic
nature, so Marx discovered the law of the evolution of human history’,
the law that ‘men above all must eat, drink, be housed and clothed’, a
general law of development for all epochs of historyl

This is not the place to examine how far this distortion of Marx's
thought by Kautsky and Plekhanov (and I have limited my treatment here
to episodic references) was already partly prepared, if only in embryo, in
some aspects of Engels's work; and how in general the search for most
general laws of development in nature and history made these aspects a
preconstitution of the contamination with Hegelianism and Darwinism
(the latter interpreted mostly according to Haeckel's extrapolation), in
which the abstract ‘theses’ and ‘antitheses' of Hegel's dialecticism were
forcibly converted into ‘heredity’ and ‘adaptation’. In the preparatory
notes for his Anti-Diihring, for example, Engels was able to write:
‘Haeckel is quite right in considering heredity as essentially the con
servative, positive side of the process, and adaptation its revolutionary,
negative side.’“ These extremely generic characters are thereby trans
posed into the agents of the entire evolutionary process, from the cell to
socialism: Nor can we examine fully here the extent to which this sub
stitutioniof ‘simplicity of thought’ for the real foundations, and hence of
logical-abstract development for concrete-historical development, con
tributed in turn (via the over-estimation of the work of Morgan) to the
emphasis on ethnology in much of the Marxism of the period (particu
larly of Kautsky and Cunow). Aside from this, in many works of the
period we Find a formulation, if only approximate and elementary, of the
thesis according to which it is precisely Hegel's basic theoretical prin
ciple — the idea of‘universal development’ — that triumphs with Darwin in
the Held of natural science. Kuno Fischer's HirIar_y of Modern Philosophy
led the way in this respect. At the same time we also witness positivism
and idealism combined acting to dissolve the concept of cause: on the
one hand, because of a typically Hegelian distaste for the distinctions of
the intellect and for causal explanation (the famous Erkldrcn), and on the
other, because of the positivist substitution of scientific abstraction by a
mere ‘historical' description.

In the same preparatory note, Engels writes:

To science definitions are wonhless because always inadequate. The only
real definition is the development of the thing itself, but this is no longer a

"Engels, Arm’-Diiltring, Moscow, I959, Appendix, p. 469.
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definition. To know and show what life is, we must examine all forms of life and
present them in their interconnection."

This is tantamount to admitting that simple historical-chronological
succession renders the services of scientific-causal explanation; the
evolutionary series of organisms must accordingly hold the key to all the
problems of the structure and physiology of organic beings. ,Qn.togcncsis..
as,_I-laeckel claimed, is nothing but ‘a_ brief and _l_:aQl_Cl' recapitulation of
Etylogenesish“ The historical dimension is not, as in ll/liii-i£,"\iié'f<Te'dT6'
the rational or analytical—causal element, creating that fractional reciproc
city between reason and matter, the experiment; rather, the former is
substituted by the latter. Logical-abstract continuity is not fused with the
discontinuity of the real and the disjunction between species, but replaces
them.

We may quote Plekhanov from the Development of the Monist View of
History:

What should we now say of a biologist who would attempt to assert that the
ultimate explanation of phylogenesis must be sought in ontogenesis? Modem
biology acts in exactly the opposite way: it explains the embryological history of
the individual by the history of the species.“

And Timirjazev explains in his tenth and final lecture on the Historical
Method in Biology:

Darwin and Marx built a bridge between biology and sociology, using the
historical method in both cases, as Engels pointed out in his funeral speech on
Marx. . . . By studying one by one all the particularities of the organic world and
continually linding analogous characteristics but never a single distinction to breal:
this _/low of continuity, Darwin went as far as moral or mental proprieties.”

One sole law governs the homogeneous flow of the ages: whether in the
form of the ‘negation of the negation‘, seen as the transformation of

liguids into solids, of tadpoles into frogs, and bQu£gfgiLs3_<:ieg_into
sgcglrism; or in the great law of ‘heredity and adaptation’. Thus Engels
asserts in Anti-Di4'hring: ‘Political Economy . . . as the science of the
conditions and forms under which the various human societies have

'” Engels, Anti-Dahring, op. cit., p. 470.
" E. Cassirer, Storia dclla filosojia moderna, Turin, 1958, Vol. IV, pp. 270, 280,

183-92. (The original German text only in rypcscript.)
" G. Plekhanov, Selected Philosophical Works, London, 1961, Vol. I, p. 577.
" K. A. Tirni.ria.zev, ‘Die historische Methode in der Biologic’ in Ausgcwihlte Werh,

Balin, I954, Vol. II, p. 481.
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produced — political economy in this wider sense has still to be brought
into being.‘ This is to forget what he had, correctly, intuited in his review
of Marx’s Contribution to a Critique . . .: namely, that the scientific method
is not the historical-chronological method but rather the __lggical-historical
method, or rather that the ‘reflection of the historical course in abstract
and theoretically consistent form’ must be continuously ‘corrected’ and
readjusted with respect to the present, since each category and each
moment is ‘to be considered at the point of development of its full
maturity, of its classic form’, that is, in the light of today. Similarly,
Vorliinder (to take an example at random), discussing the method used in
Capital in his Karl Marx, regrets that ‘the scientific analysis of the forms
of human life does not begin, as would have been easier both for the
author and for his readers . . . with the history of its effective evolution,
but rather “post hestum” with the final results of the process of develop
ment."" Clearly, there is no understanding here that, if science is to be
the science of the real, it cannot aim at the past other than by way of its
diferences with respect to the present (which is the only existent) and hence
must move from the express categories of the present. Indeed, just as, for
example, ground rent cannot be understood without capital, while capital,
on the contrary, can be understood even without ground-rent, so it would
as Marx wrote, be ‘impractical and erroneous’ for science to adopt
categories in the order in which they have been determinant in the general
course of history. Their order of sequence, according to Marx, is decided
rather by their relationship to one another in modern bourgeois society;
this order is precisely t_/re inverse of their natural succession, as well as of
their development in time. It is not, Marx concludes, a question of the
place historically occupied by economic relations in the succession of the
various societies, even less of their succession in the ‘idea’ as in the fan
tastic schemes of Hegel and Proudhon, but rather their articulation within
modern society."

Hence only from the materiality of the present can scientific abstrac
tion or hypothesis, that is causal-analytical explanation, be derived; just
as, inversely, only the real matter of observation, as Engels correctly
noted in a passage in his Dialectic: of Nature," can ‘weed out these hypo

“ Engda, Anti-Dailving, Moscow, 1959, p. ao7; Marx and Engels, Selected Works,
Vol. I, pp. 373-4; K. Vorlander, Karl Marx, sein Leben tend rein Were, Leipzig, r919.

“ Man, ‘lnu-oduction' to A Contribution to the Critique ofPolitieal Economy, op. cit..
p. :13.

" Engels, Dialeeriei of Nature, Moacow, 1966, p. 140.
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theses, doing away with some and correcting others, until finally the law
is established in a pure form’. To lose sight of materialism is to abandon
science; but to abandon the latter, and hence the determinacy or speci
licity of abstractions, means in turn to lose all reference to reality. That
is, the end result is those vague laws, good for any time and any place, the
only effect of which is to extrapolate relations valid under determinate
conditions to all aspects and all levels of reality. Lenin made this point
extremely acutely in The Economic Content of Populism (1894), with
reference precisely to the law of population — treated so differently sixteen
years later by Kautsky in Vermehrung and Entwirlelung. Polemicizing
against Lange and Struve, he wrote: ‘The conditions for human repro
duction are directly dependent on the structure of the different social
organisms; that is why the law of population must be studied in relation
to each organism separately, and not “abstractly” without regard to the
historically different forms of social structure. Lange's explanation that
abstraction means to abstract the general from similar phenomena turns
right against himself: only the conditions of existence of animals and
plants can be considered similar, but this is not so with regard to man,
because we know he has lived in organizationally different forms of social
association.’ Lenin continues: ‘The thread that runs through the whole of
organic nature up to man is not at all broken by Marx's theory’; it does
not, in other words, break the continuity. ‘It merely requires that the
“labour problem" — since it only exists as such in capitalist society — be
solved not on the basis of “general investigations" into human reproduc
tion, but on the basis of specific investigation of the laws of capitalist
relations’. Continuity, that is, must not become the pretext for cancelling
out all dtferences; this would result in confusion rather than continuity.
And Lenin adds: ‘The good Lange has carried his zeal to the point of
defending the worker against Marx, proving that the worker is “prompted
by want", and that "this ever-growing want [is nothing] but the meta
morphosis of the struggle for existence”. Such are the discoveries resulting
from “general investigations into the existence, reproduction and perfec
tion of the human race!" Do we learn anything at all about the causes
of “want”, about its political-economic content and course of develop
ment if we are told that it is the metamorphosis of the struggle for
existence? Why, that can be said about anything you like — about the
relation of the worker to the capitalist, the landowner to the factory owner
and to the peasant serf, etc., etc. We get nothing but such vapid banalities
or naiveties from Lange's attempt to correct Marx.‘ This only reveals,
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according to Lenin, ‘the impossibility of constructing an abstract law of
population, according to the formula about correlation of growth and the
means of subsistence, while ignoring historically specific systems of social
relations and the stages of their development’."7

WEBER AND ASPECTS OF CONTEMPORARY BOURGEOIS SOCIOLOGY

In his introduction to Die Grenzen der naturnaixsensehaftliclien BegrI]}
hildung,” while taking up a position with respect to the traditional modes
of historical reflection, Rickert outlines a brief discussion of Hegel and
Comte. His point can be summarized as follows: both idealist and
naturalistic philosophies of history have ‘discovered’, as he puts it, ‘mean
ing’ and ‘laws’ in history, but without ever posing the problem of the
theory of knowledge, i.e. without investigating whether this ‘meaning’ or
these ‘laws’ exist in reality or are at least knowable for the human mind.
From this standpoint, he claims, both positions lack a ‘gnoseological
foundation’; ‘however “modern” it may still seem today, Comte's phil
osophy of history is no less unarmed in the face of the critique of know
ledge than that of German idealism’. Both Hegel and Comte, Rickert
concludes, theorized about the object withoiit aEi.h1:"s‘anie time studying
the conditions of the subject-object relation, in other words the con
ditions ofhistoriographicaljudgement. ‘  "  ’

This observation is valid within circumscribed limits. For Hegel,
discourse on logic, i.e. the subject-object relation within the subject, is
immediately extended not only into a discourse on the whole of reality, but
into a real process itself. The reverse is the case for positivist philosophies
of history: this naturalism does see that the subject is itself a moment of
objectivity, but does not go on to consider that it takes part in it with one
of its specific functions, i.e. by reflecting upon it, and hence that as well as
a part, it is at the same time also a criterion and selector of reality itself.

The defeat of both positivism and idealism, in other words, lies in their
rnanistie approach; they reduce the unity—distinction of thought and being
to a mere identity, one in the Idea, the other in Matter as such. The elTec
tive result of this abstract monism is, in both cases, a defacto dualism. In
Hegel's case, it leads to the celebrated restoration of ‘acritical positivism’;
for example, he constructs ‘a theory of light and colours on the basis of

"' Lenin. Collected Works, Vol I, pp. 453-60.
" H- Rich". Di! Crnlun der uturwinevuellaflliehnu Hegafihumg, revised ghjyd

and fou.I'llI cdil.i0I'|-I. Tubinicn, I911, pp. Io-Ia.
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pure thought’ and this, notes Engels, is ‘to fall into the most clumsy
empiricism even in the limited experience of the philistines’. For Kautsky,
on the other hand, si parva licet . . ., the result is the famous restoration of
ethical idealism. For instance, after arguing consistently on the basis of
animal instinct throughout his Ethics, he then postules a S ollen, an ethical
ideal, which bears no relation whatever to scientific ‘determinism’,3° and
for which, for precisely this reason, he had to pay a high price when he
came to grips with the historical roots of bourgeois ‘freedom’.

If we focus on this latter orientation, which basically constituted the
object of Rickert’s critique to the extent that his argument was directed
primarily against naturalism and, through naturalism, against the
materialism or historical economism prevalent at that time, the most
striking weakness of this approach is its inherent incapacity to account for
the moment of action or human intervention in history. This failure is only
a consequence of another: the failure to conceive of production and social
relations as a totality, to understand how the objects of the economic
process are at the same time subjects or social classes.

There is no need to cite the extreme case of Lafargue, who reached
the point, in Le Déterminisme économique ale K. Marx, of conceiving
modifications of the social environment as changes which react ‘directly
and mechanically’ upon men, making them ji¢nction.‘° By and large,
despite elforts in a contrary direction, we may conclude that this was more
or less explicitly the position of the ‘orthodox’ tendency in the Marxism of
the period. Plekhanov himself, in the third chapter of his Role of the
Individual in History, reveals himself incapable of seeing the moment of
conscious intervention or action except as a factor in a mathematical sum
or, more precisely, insofar as it represents a truly individual phenomenon,
in terms of mere accident revealed at the point of intersection of necessary
processes.“

3' K. Kautsky, Elhil: und Materiulistische Cesclliclilsaujfassung, Stuttgart, 1960, pp.
140-2. This mutual interdependence of economic determinism and l§an_d3n_ Nloralism
is, in general, well taken by Lultécs in History and Class Consciousness, op. cit., p. 38,
where he notes, for example, that ‘economic fatalism a_nglgthe_re_f9_rrr_1_a_t.ion gt:§o§ia],ism_
through ethics are intimately connected‘. ‘It is no accident’, he adds, ‘that t.ln:y.In-n
'g'p'pqi_-_ in_ similar form in Bemstein, Tugan-Baranowsky and Otto_ Bauer.’

“' P. Lafargue, Le determinism: éronomique J: K. Marx, Paris, |9o9,‘;?4o.
“ In contrast to this position, see Lenin, Collected Works, Vol. I, pp. 4oo—i, where he

counterposes objectivism and materialism. See especially: ‘The obiectivist speaks of
"insurmountable historical tendencies"; the material.ist speaks of the class which
“directs” a given economic order. . . .’
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It would be interesting to see how far these positions effectively co
incide with certain tendencies within positivism: some of Plekhanov’s
formulations, for instance, almost literally recall similar statements by
John Stuart Mill in Book Six of his System of Logic, dedicated to the
‘logic of the moral sciences‘. Also, of course, to see what differences
remain between the two schools of thought. Nevertheless, to cut a long
story short, it is enough here to emphasize that this tendency, despite all
its undeniable internal differences, effectively reduces the moment of
xubjertivity to a mere link in an objective chain of cause and eject, or,
alternatively, to mere accident. It precludes any possible comprehension
that human practice, including the practice of knowledge itself, is inscribed
in objectivity, but also involves a reversed causality, i.e. a _/inalism, a
process characterized (bearing in mind the passage from Marx on human
labour) by the anticipation or ideal presence, in the mind, of the result.

There is no conception, in other words, that if subjectivity is a function
of objectivity, and if the relation between man and nature is (fundamen
tally) a relation within nature, it is also, however, a relation between men,
in which the sensible world - like language in knowledge, and like the
object in labour — is in its turn the medium of the vital manifestations of
man. To take an example: insofar as Hegel’s philosophy is itself objec
tively given, a real historical institution and social manifestation, it is clear
that Marx, in revealing that false or incongruous relation set up within his
philosophy between thought and being, theory and practice, also lays bare
the false relation between this philosophy and the world, between theory
and practice, direction and execution within objectivity, in other words
the false relation between the constituent elements of bourgeois society
itself. In this sense, as I have ahgdy argued, the worksgf Marx's youth,
the so:called ‘philosophica_lr\_v—riti_ngs, already represent a social enquiry or
Eiolo7g7 is true and if philosophy is itself a part, a
‘manifestation, a real articulation of society, it is no less true that it is
wrong to identify a philosophy immediately with the objects it seeks to
distort. Indeed, the way in which it testifies to reality derives directly from
the way it preselects aspects ofthat reality and hence from its nature as a
triterian. To keep to the same example, Marx, in studying Hegel's
Philosophy of Right, was indeed also studying the bourgeois State itself;
yet, at the same time, he was studying Hegel's philosophy as a method or
criterion with which to reflect upon this State. The value ofits testimony
to reality could not be established except by verifying in fact its con
gruence with reality, in other words, by passing to a direct analysis of the
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State and of bourgeois society as well. From this latter standpoint, Marx's
youthful works are not yet Capital: in them, the analysis of real society
is articulated only by the amount necessary to sharpen the critique of
Hcgel’s method and hence to the establishment of a new methodological
perspective — which, however, was only perfected much later in the 1857
Introduction to the Grundrim, i.e. the first extensive rough-draft of
Capital.

It is impossible, therefore, to exchange social objectivity for any kind
of natural objectivity and to ignore the profound distortion undergone, at
least by terrestrial nature, with the arrival of man; equally, we cannot
exchange biology for sociology. Just as it should also be impossible, on the
contrary, to take human practice, let alone knowledge, as the only objec
tivity. Yet this was precisely the solution presented by the other theoreti
cal tendency of the Second International: Austro—Marxism.

Max Adler wrote (and one could easily multiply references of this kind):
‘Every social causality is only current within a determinate teleological
form, imprinted by man's spiritual nature; it is intrinsically linalisticf“
‘At the level of spiritual nature’, that is to say, of man, ‘being is no longer
a material state; rather it is something that can only be considered as a
spiritual realization, as thought, will and action’. This implies that ‘the
it-could-not-be-otherwise of the necessary, objective course of society is
identical to the choice and reasoned reflection of the creative conscious
ness, which alone can pose or produce, through its willed action, this
necessary course."3 And he concluded: ‘Base and superstructure are of
the same, identical nature’, they form an ‘indivisible whole’, ‘a unitary
functional interdependence, in which structure and superstructure have
one and the same character, a spiritual character in fact'.“

Theory, in other words, is not one manifestation of life, but the only
form of life; reality is no more than the taking place or occurrence of
choice; objectivity is nothing but the existence of the ought, the product or
result of conscious reflection. Reacting against the naturalistic extrapola
tions of‘economic' determinism, this second tendency did grasp the ['f’eq_I_r
fclmirkung, the intrinsic reciprocity of production and social relations. It
did grasp, as Hilferding was to point’ out many ‘years later in his lasitiwork
on The Problem of HisIor_y,"" that ‘relations of production are relations

" M. Adler, Mar: al: Drnlw, Berlin, 1903, p. 35.
" Adler, op. cit., p. 38.
“ M. Adler, Dic Slaalsaufaxmng dc: Marzimm, Vienna, 1922, p. 88.
“ R. Hilfe:-ding, II Problana Sm-ito, Rome, I958.
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between men and between men and existing productive forces‘, hence,
‘just as the relation of production is also always simultaneously a legal
relation’, so ‘every economic structure contains a given property relation
ship, and thus a juridical relationship’. But insofar as this tendency fails
to grasp how the Wechxelwir/eung implies, precisely as such, the distinction
of the two terms and hence the primary of being, __it loses this relation,
reducing it once again to an identity. Hilferding, for example, wrote:
‘Relations of production are always the sum of the relations between men;
relations they establish and in which they are placed in order to produce
what they require to preserve and ameliorate life.’_‘The relations of pro
duction, the economic structure, is n_ot,_therefore, ,‘a_’r_1_a’tural given, but

rather a legal and politie'aTrelation,"t‘he content of which is determined by
the needs of pro’du'ctio'n.' ‘Even the simplest relation of production is by
‘no means something corporeal; it is a human relation, hence it is always
spiritually human.’ He rejected ‘the economic mysticism, according to
which economic conditions make history in an autonomous way, so to
speak, behind the backs of the consciousness of real men’; he recognized
that there is no material production which is not at the same time the
production of human relations and hence of ideas. Yet this recognition
was granted in such a way that it led to an entirely contrary affirmation;
not only can ‘interests only become efficacious when they become con
scious‘, but ‘only facts of consciousness can determine the will, motivating
human action’, the force of the state is ‘autonomous’, politics determines
the economy, violence historyi ‘The conclusion of all this, since ‘violence
is blind’ and ‘its results cannot be foreseen’, is that ‘this alone is sufficient
to limit any conception of historical development governed by laws’. Hilf
erding concluded that ‘we cannot speak of necessity in Marx's sense, but
only of chance, in the sense of Max Weber’.“

On one side, then, a failure to realize that ‘conscious, free activity is the
specific characteristic of man’, that ‘man makes his vital activity itself the
object of his will and consciousness‘ and hence that ‘conscious, vital
activity directly distinguishes human from animal activity’ (Marx). On
the other side an equal failure to consider that this conscious activity is a
property of man insofar as he is an objective natural being — i.e. insofar

“ For the connotation of classes in terms not of their role within production, but of
a pure relation of political power, see also Kelsen, The Communist Tlmzry ofLam, op. cit.,
pp. 164). ‘A class may be characterized as “proletarian" to the extent that it is oppressed
by another class. . . . A class is “hourgeois" only insofar as it oppresses another class in
order to exploit it. As soon as it becomes oppressed, it causes to be a bourgeoisie.’
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as he is part of nature — and hence that reference by man to his own genus
or to himself is also, fundamentally, a reference to the other beings of
nature, a production by the criteria of every species. In the first case, in
sum, generalizations which take as homogeneous what is not homogen
eous, which confuse biology and sociology and, precisely because of their
generic or indeterminate nature, cannot but limit the moment of subjec
tive intervention to the role of mere inessential accident. In the second
case, on the contrary, a re-evaluation of the subjective or individual
moment as a moment that excludes generalization, and hence, asvmere
unrepeatobility that is irreducible to law and hence to truly scientific

';r;derstanding. Here we have come to the various ‘neocriticist' philoso
phies, and in particular the philosophy of ‘values’ of Windelband and
Rickert, with its separation in principle between nature and history,
between Noturwissemchoften and Kultunoisxemchaften, between causality
and finalism, between generalizing and individualizing knowledge, be
tween Erklziren and Verstehm, and whose principal objective is not yet
that of questioning the possibility of ‘sociology’ as such (which it accepts,
provided that this is strictly understood as a science of pure!) natural
regularities), but rather that of rejecting the possibility of any natur
wissensclmftliche Gexchichte,“ i.e. the possibility of that comprehension
of history as a ‘historico-natural‘ process, mentioned precisely in Capital,
and which as Lenin affirmed had allowed for the first time ‘a rigorously
scientific approach towards historical and social problems’, permitting
‘the discovery of repetition and regularity’, and placing sociology for the
first time ‘on a scientific footing, establishing the concept of socio
economic formation as a complex unity of determined relations of pro
duction, and (finally) explaining the evolution of such formations as a
historical-natural process’.“‘

This is not the place to stop and examine in detail how this separation
between generalizing knowledge (in the sense of generic generalizations)
and individualizing knowledge, at first seen by Rickert only as a ‘methodo
logical’ distinction between subjective ‘viewpoints’, inevitably grew
thereafter into a separation between ‘fields’, between objective spheres of
research. At this point it is more relevant to show how this dualism of
history and nature was subsequently reproduced within historical know
ledge itself. In the first place, it determined a reduction of the individual

‘7 Rickert, Die Gmizcn, op. cit., p. 201.
'5 cf. C_,I.up_qrE, ‘Marxismo e Sociologia: ll Concerto di fonnazione economica

sociale', i.n Filoxo/in e Sociolagia, by various authors, Bologna, 1954, pp. 195 ff.
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object to the mere category which defined it; for example, Rickert wrote:
‘We do not seek to recover science from the concept of its object, so much
as inversely to recover the concept of the object from the concept of the
science which discusses it."" Secondly, it produced an insoluble dualism
between the historical concept on the one hand, and the individual to
which it applied on the other, as for example where, having stated that
the individual is ina'ivisllzl:,"° unrepeatable, and hence not accessible to
analysis, Rickert goes on to entrust the task of historiography to that
‘refugee’ from thought“ — the historian’s intuition.

On the one hand, we have a distinction of principle between the social
sciences and natural sciences; the former understood as sciences which
construct or create their own object, the latter as those which deal with
physical data. On the other hand, within the social sciences a new line is
drawn between disciplines that to some extent involve generalization and
history, properly speaking; between ‘relatively historical’ and ‘absolutely
historical‘ concepts; or, to introduce Max Weber at last, between ‘ideal
types’ and reality. In the first case, the result is a viewpoint which, to
quote Dobb, sees ‘the “whole" with which social theories deal [as] con
cerned with relations that are not definable in terms of common physical
properties, but only in teleological terms of attitudes which we recognise
as similar by analogy with the character of our own minds. Hence from
knowledge of our own minds we can derive a priori all the general notions
which form the subject matter of social theory.’ In the case of economics,
this reduction of society simply to human relations has as its corollary ‘the

l selection of the market as the sole province of economics’; the problem of
l‘adapting scarce means to given ends’ (where ‘ends’ are defined subjec
ltively in terms of human wishes) becomes ‘the aspect of the market upon
‘which economic study is focused’. As regards the second case, while
‘economic theory, as Dobbs puts it, ‘at least since Jevons and the Austrians,
has increasingly been cast in terms of properties that are common to any
type of exchange society . . . institutional, or historico-relative material,
while it has not been excluded entirely, has only been introduced into the
second storey of the building, being treated in the main as changes in
“data“ which may influence the value ofthe relevant variables, but do not
alter the main equations themselves by which the governing relationships
are dehned‘. More precisely, ‘a line of demarcation is drawn between an
autonomous sphere of exchange—relations, possessed of properties and
ruled by necessities that are, in the main, independent of any change of

" Rick:-rt, op. cit., p. I73. ‘° ibid., pp. a4a—3. " ibid., p. 166.
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“system”, a sphere which is the province of economists; and the sphere
of property institutions and class relations which is the territory where
sociologists and historians of institutions, with their talk of “systems",
can riot to their heart’s content.'"

We are confronted, then, by a dissociation of nature from history, of
economics from politics, of economics from sociology, which only serves
to illuminate, by contrast, the greatness of Marx’s theoretical achieve
ment. As Schumpeter writes:

There is, however, one thing of fundamental importance for the methodology
of economies which he (Marx) actually achieved. Economists always have either
themselves done work in economic history or else used the historical work of
others. But the facts of economic history were assigned to a separate compart
ment. They entered theory, if at all, merely in the role of illustrations, or possibly
of verifications of results. They mixed with it only mechanically. Now Marx's
mixture is a chemical one, that is to say, he introduced them into the very
argument that produces results. He was the first economist of top rank to see
and to teach systematically how economic theory may be turned into historical
analysis and how the historical narrative may be tumed into hixtoire raisonnee.”

This in turn provides us with the necessary perspective to approach
Weber’s theory of ‘ideal types’, that is, the confluence of ‘Neocriticist’
and ‘Marginalist’ theory: an attempt, not without subjective igreatniiss,
but objectively somewhat desperate, to produce a response from the
bourgeois camp; or, better still, a simuhaneous refutation and jcapture’ of
certain basic aspects of Marx’s thought.“ i
‘i This is not the place to underline and estimate the extent to which
Weber, adopting and updating Rickert's critical insights on Hegel and
Comte, was able to make light work of the interpretations of Marx’s
thought prevalent at that time in Germany. In some cases, he even
adopted for the purpose of this polemic his own ‘reinterpretation’ of
certain basic elements of Marx's thought which had for some time
escaped the theoretical horizon of the Second International. His observa
tions on the ‘will-to-believe of naturalistic monism' (induced by ‘the
vigorous development of zoologist research on the one hand and the
influence of Hegclian panlogism on the other’), which subordinated

" M. Dobb, Sludiex in the Development of Capitalinn, London, 1947, pp. 27-8.
" Schumpeter, op. cit., p. 44.
5‘ For I profile of Max Weber traced in terms of his criticism of Marx, cf. the intro

duction by E. Baumgarten to M. Weber, Soziologie, Wtllgmhichtlichc Analyse», Politilr,
Stuttgart, 1956, pp. uvii ll’.
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‘everything essential about the object to a scheme of universally valid
laws’;“ even his sarcastic references to ‘laymen and dilettantes’ who
‘through the inevitable monistic tendency of every type of thought which
is not self-critical . . . content themselves with the most threadbare hypo
theses and the most general phrases’; all this certainly points to real
weaknesses in the ‘orthodox’ Marxism of that period — although it is then
immediately and too conveniently extended to include the ‘so-called
“materialist conception of history” with the crude elements of genius of
the early form which appeared, for instance, in the Communist Mani
f:sto'.“ The same can be said for some of his acute remarks concerning
historical-chronological method, i.e. the substitution of ‘priority in time’
for general foundation or cause.

A cosmic ‘primeval state’ which had no individual character or less individual
character than the cosmic reality of the present would naturally be a meaning
less notion. But is there not some trace of similar ideas in our Held in those
propositions sometimes derived from natural law and sometimes verified by the
observations of ‘primitives’, concerning an economic-social ‘primeval state’ free
from historical ‘accidents’, and characterized by phenomena such as ‘primitive
agrarian communism’, sexual ‘promiscuity’, etc., from which individual his
torical development emerges by a sort of fall from grace into concreteness ?"

It is easy to concede the correctness of this observation, as well as the
general eflicacity, given the historical and cultural context of the period,
of the claim that ‘for the knowledge of historical phenomena in their
concreteness, the most general laws, because they are devoid of content,
are also the least valuable. The more comprehensive the validity — or
trope - ofa term, the more it leads us away from the richness ofreality . . .’.“’
However, granted this, it is equally crucial to understand that Weber’s
response to the various extrapolations of monism never transgresses the
limits imposed by his own essentially ‘neocriticist’ stance, i.e. the renewed
proposition of a demarcation of spheres between the natural sciences,
oriented to the determination of a system of laws, and the cultural
sciences, aimed instead at the discovery of‘cultural significance‘ in human
events in all their individuality. Despite the masks and refinements, this
is a renewal ofthe Kantian dualism of Miismi _a'n‘d‘.9_oIlc}z, knowledge and

_'j/'r':e‘i1oin: natuT:1Td§f_"eEFn'i$§_1[lfr_and ethical life.
At First sight, this would seem to contradict one ofthe basic characteris

tics of Weber's thought: the ‘ethical neutrality’ (am!/‘rei/wit) ofthe social
" M. Weber, The Methodology of the Social Srinun, Glencoc, 1949, p. 86.
“ ibid., pp. 68-9. " ibid., pp. 73-4. " ibid., p. 80.
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sciences, the independence claimed for scientific historical research from
so-called ‘value judgements’, that is from ‘choices’, preferences and so on.
We will in due course return to this question. At this point, however, we
may note that precisely because of this dualism, the object ‘history’
undergoes a remarkable reduction at Weber's hands — as it had at Rick
ert’s — to a history of cultural phenomena alone. Man is reduced to a purely
cultural heing; economic structure itself is reduced to the mere ‘cultyurranl
significance of the economic structure’."
' Man appears here only in the form of the Sinngeher, the one who
extends ‘meaning’ to reality; while reality is itself reduced until it is
significant not only insofar as it is exclusively a human product, but
insofar as it is a product of the conscious, or cultural, action of man. For
Weber, historical objects par excellence are ‘Karl Marx’s Capital, the
Sistine Chapel ceiling, or Rousseau’s Confession’, etc.” One could, of
course, add exchange, money, or the social phenomenon of prostitution,
but only to the extent that ‘prostitution is a cultural phenomenon, on a par
with religion or money'.“ Objectivity only has a bearing as a vehicle of
human communication; only as a means used by men to manifest their ideas
and sentiments (in writings, speeches, paintings, acts and gestures, etc.).
The reciprocity is never seen; namely, that this exchange of ideas not
only takes place between subjects who are also natural beings — and hence
cannot fail to produce, with their interconnections, objective social rela
tions — but also that these social relations themselvesiarise, in turn, on
the basis of production, as an organic exchange within nature, and hence
only on the basis of a relation in which man and society appear (in the
final analysis) as the vehicle and means for a mediation within nature.

History in culture alone; while culture is a ‘finite segment of the mean
ingless infinity of the world process, a segment on which human beings
confer meaning and significance’." This means that industry is excluded;
the relation which, as Marx says, 'ohjecn_'/ies before us the essential forces of
man’, which provides an ‘open book’ of these forces, ‘presenting human
psychology to us in an immediate, concrete form’. All human practice and _
activity contracts into consciousness, i.e. into intentional beha;\iioui";_ it,'_i-s_i19t

what men do that counts, but rather the manner in which they conceive
what they do. From this viewpoint, as Dobb writes: ‘Such things as
T’ a‘ - a
money or capital are not definable in terms of the actual uses to which we
find that they are put’, but rather ‘in terms of the opinions people hold

"ibid., pp. 77-3. “ibid., p. 14.4.
" ibid., p. 81. " ibid., p. 81.
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\ an ';
about them’. This means for,Hayg_l§. (following Max Weber’s line of
thought) that the entities which aireiobjects of the social sciences ‘are not
physical facts’, but rather ‘wholes’ constituted out of ‘familiar categories
of our own minds’. ‘Theories of the social sciences,’ he writes, ‘do not
consist of “laws” in the sense of empirical rules about the behaviour of
objects definable in physical terms’; all they provide is ‘a technique of
reasoning which assists us in connecting individual facts’ and can ‘rggr

be verified or falsified by reference t_o__fa5:t_s’] Hayek concludes that "all we
can_‘E must verify 1s theTp_r—esence of our assumptions in the particular
case. . . . The theory itself. . . can only be tested for consistency.“

The olzject of history consists, then, of men, intentional behaviour,
‘world intuitions’, ‘choices’, the goals which have guided their actions,
their adoption of positions in favour of certain ‘values’. This for Weber
constitutes the human-historical being or object. Science and knowledge,
however, cannot discuss the virtues of values; they cannot counterpose
value judgements against value judgements. What they can do is provide
a technical critique alone, examine within a given teleological action the
suitability of the means to the end, determining ‘which means for the
achieverr1_ent of a proposed end are appropriate or inappropriate‘, making
it p0$ib1€ k;ei of success.‘”, We can now see why
Weber had to accept either aadualism between knowledge and life,
between science and reality, or — what is the same thing — irrationalism.
For indeed, if objectivity is reduced to mere intentional behaviour, or to
‘means-end‘ relationships, only real and concrete insofar as their ‘ends’
are effectively willed, then it is clear that science must either penetrate this
reality, identifying itself with the ‘ends’ in question, in which case it is no
longer theory but rather itself a choice and life-action, or, alternatively, it
does not choose and remains a mere reflection upon these ends, but then
it loses their concreteness. In the hrst case, science no longer offers
criteria for life but is life itself; in the second, reasoning upon the ‘ends’, it
can never make itself adequate to their effective nature, for they are not
objects of theory but objects of will.“'

In the first place, science only refers to the individual historical event or
intentional action, and must therefore enclose it in the framework of the

" Dohb, op. cit., pp. 17-8, n.
“ Weber, The Methadalag of the Social Sciences, op. cit., pp. 51-3.
" Interesting insight: on the imtionalism ofMax Weber may be found in G. Lukics,

Die Z;-rmirung do Va-nunfl, Berlin, 1954, pp. 474 ff., but the general orientation of this
analysis is somewhat dubious.
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‘means-end’ made relation; since this is only theorized and precisely not
‘willed’, it must resolve itself into a relation of abstract concepts; the
result is precisely ‘a conceptual pattern . . . conceived as a formally con
sistent system’, but which ‘in content is like a utopia’,°° i.e. has no
correlate in reality. (Hence theory cannot grasp the real; abstraction
always remains external to life.) In the second place, to the extent that
theory really wants to reach reality, it is no longer theory; ‘The “inter
pretation” of intellectual and mental (geistigen), aesthetic or ethical
creations has . . . the effects of the latter’ (that is, it is not strictly inter
pretation, so much as a value choice). Or, as Weber concludes: ‘the asset
tion that “history” in a cert: in sense is an “art” has in this respect its
justifiable “kernel of truth", no less than the designation of the cultural
and humanistic sciences as “subjectivizing”.’°7

It is within this framework of alternatives that Weber's theory of ‘ideal
types’ takes shape. In one sense, his ‘ideal type’ is merely the abstraction
of the Marginalists, that is, a purely abstract and conventional ‘model’
which ‘can never be empirically traced in reality’ but which, like every
utopia, is formed precisely ‘through the one—sided accentuation of one or
more points of view and by the synthesis of a great many dilfuse, discrete,
more or less present and occasionally absent, concrete individual pheno
mena . . . arranged . . . in a unified analytical construct’, which is entirely
formal. In this sense, for example, ‘abstract economic theory’ ‘offers an
ideal picture of events on the commodity-market under conditions of a
society organized on the principles of an exchange economy, free com
petition and rigorously rational conduct'.°° Or again, in very much the
same way one can work the “idea” of “handicraft" into a utopia by
arranging certain traits, actually found in an unclear, confused, state in
the industrial enterprises of the most diverse epochs and countries . . .’°°
(Yet Weber had a sufficient knowledge of Marx to know that this meant
coming to the defence of all the bourgeois ‘Robinsonades’: cf. p. 93.) In
another sense, however, the ‘ideal type’ is not a generic abstraction or
utopia formed by taking the “accentuation’ of certain real traits to their
extreme limit, forcing scientific simplification to the point where notions
are obtained like ‘city economy’ or ‘country economy‘, which no longer
bear any resemblance to the historical regimes of production to which they
refer. Rather they merely express not an abstraction but an individual

" Weber, The Methodology of the Social Sciences, op. cit., p. 90.
'7 ibid., pp. 144-5.
" ibid., pp. 90-1. " ibid., pp. 90-].
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value — and not just individual, but unrelated to the whole course of
history; the value which, according to Weber, inclusively resumes the
‘present-day Christian capitalistic constitutional culture’, the only cul
ture we can fully understand, both because it is the only one to which
our historical interest is oriented, and because this interest in turn is
based exclusively upon its values.”

It was mentioned earlier on that in his polemic against historical
materialism, Max Weber attempted to make use of certain basic elements
of Marx’s thought, especially those that u'{é'r'_¢_ _ at-__tl_1e time beyond the
theoretical horizons of the Marxism’ bf”t’H"” econdTr1'terh‘ation"al' This

is the case, in particular, both with the’":heoE§”6f ‘ideal types’ — Weber
explicitly refers to Marx precisely for the construction of one of the most
important examples of an ideal type“ — and (which amounts to the same
thing) with the concept of ‘social formation’, which he attempted in his
fashion to adapt and ‘reinterpret’, especially in Uber einige Kategorien der
rerste/iemlen S ozialagie. Even a superficial comparison is enough to show,
n(it.s0 much the difference between the two approaches, for this is
obvious, but rather the unequal possibilities of resolution offered by
Weber s idealftypes’ and Marx’s ,‘determin_alt!e_ahS££actiQns’. The
acl'i.ievemen't' represented by the latter aippiearsin Weber only in a dis
sociated form: on one hand as mere abstraction, on the other as mere
im/ii-ii/mi/iI_y or value, without the two aspects ever being merged or
compounded.

W059’. then, was acutely aware that science operates by simplification,
"'3 "5 Hcgcl P’!-It it, by sharpening the obtuse multiplicity of the real in
°"_d°' '0 grasp it in the form of essential zizference. He understood (against

tthaththe moment of abstraction, or typification, was also indis
sh " b _ L ‘’_t c S°°‘3l 5993965; thfit Marx, indeed, was not Comte; that

e :i stractions of Capital were quite different from the vague generalities

was nm the nmtcrial o:g>::}ié§:vrlevOeF,t;lhe present from which helmoved,

permit to his own consciousness as a boiz1i‘gS<:,)cfilseti)r,i’tetll:::t(iiIailyI::I}ie blah-[es
Hons, therefore, lacked that ‘material of observ t' ’ hi’ hlsa sinc
beeause it is niurerial, can ‘weed out h 1:101} w. ic , precisely
some and correcting others until final; ‘til ylrpot. eses, doing away with
I'M". (l""‘E5'~‘l-5‘). Hence in Weber the lfunzfawlls established In .3 pine
:l).\lr:ICll()nS degenerated into a mere conzmlslla l°.haracter‘of scientific

mbid" Pp. 155-7‘ t7(:na.zsm, i.e. into the im.
Il3ld., p. 103.
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possibility of evading the plurality of causes by experimental verification.
The scientific concept became a utopia, an indeterminate notion; this
notion was extended to link together the most disparate phenomena,
regardless of the specificities of socio—historical regimes (as in Weber's
concepts of bureaucracy, the state, etc.), calmly assimilating elements
specific to the present and to the past. This indeterminacy can be seen,
for example, in the fact that Weber recognized his ‘idea’ of capitalist
culture in only one of a great many utopias of this kind, which could be
worked out, ‘of which none is like another and none of which can be
observed in empirical reality’.72 The content of theoretical generalizutioii
could not, in other words, engage 'wit'li’rea'1ity.' An_ayt_ical-causal explana

’tion, which in its dissolution had, with positivism, taken the path of
rriere'his’t6i’Tcal7le:crip1i'oi:m, has now been dispersed into the multiplicity
of caus§Ed]jT<§i‘ee"into a mere probability calculation.

Inve—rsely, having lost the possibility of seeing that scientific abstraction
is not a vacuous generalization, but the simplest characterization of a
concrete ob'ect of stud and hen s;Eegtiof$e ob'ect itself, Weber.‘__ .,. 1...... __. L. _,_, _. N /_______,

"ciould reformulate the instance of the present only on t e ground of
the irrationalism of the philosophy of values, not only as value (rather
than jizct) but as an incommunicable, ‘non—relative’ value. The com
prehension of the present had now to be presented only in the aspects in
which it excludes the past; the latter only had a bearing as a means ‘to
delimit certain concepts with which we operate in the study of European
cultural history, from the quite different cultural traits’7"’ of other pre
vious cultures. He failed to see that the differences between past and
present also divide the past from today, and are hence ways of throwing
light on the relativity and transitory character of the present. Science,
which Weber had earlier understood only as a technical critique or
logico-formal construction, neutral and external to real content (or
‘values’ to employ Weber’s terminology), now had itself to be turned into
a value or choice, as gratuitous and unquestionable as any other. Science
is thereby demoted to the level of a form of human conduct, as individual
and arbitrary as any other subjective belief. At most, it represents no
more than a means of ‘intuitively understanding life and reality’ in one
out of many epochs — specifically the bourgeois, capitalist epoch.

Weber sought the essence of capitalism, not in its economic anatomy
and physiology but in that variety of mental attitudes and forms of human
behaviour that he summed up in the notion of ‘the spirit of capitalism’,

7* ibid., p. 91. 7’ ibid-. P- I56
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i.e. in that still generic notion ‘calculability’, characteristic of the running
of the capitalist enterprise, and hence in the attitude of ‘rational and
systematic pursuit of profit’. Capitalism, therefore, came for him to be
more or less identified with the rational simplification of science and
technique. Thus, inversely, the latter could only appear to Weber now as
no more than a subjective belief, and precisely one of the ‘values’ or goals,
irrational like the ideals of all other epochs, produced by a particular
civilization in response to the ‘challenge’ presented to it by the world."

llaving started from the point of departure that historical reality is a
reality consisting only of intentional conduct, we now discover that the
same is true of rejieetian on this reality, i.e. science.__Not only social rela
tions are ideological relations_- the science of society,itself_i§,,_isit;Ol0gy.
Here we can already discern the further development (and impoverish
ment) of Weber’s work by Mannheirri? So_c_ial>_ reality __f9g_l_\{l_apgh§jmJs
nothing more than the totality of-the-"i‘fieanings’ attributed__t9 tvh_e_Vworld
by members of society; these meanings, however, contain nothing.objee
tive, they only have a ‘certain psychological-sociological function, namely
to fix the attention of those men who wish to do something in common
upon a certain “definition of the situation”.’75 I.e. concepts now repre
sent only ‘taboos against other possible sources of meaning’, mere ‘myths’
or pragmatic instruments which allow a ‘simplifying and unifying of the
mariifoldness of life for the sake of action’. Not only is all reality ‘ideo
logies’, but the Wirxenroziologie that discusses them, the ideology of
ideology, too, is an ideology.” Once knowledge is considered merely as a
manifestation of human life, rather than also as a testimony and reflection
upon reality, it has nothing to manifest but the collective ‘unconscious’ or

‘psyche’. Thus sociology becomes a psychoanalysis of society, i.e. a way. . ,
:’nfas:':_(C)(:Vr¢:;I:§1 0lI(l)1aitc:lv:rr1yelf';)rtrn ofhlinovvledge is merely a vehicle and
mm Ofamirs is 3 igcatharthws :» W e, inversely, the revelation of this
“union with Weber is still eviéenpug )l1ing form of knowledge. The con
_ Rickm_S ncmxantianism has I-10‘: at — as Lukacs correctly observesvv
form or existential philoso h d I een replaced by a sociologized
even more contrived d d'p y a- JaSPers_.Held.egger ; that ‘S’ by an

an isordered irrationalism, if that were possible.70 , _
Mcrleuu Ponty takes up some of these theme

Jt1I;l’l<)ltJh/;rll1]l;.t,.P3l’lS, i955; for example_ p_ 35_
. Inn 

" Md.‘ pp. zegrnéqlaeulogy and Utopia, London, 1960, p_ ;9_

7, I-“H55. DI? Z¢r.tI6rung der V21-nunff

S, banalizing them, in Les Aventures

°P- Cit-. p. 501.



Bernstein and the Marxism of

the Second International

ENGELS’S ‘POLITICAL TESTAMENT’

In the introduction he wrote for the first reprinting of The C lax: S truggles
in France, in March 1895 — only a few months before his death — Engels
observes that the chief error made by Marx and himself at the time of
the 1848 revolution was that they had treated the European situation as
ripe for socialist transformation:

History has proved us, and all those who thought like us, wrong. It has made
clear that the state of economic development on the continent at that time was
not by a long way ripe for the elimination of capitalist production; it has proved
this by the economic revolution, which, since 1848, has seized the whole of the
continent . . . and has made Germany positively an industrial country of the
first rank. . . .1

According to Engels, this error of judgement concerning the real level
of capitalist development in 1848 was to a considerable extent matched
by a mistaken political conception that he and Marx had derived from
preceding revolutionary experience, and particularly that of France: the
idea of revolution as the action of a minority. ‘It was . . . natural and un
avoidable that our conceptions of the nature and course of the “social”
revolution proclaimed in Paris in February 1843, of the revolution Of the
proletariat, should be strongly coloured by memories of the prototypes of
1789 and 1830.’ While ‘all revolutions up to the present day have resulted
in the displacement of one definite class rule by another’, ‘all ruling
classes up to now have been only small minorities in relation to the ruled
mass of the people’; hence, ‘the common form of all these revolutions was
that they were minority revolutions. Even when the majority t_00k_P“‘» ‘I
did so — whether wittingly or not — only in the service of the minority; but

‘ Marx and Engels, Selettcd Work: in one volume, London. 1963. P- 656- Audthe
following quotations are from Engels‘s introduction (PP- 551-53): d“°d L°" °"'
6 March 1895.
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because of this, or simply because of the passive, unresisting attitude of

the majority, this minorityl acquired the appearance of being the repre
ScTh:vt‘in(ilfti:“::1it‘o:1r(isii’oi)1ec’:l1?t’l:iis character of preceding revolutions to ‘the

struggle of the proletariat for its emancipation’ had now been sharply
contradicted by history. History ‘has done even more: it has not merely
dispelled the erroneous notions we then held; it has also completely
transformed the conditions under which the proletariat has to light, The
mode of struggle of 1848 is today obsolete in every respect, and this IS 21
point which deserves closer examination on the present occasion.

The conclusion Engels drew from this analysis was that, given the scale
of modern standing armies (besides, of course, the character of socialist
transformation itself), ‘the time of surprise attacks, of revolutions carried
out by small conscious minorities at the head of the unconscious masses’,
is irrevocably past. ‘Where it is a question of a complete transformation of
the social organisation, the masses themselves must also be in it, must
themselves already have grasped what is at stake, what they are going in
for, body and soul. The history of the last fifty years has taught us that.
But in order that the masses may understand what is to be done, long
persistent work is required and it is just this work which we are now
pursuing and with a success which drives the enemy to despair.’

The necessity for this long, patient work, — ‘slow propaganda work and
parliamentary activity’ — is recognized as ‘the immediate task of the party’
not only in Germany but also in France and other ‘Latin countries’,
where, ‘it is realized more and more that the old tactics must be revised’.
But, ‘whatever may happen in other countries’, this was the path that
German Social l)emocracy, as the vanguard of the international move
ment, must CODUIILIC to pursue.

'lhe two million voters whom it sends to the ballot box, together with the
young men and women who stand behind them as non—voters, form the most
numerous, most compact mass, the decisive ‘shock force’ of the international
prolctarian army. This mass already supplies over a fourth of the votes cast‘ and
as by-elections to the Rtit/mag, the Diet elections in individual stat , the
municipal council and trades court elections demonstrate es,

3
I _ it increases incessantly.
ts growth proceeds as spontaneously, as steadily

- 1
as irresistibly, and at the same
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peasants, and grow into the decisive power in the land, before which all other
powers will have to bow, whether they like it or not. To keep this growth going
without interruption until it of itself gets beyond the control of the prevailing
governmental system, that is our main task.

This confident vision of the direction of events and the rapidity with
which the goal could be attained (‘by the end of the century’ or within
live years if the process were not interrupted by tactical errors), enabled
Engels to re-emphasize the central theme of his text: namely, the necessity
and timeliness of the ‘turn’ which German Social Democracy had made
and which was now on the agenda in other countries as well. This ‘re
vision’ of the old tactics was now essential, since today ‘there is only one
means by which the steady rise of the socialist lighting forces in Germany
could be temporarily halted, and even thrown back for some time: :1
clash on a big scale with the military, a blood—letting like that of 1871 in
Paris’. This too would be overcome in the long run, but, it could not but
‘impede’ the ‘normal development’.

On the other hand, the new tactics alone could further and ensure the
progressive and irresistible development towards socialism which capital
ist development itself, now at the peak of its maturity, demanded: the
tactics of the ‘intelligent utilization’ the German workers had been able
to make of universal suffrage, and to which they owed the astonishing
growth of the party, documented by the statistics of its electoral support,
which Engels quoted:

Thanks to the intelligent use which the German workers made of the univer
sal suffrage . . . the astonishing growth of the party is made plain to all the world
by incontestable figures: 1871, 102,000; 1874, 352,000; 1877, 493,000 Social
Democratic votes. Then came recognition of this advance by high authority in
the shape of the Anti-Socialist Law; the party was temporarily broken up, the
number of votes dropped to 312,000 in 1881. But that was quickly overcome, and
then . . . rapid expansion really began: 1884, 550,000; 1887, 763,000; 1399
1,427,000 votes. Thereupon the hand of the State was paralysed. The Anti
Socialist Law disappeared; socialist votes rose to 1,787,000, over a quarter of all
the votes cast. The government and the ruling classes had exhausted all their
expedients — uselessly, purposelessly, unsuccessfully. . . . The state was at the
end of its tether, the workers only at the beginning of theirs

By this use of the franchise, the German workers had not .0f1l}’ bull,‘
‘the strongest, most disciplined and raPld1Y g"°“”“g S°°""’_‘5‘ Party‘

They had also supplied ‘their comrades‘ in all countries with a nevi;
weapon, and one of the sharpest’ in showing them how to use universa
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suffrage. The franchise had been ‘in the words of the French Marxist
programme, trzmsfbrmé, de moyen dc duperie qt/il a e'te'jusqu’i:i, en insIru
merit lémantipotion — transformed by them from a means of deception,
which it was before, into an instrument of emancipation’. It was precisely
this ‘successful utilization of universal suffrage’ that constituted the ‘new
method of struggle’ already adopted, which the proletariat should seek
to use also in the future. It was already crystal-clear that the ‘bourgeoisie
and the Government‘ had come to be ‘much more afraid of the legal than
the illegal action of the workers’ party, of the results of elections than
those of rebellions’.

_ Engels concluded:

The irony of world history turns everything upside down. We the ‘revolu
tionists', the ‘overthi-owers’, we are thriving far better on legal methods than on
illegal methods and overthrow. The parties of order, as they call themselves, are
perishing under the legal conditions created by themselves. They cry despair
ingly with Odilon Barrot: la légalité nous me, legality is the death of us; whereas

we, ull'lClCl' this legality, get nrm muscles and rosy cheeks and look like lifeeterna .

THE SUBSTANCE or BERNSTEIN’S CRITIQUE

Th’? ‘ext 0f Engels. Which became, through his subsequent death, a
political testament, dated from 1895. A year later, Bernstein began to
publish the series of articles in Die Neue Zeit called Problems of S otialism.
These. were interrupted and begun afresh several times between 1896 and
1393 In response to the polemieal reactions they raised‘ they finally
appeared in March 1899, recast and amplified by the author, under the

had raised in his ‘lmioduenie immediately recalls the questions Engels
himself Concerning the reaction 1.. the erroneous Judgement of Marx and
the mistaken conce t' fpom lty'0f social and poimcal developments’

P 10“ 0 F€V0lUtl0l'l as a ‘revolution of the minority’,

and in response t Q; d S . , _
edition ofhil Wort:-;_ V2? XI chnudt s reply in def;
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the need to ‘revise’ outdated insurrectionist tactics in favour of new tactics
based on utilization of the franchise, already adopted by the German
Social Democrats.

Engels had written of a revision of tactics; Bernstein objected that this
tactical revision necessarily implied a revision of strategy, a revision of the
premises of theoretical Marxism. The errors denounced by Engels were
not merely a result of contingent factors; they derived from essential
points of doctrine and until the latter were revised it would be impossible
to avoid making these errors. Bernstein was not disputing the new tactics.
The political practice of the party was correct. But in order to proceed
unhesitatingly and without contradictions along the path indicated by the
new tactics, it was, he claimed, essential to free the party from the utopian
and insurrectionist phraseology cultivated by the old theory. ‘The prac
tice of the German party has frequently, indeed almost always, been
opportunist in character.’ Despite this, or precisely because of this, ‘its
policy has in every case proved more correct than its phraseology. Hence
I have no wish to reform the actual policy of the party . . .; what I am
striving for, and as a theoretician must strive for, is a unity between
theory and reality, between phraseology and action.“ This statement is
from a letter to Bebe], written in October 1898. In February 1899, Bern
stein wrote to Victor Adler as follows: ‘The doctrine [i.e. Marxism] is not
sufficiently realistic for me; it has, so to speak, lagged behind the prac
tical development of the movement. It may possibly still be all right for
Russia . . . but in Germany we have outgrown its old form."

There was then, according to Bernstein, a contradiction between the
theoretical premises of socialism and the practice of Social Democracy 
hence the title of his book. The task he proposed was that of examining
the theory, now outdated and utopian, and bringing it into line with the
practical politics of the party. In short, the aim was to contest the neces
sary relation between Marxism and the workers’ movement. Socialism
must liberate itself from the encumbrance of the old theory. ‘The defect

of Marxism’ lay in its ‘excessive abstraction’ and the ‘theoretical phrase
ology’ which resulted. ‘Do not forget,’ he wrote to Bebe], ‘that Capital,
with all its scientificity, was in the last analysis a tendentious work and
remained incomplete; it did so, in my opinion, precisely because the
conflict between scientilicity and tendency made Marx's task more and

3 V. Adler, Briefmcrhstl mi! August Bebe! und Karl Kauttky, Vienna, 1954- P- 359
Bemstein‘s letter to Bebe] is dated 20 October 1898.

‘ ibid., p. 289.
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more difficult. Seen from this standpoint, the destiny of this great work is
almost symbolic and constitutes, in any event, an eloquent warning.’5

The errors denounced by Engels were not, therefore, accidental but
sprang from the theory itself. The incorrect estimation of the temporality
of capitalist development resulted from a dialectical apriorisrn_of the
I-Iegelian type, from the fatalism and determinism of the materialist con-’
ccption of history; It WaS,_ll'l sl_i_ort,_t_he ermt_(Lf_th° ‘the05y_s>.f_ht§ak.d9wn

l (Zummmenbruthstheorie), the constant expectation of the inevitable_ag
' imminent ‘catastrophe’, to which, according ,to’IVl,,arxi§ti-1:,itl1§-£apitalist

sy§t'e'm_\Vas_coii?l?mned by its very nature. The incorrect notion in 1848
of a seizure of power by ‘revolution’ or through a ‘political catastrophe’
and hence the overthrow of the state, also arose from an aprioristic and
tcndentious cast in Marx’s argument, an argument shared in this case, in
Bernstein’s view, completely with Blanquism.

In short, an apriorism deriving from the conception of historical
development in terms of dialectical antithesis, and a tcndentious spirit or,
as one might put it today, an ‘ideological’ intention, induced Marx to do
violence to the evidence of scientific analysis. To this basic error Bern
stein ascribed the theory of the polarization of society into two classes:
the idea of the growing immiseration and proletarianization of the middle
strata; and finally, the concept of the progressive worsening of economic
crises and the consequent growth of revolutionary tension.

The proof of the apriori character of all these theses lay, according to
Bernstein, in the fact that they had been invalidated by the course of
history. Things had not proceeded in the way Marx had hoped and pre
dicted. There was no concentration of production and no elimination of
small- by large-scale enterprises; while this concentration had taken place
extremely slowly in commerce and industry, in agriculture the elimination
of small units had not merely failed to occur — the opposite was the case.
No worsening and intensification of crises; not only had these become
more rare and less acute, but with the formation of cartels and trusts

°‘P"3:|SrfI now h:_d at its disposal more means of self-regulation. Finally,no 0 ariution o s ' ' .
absgncc of any pT0l:>:::It3l'”1i:tac;il::lvc:) Figremedcjiitsses, on the contrafYi the
mom or Ming Conditions of the kc mi e strata and the irnPPove
than exacerbated the class stru lwof’I‘l}r1lg classes ind attemimed’ r-atheli
Bernstein “Tom .‘has not-Occungtgde: tl e aggravation of social relations,
[mm To ancmlzt to conceal this fall; ‘re manner described in the Mamis not only useless but mad. The

‘ ibid., p. 261.



Bernstein and the Marxism ofthe Second International 51

number of property owners has grown, not diminished. The enormous
growth in social wealth has not been accompanied by an ever-narrowing
circle of great capitalist magnates, but by an ever-growing number of
capitalists at every level. The character of the middle strata has changed,
but they have not vanished from the social hierarchy.’ Finally, he added:
‘from a political point of view, in all the advanced countries, we observe
the privileges of the capitalist bourgeoisie steadily giving way to democratic
institutions. Under the influence of this, and driven by the ever more
powerful pressure of the workers’ movement, there has been a reaction of
society against the exploitative tendencies of capital, which, even if it is
still uncertain and hesitant, is there nonetheless, and invests wider and
wider sectors of economic life.’ In short, ‘factory legislation’, the ‘demo
cratization of communal administration’, and ‘universal suffrage’ tend to
erode the very basis of class struggle. This only confirms and proves once
more that where parliamentary democracy is dominant, the state can no
longer be seen as an organ of class rule. ‘The more the political institutions
of modern nations become democratized, the more the occasions and
necessity for great political crises are removed.’ Hence the working class
should not strive to seize power by revolution, but should rather seek to
reform the State, remodelling it in a more and more democratic mould.
To conclude: there is a contradiction between political democracy and

’ mp i'talist_exp'l“oitation‘.'Tlie‘deVél6FmT:iit_ofthe former, that is of political
equality, must necessarily gradually reduce and overcome economic in
equalities and hence class differences.

Obviously, in his last text, Engels had not intended to say anything like
this. Besides, Bernstein himself, while underlining the importance of the
‘political testament’, recognized that Engels himself could scarcely have
been expected to undertake this ‘necessary revision of the theory’.
Nevertheless, at the moment when he began his series of articles in pie
Neue Zeit, Bernstein enjoyed considerable prestige within German Social
Democracy, not only because of his direction of the Party organ at Zurich
for several years during the period of the exceptional laws; and not only
because of his collaboration with Kautsky in the preparation of the
Erfurt programme;° but also and above all because he had lived for years
in England close to Engels as both his disciple and friend. Kautsky recalled
later: ‘From 1883 Engels considered Bernstein and myself as the most

‘tr_us't_ed_ representatives of Marxist theory.’7 When Engels died in August

° K. Kautsky, Dar Erfixrter Pragramm. 5l'U“E3_”» 1392v 13' "ll"
7 F. Engels, Briefwethsel rm‘! Karl Kant:/U: Vienna. 1955- P- 9°
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i895 it seems that of the two Bernstein was especially favoured ,' it was to
him as executor that Engels entrusted thgjllera legacy’ of Marx an
himself.

Clearly, it would be futile to attempt to construe these elements as
implying Engels and Bernstein had a common outlook. Though Bernstein
insinuated on occasion that his ‘internal struggle’ and ‘new viewpoint’
were no secret to Engels, it cannot be doubted, as Kautsky wrote, that
‘if lingels had suspected the change in Ede’s [Bernstein’s] outlook . . . he
would certainly not have entrusted him with his literary legacy’.° How
ever, even if we lay aside these secondary considerations, their close
relationship at least serves, in my view, to underline two important facts:
not only that ‘revisionism’ was born in the heart of the Marxism of the
Second International, and advanced from there, but also that Bernstein’s
polemic is incomprehensible if we fail to grasp the particular character of
that Marxism from which it originated and in relation to which it always
remained, in a real sense, complementary.

Tiii: ‘BREAKDOWN THEORY‘

The pivot upon which the whole of Bernstein’s argument turns is his
critique of the ‘theory of breakdown’. In his book, Bernstein and the
Siitia/-I)em0(rati¢‘ Programme, which appeared in the same year, 1399,
Kautsky correctly pointed out that_‘Marx and Engels never produced
a special “theory of breakdown” and tlia;l'WsVte17rn_‘o517igTrfi_i'te_s”from P‘{=.‘r}T
stein himself, just as the term “theory of irnmiseration” owes its existence_ _ ,  __ -__ - -~_-'-"'- "' ""—~'--~ ---—-——»-:A7
to the adversaries of Marxism ." But what Bernstein understood by this
theory was. in substance nothing other than the content of the famous
P?“'3l!T3Ph ”‘ CWW1 On the ‘historical tendency of capitalist accumulatl(m'.

. . .
ln Marx s account, the imperative laws of competition determine the

progressive expropriation of smaller capitalists by larger and hence anCVCF ‘ ' ' - - . .
3” . Err: 3C[CCdl'lILlatCd centralization of capital’. This process, periodic

c cra ‘ ‘ ' - . .
)_ _.  y economic crisis, reveals the inherent limit of the

°“P"“l'5' "°l§|mc= the contradiction between the social character of
production and the private form of appropriation On the one hand these
‘d . I . ' . )

cw OP’ 0" an °V°"°’“°"d1_“E 59316. the cooperative form of the labour
process . . . the transformation of the instruments of labour into inst“,
in I Letter from Kautsky to V. Adler, 2

u K-uuky‘ Bmmd” and 4“ Ma.“ r March 1399, in Adler, op. eit., 13. 303.
ldanobratirehe Pragmmrn op cit p 43, . ., . .
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ments of labour only usable in common, the economizing of all means of
production by their use as the means of production of combined, social
ized labour’. On the other hand, ‘along with the constantly diminishing
number of the magnates of capital, who usurp and monopolize all advan
tages of this process of transformation, grow the mass of misery, oppres
sion, slavery, degradation, exploitation; but with this too grows the
revolt of the working class, a class always increasing in numbers, and
disciplined, united, organized by the very mechanism of the process of
capitalist production itself’.

Marx concludes:

The monopoly of capital itself become: a fetter upon the mode of production, which
has sprung up and flourished along with, and under it. Centralization of the
means of production and socialization of labour at last reach a point where they
become incompatible with their capitalist integument. This integument is burst
asunder. The lenell of capitalist private property sounds. The expropriator: are
expropriatezl.”

It is true that Bernstein did not accept this account of the ‘historical
tendency of capitalist accumulation’, which he regarded as a ‘purely
speculative anticipation’. Not by chance is the major thrust of his book
directed at denying or strictly circumscribing what is today regarded,
even by non-Marxist economists, as the most verified of all Marx's pre
dictions; the capitalist concentration and ceiitrali/:.1tioii he lureciist. llere
we need refer only to the judgement ofthe eminent Aiiierietin eeoiioiiiist.
\\/_'._ _,L._._§_gn_t:§y‘, who rejects many aspects of Marx's theory. l)iS(.'llSSiI1‘__'
Mar)t’s ‘brilliant analysis of the long—run tendencies of the capitalist
system’, he observes:

fThe record is indeed impressive: increasing concentration of wealth, rapid
1 elimination of small and medium-sized enterprises, progressive limitation of
competition, incessant technological progress accompanied by the ever-growing
importance of Fixed capital, and, last but not least, the undiminjshing amplitude
of recurrent business cycles — an unsurpassed series of progriostications fulfilled,

_,v against which modern economic theory with all its reliiieiiieiits lias little in slum
indeed.“

.

In this sense, Rosa Luxemburg was right to point out that ‘what Bernstein
questions is not the rapidity of the development of capitalist society, but

1° Marx, Capital, Vol. I, p. 763. g _ _
t," 11 Proceedings ofthe Fifticth Annual Meeting ofthe American l-,conomie .~\ssoci;iti<m.
:l_ 1937 (Anterican Economic Review Supplement, March I918. DP. 5. 0)
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the march of this development itself and consequently, the very possi
bility of a change to socialism’. He ‘not merely rejects a certain form of
the collapse. He rejects the very possibility of collapse’.” Or, better still,
he denied not only the ‘breakdown’ (which we shall see, is not one of
Marx's ideas), but also — quite apart from any notion of automatic ‘break
down’, such as Luxemburg’s own thesis that the system ‘moves towards
a point where it will be unbalanced when it will simply become im
possible'” — the vital nucleus of Marxism itself: namely, the idea that the
capitalist order is a historical phenomenon, a transitory and non-natural
order, which, through its own internal and objective contradictions
inevitably nurtures within itself the forces that impel it towards a different
organization of society.

There is no doubt that Bernstein expressly rejected all this. The best
proof, if proof were needed, is his concern to demonstrate the possibility
of the ‘self-regulation’ of capitalism. Cartels, credit, the improved system
of communications, the rise of the working class, insofar as they act to
eliminate or at least mitigate the internal contradictions of the capitalist
economy, hindering their development and aggravation, ensure for the
system the possibility of unlimited survival. In other words, for Marx’s
basic conception according to which the advent of socialism has its
preconditions and objective roots within the process of capitalist production
itself, Bernstein substituted a socialism based upon an ethical ideal, the
goal of a civilized humanity free to choose its own future in conformity
with the highest principles of morality and justice. As Rosa Luxemburg
acidly commented: ‘What we are offered here is an exposition of the
socialist programme based upon “pure reason". We have here, in simpler
language, an idealist exposition of socialism. The objective necessity of
socialism, as the result of the material development of society, falls to
the ground.'“

However, granted this, it is also necessary to point out that the way in
which Marx's own theory was expounded by the Marxism of that period
transformed what Marx himself had__dgc_lar_ed a l11'SIOZI';'g_Lf_€]_ldll£Z into an
_‘incvitable‘laug__o[3igtigrgf; A violent crisis would sooner or later produce
conditions of acute poverty which would turn people’s minds against the
system, convincing them of the impossibility of continuing under the
existing order. This extreme and fateful economic crisis would then

" Luxemburg, Social Reform or Rnwluti'nn?, op. cit., pp. to—ii.
"ibid., p. to. This thesis was later developed by Luxunburg in The Accumulation ofC‘P"‘l- “ ibid., p. 12.
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cxpand into a generalized crisis of society, only concluded by the advent
to power of the proletariat. Such, according to Bernstein, was the domin
ant conception within Social Democracy. The conviction had become
deeply rooted, he wrote, that ‘this path of development was an inevitable
natural law and that a generalized economic crisis was the necessary
crucible for the emergence of a socialist society’.

The attribution to German Social Democracy of this thesis of an
imminent and inevitable ‘breakdown’ (Zusammenhrueh) of bourgeois
society under the fatal impact of ‘purely economic causes’ was ener
getically attacked by Kautsky in his thorough reply to The Premises of
Socialism and the Tasles of Social Democracy. He wrote: ‘In the oH'icial
declarations of German Social Democracy, Bernstein will seek in vain
any allirmation that could be construed in the sense of the “theory of
breakdown” he imputes to it. In the passage of the Erfurt Programme
dealing with crises, there is no mention of “breakdown”."5 Yet Bern
stein’s accusation was not altogether wide of the mark: this can be shown
not only by some of the reactions it aroused in Marxist circles (Cunow
for example), reallirming that Marx and Engels did indeed believe in a
catastrophic breakdown of capitalism,” but also by the Erfurt Pro
gramme itself, drawn up by Kautsky in 1891-2. In the Erfurt Programme,
the conversion or transformation of the ‘historical tendency’ Marx had
discussed into the terms of a naturalistic‘ and fatal necessity is quite
evident.

Kautsky wrote in his commentary to the programme:

We consider the breakdown (Zusammenbrueh) of existing society as inevitable,
since we know that economic development creates with a natural necessity con
ditions which force the exploited to strive against private property; that it
increases the number and power of the exploited while it reduces the number
and power of the exploiters, whose interest is to maintain the existing order; that
it leads, Finally, to unbearable conditions for the mass of the population, which
leave it only a choice between passive degeneration and the active overthrow of
the existing system of ownership.

And he added:

Capitalist society has failed; its dissolution is only a question of time; irresist
ible economic development leads with natural necessity to the bankruptcy of the

" Kautsky, Bernstein und das sozialdemohratiseh: Programm, op. cit., p. 43.
" For a reconstruction of the ‘breakdown controversy‘ see P. M. Sweezy, The Theory

of Capitalist Development, New York, 1968, pp. 190 E.
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capitalist mode of production. The erection of a new form of society in place
of the existing one is no longer something merely desirable; it has become
something inevitable."

This theme of the approaching breakdown of capitalism and the
imminent passage to socialism constitutes an essential guide-line in the
Bernstein-Debatte. This was not only for the theoretical or doctrinaire
reasons already mentioned, to which we shall have occasion to return;
but also because, in the various forms this theme assumed around the turn
of the century, we can trace the reverberation of a real historical process,
which must at least be mentioned at this point.

THE ‘GREAT DEPRESSION’

For economists, the last quarter of the nineteenth century has for some
time now come to assume the significance of a crucial phase in the history
of capitalism. The period is marked by a long—drawn-out economic
crisis, which has become known as the ‘Great Depression’, lasting from
1873 to 1895, though punctuated by two moments of recovery." During
this crisis, which began with a violent slump but soon adopted a milder,
but exhaustingly lengthy movement (which helped many contemporaries
to fail to identify it as a real crisis in the classical sense of the term), all
the fundamental categories of Marx’s analysis came fully into play: the
tendency for the rate of profit to fall due to the increased ‘organic com
position’ of capital; stagnation and partial saturation of outlets for
investment; unimpeded action of competition, which, apart from affect
ing proht margins, resulted in a spectacular fall in prices.

In his edition of the third volume of Capital, Engels inserted a lengthy
note into Marx’s discussion of joint—stock companies, in which he referred
to the Depression then taking place in the following terms:

The daily growing speed with which production may be enlarged in all Fields
of large-scale industry today, is oH'set by the ever-greater slowness with which
the market for these increased products expands. What the former turns out in
months, an scarcely be absorbed by the latter in years. . . _ The results are 3
general chronic over-production, depressed prices, falling and even wholly

"’ Kautsky, Das Erfwter Programs», op. cit., pp. I06, 136,
II M_ Dobb, Studies in the Development of Capitalism, London, r947, pp. 3oo 112 For

bibliographical references and quantitative infonnation (arranged by topics: employ
ment, investment, price, etc.) see S. G. E. Lythe, British Economic History since 1760,
London, I950.
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disappearing profits; in short, the old boasted freedom of competition has
reached the end of its tether arid must itself announce its obvious, scandalous
bankruptcy."

The insistence in this text on the ‘ever—greater slowness’ with which the
market expands refers in particular to an essential feature of this period,
to which Engels frequently drew attention: the end of the British indus
trial monopoly of the world and the beginning of international struggle
for markets — not, of course, for the export of commodities, but for the
export of capital. It was indeed precisely during the Great Depression
period that German and American industry, which embarked on the
process of centralization earlier and more fully than British industry,
began to contest British economic world supremacy.”

This end to the ‘British industrial monopoly’ acquired great significance
in Engels’s thinking in his last years. He refers to it in his Preface of 1892
to the Condition of the Working Class in England: the breakdown of this
monopoly, he wrote, must entail the loss of the ‘privileged position’ of
the British working class and hence ‘there will be socialism again’ in
Britain. It would seem that the effects of the depression and the ‘bank
ruptcy’ of free competition reinforced to some extent in Engels — and
even more clearly in the case of his disciples — the sensation that the
system was rapidly moving towards the final settlement of accounts.

Kautsky later recalled:

TAt the time of my third stay in London (1835), Engels unceasingly aflirmed
that the British workers’ rejection of socialism was connected with the monopoly
position of British industry over the world market, which allowed the capitalists
to concede extraordinary favours to the Trade Unions. But now, with the rise of
powerful industries in other countries, this monopoly would end; with its
demise the opposition between organized labour and capital would become more
acute even in Britain.

" Marx, Capital, Vol. III, p. 423.
"G. M. Trevelyan, English Sotial History, London, 1946, p. 557. ‘The Franco

Prussian war of 1870 was the first shock. And during the three following decades
America and Germany rose as manufacturing powers rival to our own. The immensely
greater natural resources of America, the scientific and technical education provided by
the far—sighted govemments in Germany, told more and more every ymr. To meet this
new situation, our island liberty, Free Trade and individualist self-help might not alone
be enough. Some sense of this led to improved technical education over here. It led,
also, to greater interest in our own ‘lands beyond the sea’, the lmperialist movement of
the nineties; and it induced a more friendly and respectful attitude to America . . .
and “the Colonies”, as Canada and Australasia were still called.’
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And Kautsky added:

Indeed, we expected much more from the crisis at that time. . . . Not only
the revival of the socialist movement in Britain, but the breakdown (Zu:ammen
bruch) of capitalism throughout the world. This hope proved illusory. Capitalism
survived the crisis, despite its considerable extension in space and time and its
inordinate intensity. A new phase of capitalist prosperity ensued. But what
emerged was an entirely altered capitalism. The older form of capitalism had
been eclipsed."

This is perhaps the crucial point. The long crisis passed and capitalism
survived. Indeed it overcame the crisis by transforming itself. Learning
from the drastic effects of competition on prices and profit margins,
capitalism reacted by decisively adopting the path of monopolistic
development.“ Capitalism entered the Great Depression in the classical
nineteenth—century form of a competitive economy; it emerged at the
end of the century with a radically altered physiognomy. The old banner
of Iaisrnfzire was rolled up. Unlimited competition was restricted; faith
in the providential self—regulating virtues of the system gave way to
agreements on prices and production quotas. Until the 18705 free com
petition went almost uncon-tested; by the end of the century, cartels had
already become one of the bases of economic life. The great business
upswing after 1895 and the new crisis of 1900-3 took place, for the first
time, at least in the mining and iron-and-steel industries, entirely under
the sign of monopolistic cartelization.

Free trade gave way steadily to protectionism: but with the dilference
that, while the initial task of protectionism had been that of safeguarding
growing national industries from the unequal competition of more
advanced industrial countries, its function was now altered, indeed
inverted. It was transformed, ‘from a means of defence against the con
quest of the home market by foreign industry’ into ‘a means of conquering
overseas markets on behalf of home industries; . . . from a defensive
weapon of the weak’ into ‘an offensive weapon of the strong’.“

Similarly profound mutations occurred in the field of colonial policy.

" F. EngtI.r' Brirfiwrlml mil K. Kautrl-y, op. cit., pp. 174-5. Kautsky's Commentary
on the letters dates from 1935.

" W. W. Rostow, "Investment and the ‘Great Depression‘ in Economic History Rn-iem,
May 1938, p. I58 (cited by Dobb, op. cit., p. 312), observes that capitalists ‘began to
earth for an escape (from narrower profit-margins) in the ensured foreign markets of
positive imperialism, in tariffs, monopolies, employers’ associations’.

” R. Hilferding, Du Finanzlapirnl, Berlin, 1955, p, 464;_
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In the classic period of free trade, the colonial system had fallen into such
discredit that, as Lenin remarked, even after 1860 ‘the leading British
bourgeois politicians were opposed to colonial policy and were of the
opinion that the liberation of the colonies, their complete separation from
Britain, was inevitable and desirable’.“ From 1880 onwards, on the con
trary, a new feeling awakened for the economic value of colonies. Hobson
in his book on imperialism marks out the period from 1884 to 1900 as
that of the maximum territorial expansion of the major European powers.
Africa, only a tenth of whose total area had been annexed by 1876, was
by 1900 nine-tenths under foreign rule.

The effects of this deep and substantial change in capitalist develop
ment were a decisive factor in the ‘crisis of Marxism’ which erupted at
the turn of the century. The system, which seemed to have entered a
period of prolonged coma since the 1870s, beyond which - imminent
and palpable — seemed to be visible the collapse of bourgeois society and
the advent of socialism, now enjoyed a sudden upswing; the result was
a profound shift in the European and world picture, destroying the
expectations of an imminent ‘breakdown’ of the old society which had
seemed to rest upon unbreakable and inevitable ‘natural necessity’. As
Labriola wrote, on the outbreak of the Bernstein-Debatte:

Behind all the din of battle, in fact, there lies a deep and crucial question.
The ardent, energetic and precocious hopes of several years ago — the prediction
of the details, the over-precise itineraries — have now come up against the more
complex resistance of economic relations and the ingenuity of political con
trivances.“

A new epoch of capitalist prosperity began. Capitalism sprang from its
ashes, its physiognomy profoundly altered. And even if the Great
Depression came to be characterized by later economists as ‘forming a
watershed between two stages of capitalism: the earlier vigorous, pros
perous and flushed with adventurous optimism; the latter more troubled,
more hesitant, and some would say, already bearing the marks of senility
and decay,’2° the dominant impression for many contemporaries was that
of entering into a new epoch, governed by only partially explored mechan
isms, bristling with unforeseen problems.

" Lenin, Imperialism, the Highest Stage of Capitalism in Selected Works, op. cit.,
Vol. I, p. 737.

" Letter from Labriola to Lagardelle, 15 April 1899, in Antonio Labriola, Saggi sul
Mater-ialisma storieo, Rome, 1964, p. 302.

“ Dobb, op. cit., p. 300.
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Labriola was not alone in sensing this. In the issue of Die Neue Zeit
in which, for the first time, he stated explicitly his disagreement with
Bernstein, Kautsky observed that the political and economic changes of
the past twenty years had revealed characteristics which were still hidden
at the time of the Manifesto and Capital. ‘A re—examination, a revision of
our positions had therefore become necessary.’ Even if he did not share
the method, or results, which had hitherto emerged from Bernstein’s
articles, at least he granted them the merit of having posed the problem.“

The state of unease and uncertainty in the face of the newly emerging
situation was all the more acute for the incautious, credulous optimism of
several years before. For the older generation it was complicated by the
disarray caused by the recent loss of Engels’s guidance. ‘All this is only
part of the difhculties which have burdened us through the death of
Engels’, Adler wrote to Bebel: ‘the Old Man would also have made the
“revision” easier, to the extent that it is needed’.” Shortly after, in a
letter to Kautsky, he added: ‘You [Bernstein and Kautsky himself] should
both have done this work, which was or rather still is needed, to bring the
party up from the 1847 viewpoint to that of r9oo.’"

In the course of a few years, then, the economic and social situation
emerged in a new light; what had shortly before seemed the immediate
prelude to the ‘final crisis’ now unexpectedly assumed the profile of a
new epoch. As always, at moments of crossing a critical watershed, minor
differences between closely related positions are enough to reveal globally
different outlooks. In 1895, in the Introduction to the new edition of
The C lax: S trugglex in Frame, Engels optimistically saw capitalism moving
ineluctably towards its rapid decline ‘by the end of the century’, while
the rise of Social Democracy to power seemed to proceed ‘as spontan
eously, as steadily, as irresistibly and at the same time as tranquilly as a
natural process‘. Everything, in short, seemed to conspire towards the

"’ cf. I.. Amodio in Rosa Luxemburg, Srrilli utlli, Milan, 1963, p. 137. This feeling
explains the favourable, even sympathetic reception accorded to Bemstein’s articles in
Di: New Zn}. Even in November 1898, after the Stockholm Congress in which Bem
stein‘s theses were rejected by the German Social Democratic Party, Labriola, for
example, showed a sympathetic consideration for them (cf. G. Promcci, ‘Antonio
Labriola e la revisione del marxismo attraverso l'epistolario con Bemstein e con Kautsky’
in Annali dc/I’ lrumula C. G. Frllrintlli, 1960, Milan, 1961, p. :68). Besides, as V.
Gerratana has shown in his introduction to Labriola, Dal Malerialinna slarim, Rome,
I964, p. H, n. i, even Lenin at first did not realize the signilimnce of Bernstein's
articles (cf. Lenin, Collrrlrd Worh, Vol. 34, pp. 35-6).

” V. Adler, op. cit., p. 168. "ibid., p_ 352_
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imminent ruin of the existing order, even the ‘legality’ the bourgeoisie had
provided for itself. In 1396, on the other hand, we are confronted by
Bernstein's doubts, ‘disappointment’ and confusion; by now he could
only see the ‘tactics’, the everyday routine of the ‘movement’, and no
longer saw the meaning of the ‘final goal’ (dos Endziel).

Both perceived the same phenomena, both recorded the birth of cartels
and trusts. But in their arguments, these same phenomena acquired
radically Ogposed significances. In the long note, already discussed, which
Engels inserted in Marx’s treatment of joint-stock companies in the third
volume of Capital, he wrote of ‘new forms of industrial enterprises . . . ,
representing the second and third degree of stock companies’. In each’
country, he wrote, ‘the big industrialists of a certain branch [join] together
in a cartel for the regulation of production. A committee nxes the quan
tity to be produced by each establishment and is the final authority for
distributing the incoming orders. Occasionally, even international cartels
were established, as between English and German iron industries.’3° For
Engels this monopolistic cartelization and resultant ‘regulation’ of pro
duction was the final process of involution, the imminent extinction of the
system, the ‘bankruptcy’ of free competition as the basic principle of the
capitalist system. Bernstein, on the contrary, as Kautsky acutely ob
served,“ overlooked cartels when they spoke in confirmation of the real
occurrence of capitalist concentration, and hence ‘to Marx’s advantage’,
only referring to them where they could serve as evidence ‘against’ Marx.
In his view, cartels and the slight degree of ‘regulation’ of production
they allowed signified the opposite: the advent of a new, so to speak,
regenerated capitalism which had learned to correct its old faults (anarchy)
by ‘regulating itself’ and hence was capable of indefinite survival.

This difference of viewpoints stems essentially from a different per
ception of the historical moment. In this respect, in his awareness that
times were changing, it must be conceded that Bernstein was in advance
of Engels, Kautsky and all the rest. His advantage and strength lay in his
consciousness that he was facing a new historical situation. His actual
attempt to cast light on the phenomena of the most recent capitalist
development was irrelevant from a scientific standpoint, but this fore
sight explains why it is that, despite the archaism of so much of his
argument, he nonetheless appears in some respects — in his prompt
intuition of the new course of development, obviously, rather than in the

“Marx, Capital, Vol. III, p. 4,23.
"1 Kautsky, Bernstein und das xozialdemoleratisehe Programm, op. cit., p. 30.
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interpretation he gave of it — nearer to the generation of a Lenin and a‘
Hilferding _thg1_ to that of  Plekhanov. Stock companies,
the development—ol'"e’a?t-els and trusts, the separation of ‘ownership’ and
‘control’, the growing ‘socialization of production’, the ‘democratization
of capital’, etc., all themes which are central to Bernstein’s argument, are
also the themes of Hilferding’s Finance Capital and Lenin’s Imperialism.
That is why the most effective answers to Bernstein can be found in these
texts.

TELEOLOGY AND CAUSATION

However, the experience of the Great Depression and the consequent
‘turn’ in capitalist development were not the only factors underlying the
‘breakdown’ controversy. It is also essential, even for a summary recon
struction of the historical moment when Bernstein’s book was published,
to include another crucial component: the character of the Marxism of
the Second International; the way it received and interpreted Marx's
work; the influence exercised by Engels‘s writings," the contamination
and subordination of this Marxism vi:-a3-vi: the dominant cultural develop

ments of the period.

3’ As far as I know, an exhaustive investigation of the influence of Engels’s writings on
the formation of the principal exponents of Marxism in the Second International still
remains to be carried out. It will suliice here to note that the complete idenli5C31i0“ °f
Marx’s thought with that of Engels (in the uncritical form in which they are Still
received) begins to take shape preciselyinthis period (it was later made peremptory at'|_d
absolute by Lenin and Russian Marxism). Engels's influence, as eontinned b)’ 3“ dlrc“
testimony, seems to have been due to several factors. Firstly, most of Engels’s theoretical
texts (written either in the last years of Marx’s life or after his death) coincided with the
fonnation of Kautsky's and Plekhanov's generation with whom Engels had common
cultural interests (Darwinism, ethnological discoveries — in short, the whole CI-Ilfl-"'11
atmosphere of the period). Secondly, this influence (which was reinforced by close
personal relations), quite apart from the wider dilfusion and greater simplicity and
expository clarity of I-‘.ngels‘s writings — often emphasized by Kautsky, Plekhanov and
all the others, cf. K. Kautsky, F. Engels: Stin Lelmt, Scin Wtrl'tn_ seine Srhnfmt,
Berlin, tgoli, p. 27 — seems to be linked to the place given in Engels's work to philosophi
eal-cosmological developments, ‘the philosophy of nature‘, in other words, the ‘exten

sion’ of historical materialism into ‘dialectical materialism'_i as is well known, the latter
term owes its origin to Engels himse_lL This aspect of Engels‘s work had a determinant
weight also for the succeeding gene:-ation:'Max Adler, for example, claimed (Engels alt
Dgnhr, Berlin, 1925, pp. 65 fl.) that Engels's merit lay precisely in having liberated
Marxism frvm the ‘special economic-social form‘ it assumes in Man‘; own detailed
work, broadening its scope to the dimensions of tin: Weltaufanung.
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Bernstein’s view on this question was that the theory of ‘breakdown’
descended directly from the ‘fatalism’ and ‘determinism’ of the materialist
conception of history. The expectation of an imminent and inevitable
catastrophe of bourgeois society, brought about by ‘purely economii’
causes, reproduced, according to Bernstein, the inherent limits of any
materialist explanation, in which matter and the movements of matter
were the cause of everything. ‘To be a materialist means, first and fore
most, to reduce every event to the necessary movements of matter.’
Secondly, ‘the movement of matter takes place, according to the material
ist doctrine, in a necessary sequence like a mechanical process’. Since this
movement is also that which must determine ‘the formation of ideas and
the orientation of the will’, it follows that the historical and human world
is represented as a chain of predetermined and inevitable events; in
this sense the materialist, Bernstein concluded, is ‘a Calvinist without
God’.

It is, of course, true that the Marxists of the period sharply denied
the accusation of ‘fatalism’. Kautsky replied that historical materialism
had, on the contrary, never dreamed of forgetting the essential im
portance of human intervention in history. The overthrow of capitalist
society was never entrusted by Marx solely to the effect of ‘purely
economic’ causes. In the very paragraph on ‘the historical tendency of
capitalist accumulation’, besides the aggravation of economic contra
dictions, Marx had also underlined another factor: the ‘maturity’ and
education of the working class, the high level of consciousness attained,
its capacity for organization and discipline.” Plekhanov’s response, as we
shall see, did not greatly differ from Kautsky’s, though it was philoso
phically more systematic, and notably more virulent in its polemic;
besides, Plekhanov had himself published, in 1898, The Role of the Indivi
dual in History. However, the anti—Bernstein positions of that period (as,
indeed, much of present-day Marxism, which would blush even to
imagine itself ‘determinist‘) were characterized by a presupposition they
shared with Bernstein himself: a vulgar“ and naive conception of the
‘economy’.

Here, too, Bernstcin’s argument rests upon yet another famous ‘self
criticism’ by Engels, dating from I890:

53 Kautsky, Bernstein and do: sozialdemol-ratische programm, op. cit., p. 46.
3‘ 1-‘ or documentary evidence of this ‘vulgarity’ see the initial chapters of O. Lange,

Political Etonomy, Warsaw, 1963, which refer, moreover, to Marxist authors and texts
of the Second International.
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According to the materialist conception of history, the ultimately determining
element in history is the production and reproduction of real life. More than
this neither Marx not I have ever asserted. Hence if somebody twists this into
saying that the economic element is the only determining one, he transforms that
proposition into a meaningless, abstract, senseless phrase.“

Engels continued:

Marx and Iare ourselves partly to blame for the fact that the younger people
sometimes lay more stress on the economic side than is due to it. We had to
emphasize the main principle vix—a‘-vi: our adversaries, who denied it, and we
had not always the time, the place or the opportunity to give their due to the
other elements involved in the interaction.“

These self-critical observations of Engels were regarded by Bernstein
as a substantial innovation compared to the original ‘determinism’ of the
materialist conception of history, as formulated by Marx in the ‘Preface’
to A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy of 1859. It is notable
that a similar judgement (though without the critical reference to the
1859 text) has for some time been prevalent in contemporary Marxism.
There is the same emphasis on the value of Engels’s solution to the prob
lem — for example in his letter to Starkenburg of 1894:

Political, religious, juridical, philosophical, literary, artistic, etc. develop
ment is based on economic development. But all these react upon one another
and also upon the economic basis. It is not that the economic situation is come,
solely active, while everything else is only passive etfect. There is, rather, inter
action on the basis of economic necessity, which ultimately always asserts
itself.“

Bernstein's comment on this passage by Engels emphasized that it did
more harm than good to historical materialism arrogantly to reject as
eclecticism the decisive accentuation of ‘other factors’ which are not

3‘ Letter from Engels to J. Bloch, at September 1390, in Marx and Engels, Srletlrd
Cormpandmre, Moscow, 1963, p. 498.

3' ibid., p. 500. It should be pointed out that these ‘self—critical’ statements by Engels
(which, incidentally, seriously perplexed writers as diverse as Plelthanov and Max
Adler) are not easy to interpret. Taken literally, they would seem to signify that there
is, in Marx's work, an over-emphasis on the ‘economic factor‘. But Engels himself, later
in the letter, excludes this interpretation (‘But when it came to presenting a section of
history, that is to making a practical application, it was a diH'erent matter and there no
error was possible‘). The fault to which he refers would seem then to apply to general l
pronouncements on historical materialism. Yet it is notable how rare such pronounce
ments are in Marx's worl: and how they (in Time: on Frutrlmrh, Pan One of The‘
Ctrman Ideology, ete.), except perhaps in one case (cf. note 33), are unscathed by this ‘type of criticism. '7 ibjd” P_ 549. I
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‘purely economic’, and to restrict the field to production techniques
(Produ/etionstechnilz). Eclecticism, he added in polemic against Plek
hanov’s Monism, is often precisely a natural reaction against the doctrin
aire impulse to deduce everything from one sole principle.

Nonetheless, despite their differences, ,, what Bernstein shared with
Plekhanov, and what Engels’s ‘self-criticism’ could riot’ correct butv’___3_1jly

EErm, was the profound adulteration of the concept of the“ economy’
__o1_', better still, of ‘social relations of production’, precisely the core and

foundation of Marx's entire work.;_The so-called ‘economit,;_vs_pl_'_1§r,e’_,,_e

which in Marx had embraced qbothathebpr t1"cii1'*c)‘l'\"t"lziy;"__,:a_r,1d____t__l1e
“production (objectification) of ideas; product’i~oii”and”iiitersubjective com
irnunication; material productionand the production of social relations

‘(for Marx, the relation between man’ and naturewwas also a relationship
between man and man, and vice versa) — was now seen as one isolated
771-clor, separated from the other ‘moments’ and thereby emptied of any

effective socio—historical content, representing) on the contrary, an ante
cedent sphere, prior to any human mediatiomjSocial production is thus
transformed into ‘production techniques’; the object of political economy
becomes the object of technology. Since this ‘technique’, which is
‘material production’ in the strict sense of the term, is separated from that
other simultaneous production achieved by men, the production of their
relations (without which, for Marx, the former would not exist), the
materialist conception of history tends to become a technological concep
tion of history. If so those critics of Marxism, like Professor Robbins, for

3‘ This, in my view, is the danger that arises from the theory of ‘factors’, suggested
by Engels in his letters. Precisely to the extent that he emphasizes the decisive role, not
only of the ‘economic base’ but also of the ‘superstructure’, his account encourages the
interpretation of the ‘economic base’ as :1 ‘purely material’ or ‘technical-econom.ic’
domain, not including social relations and hence inter-subjective communication. Even
though one should be cautious on this point, it is notable in this connection that Welt
mann, for example, believes he has located a difference between the social concept of
the ‘economy’ characteristic of Marx and the naturalistic concept of Engels, Kautslty
and Cunow (cf. Kautsky, Bernstein und das sozialdemol-ratische Programm, op. cit., p.
47). The distinction between ‘structure’ and ‘superstructure’ rarely occurs in Marx and
is little more than a metaphor for him; in later Marxism it has acquired an inordinate:

importance. On the other hand, it is also true st part of theiblarite for these

f-“'3

later developments must fall to Marx's famous ‘Preface o A Contribution to the Critique
of Political Economy (1859), in which formula’ e: ‘The mode of production of
material life conditions the social, political and intellectual life process in general’ —
would suggest, if taken literally, a ‘material production’ which is not at the same time
8 ‘social process’.
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whom historical materialism signifies the idea that ‘the material tech
nique of production conditions the form of all social institutions and that
all changes in social institutions are the result of changes in productive
techniques’ — the idea, in short, that ‘History is the epiphenomenon of
technical change’ — are right.“

The main consequence of this ‘factorial’ approach, which runs more or
less openly through all the Marxism of the period as the common basis
for arguments as diverse as those of Bernstein and Plekhanov, is the
divorce of ‘production’ and ‘society’, of materialism and history, the
separation of man’s relation with nature from the simultaneous relations
between men. In short, the result is an incapacity to see that without
human or social mediation, the very existence of labour and productive
activity is inconceivable. Marx had written:

In production, men not only act on nature but also on one another. They
produce only by co-operation in a certain way and by mutually exchanging their
activities. In order to produce, they enter into definite relations with one another
and only within these relations does their action on nature, does production, take
place.“

The intertwining of these two processes is the key to historical material
ism. Traditional materialism, which sees men as products of their
environment, forgets, according to Marx,“ that men in turn change their
circumstances and that ‘it is essential to educate the educator himself’. It

forgets~.that it is not enough to consider practical-material circumstances
as the cause and man as their wee! — the inverse must also be taken into
account. Just as man, the effect, is also the cause of his cause, so the latter
is also the effect of its own effect.

In other words, as a product of objective material causation, man is also
and simultaneously the beginning of a new causal process, opposite to the
first, in which the point of departure is no longer the natural environment
but the concept, the idea of man, his mental project. This second process
— whose prius is the idea and in which therefore the cause is not an object
but a concept, the object being the goal or point of arrival — is the so-called
final causality, the finalism or teleological process as opposed to the
efcient causality or material causality in the case of the first process. ‘An

" L. Robbins, An Essay on the Nature and Significance of Economic Science, London,
'94. 2-_u
l‘_" Wa e l.abourTa-;d—('.‘apitaI in Mar: and Engels, Selected Works, op. cit., p. Sr.
“ Third can on cue! .
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end,’ according to Kant, ‘is the object of a concept so far as this concept is
regarded as the cause of the object (the real ground of its possibility); and
the causality of a concept in respect of its object is finality (/'orma}inalis).’“
Finalism, therefore, inverts the sequence of efficient causality. In the
latter case, the cause precedes and determines the effect; in the former,_
the effect is an end, an intentional goal, and therefore it determines the
eflicient cause, which in tum becomes simply a means to accomplish it. \

Now the simultaneity of these two processes, each of which is the“
inversion of the other, but which together form the ummiilzena'e or revolu
tionare Praxis referred to in the Theses on Feuerhaoh, is the secret of and
key to historical materialism in its double aspect, of causation (materialism)
and finality (history). But it also permits an explanation of that sensitive
point in Marx's work: his concept of ‘production’ or ‘labour’ as at once
production of things and production (objectification) of ideas,__a§_‘p_r_o_-_

(_duction and intersubjective communication, as material pr_ot_iu_c_tiori_and‘production of social relationsl I i i I
‘ In a celebrated passage in Capital Marx writes:

A spider conducts operations that resemble those of a weaver, and a bee puts
to shame many an architect in the construction of her cells. But what dis
tinguishes the worst architect from the best of bees is this, that the architect
raises his structure in imagination before he erects it in reality. At the end of
every labour—process we get a result that already existed in the imagination of
the labourer at its commencement. He not only effects a change of form in the
material on which he works, but also realizes a purpose of his own that gives
the law to his modus operandi, and to which he must subordinate his will.“

_ The product of labour, then, is the objectification or externalizatiori_o__f

__the idea of the labourer: it is the ext'erna__l,, rea_ll)_ecoming'of the concept or
_p£)Earnme with which the labourer sets about his task.‘This means that
labour is a _/inalistic activity; that production is not only a relation between
man and nature but also a relation between men, that is a languagegfiuoi;
manifestation of man to man. On the other hand, insofar asitlis necessary
for‘Hie: realization of the idea or labour project that it takes into account
the specific nature of the materials employed, the labour process reveals
as well as finalism, ejicient causation. Indeed, to objectify the idea, ‘the

" I. Kant, The Critique ofjudgement, trans. J. C. Meredith, Oxford, 1952, Part I,
p. 61.

"' Marx, Capital, Vol. I, p. 173.
“ In The German Ideology (London, 1965, p. 31), production is dined as ‘The

language of real life’.
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ideal motive which is the inherent stimulus and precondition of pro
duction’, in the product, and thereby to transform nature according to
our plans and designs, it is necessary that the idea both determines the
object and is determined by it. According to Bacon's celebrated aphor
ism, to command nature we must also obey her; to make the object
conform to us, it is indispensable that we conform ourselves to it. ‘Pro
ducti9_n,_’w_says Marx, ‘accordingly produces not only an object for the
subject, b£i'3'1E'6‘?sEE§ecf'fq§ji}i¢BBj¢¢t;_"The ‘ideal impulse’ which acts

‘as ‘an internal image, a need, a motive, a purpose’ is not only cause but
effect; for indeed, ‘It is itself as an _imp_u_l_se mediated by the object. The
need felt_f0_r the ob’j:ec’t—i‘s-induced_'l$y_t_he perception of the object.'‘‘5

'‘ This is not the place to examine how this relation“finality/causation
_is the’sam% thg_r_elatit_)_n de<l_uctigr_1_/:i’rid1;1_t3ti_on”:1_nd how the Marxist con
c_ept of the ‘social relations of production’ therefore implicitly contains a
logic of scientific enquiry: It is more appropriiate here, returning to

-“Bernstein and’. the 'i§ontr<)1v'ersy he raised over the ‘determinism’ of the
materialist conception of history, to show instead how all the Marxist
tendencies within the Second International came up against the difficulty
of grasping the reciprocal interrelation of finality and causation outlined
above.

‘Man’s activity,’ Plekhanov wrote in one of his articles against Bern
stein and his critique of materialism, ‘can be considered from two different
standpoints.’ Firstly, ‘it appears as the cause of a given social phen
omenon’, insofar as man himself knows he is such a cause, ‘insofar as he
supposes that it depend: on him to provoke such social phenomena.’
Secondly, ‘the man who appears to be the cause of a given social phen
omenon can and must in turn be considered a consequence of those social
phenomena which have contributed to the formation of his character and
the direction of his will. Considered at a consequence, social man can no
longer be considered a free agent; the circumstances which have deter
mined his actions do not depend upon his will. Hence his activity now
appears as an activity subordinated to the law of rm'es.tit].'“

The argument could not be clearer: man, who in his own ronscioumm
imagines himself to be the cause, is in reality the effect and nothing but
the effect. Plekhanov, in other words, fails to link together fmalism and

“ Marx, ‘I857 Introduction’ to A Contribution to the Critique of Polilital Etonom},
op. ut._ p. 197.

“ 0- Pl°H'|ln°V. WW5’! (Ru-IIill'| tdilion), Vol. XI, p. 77. ‘Cent against Kant, or Mr.
Bcrnnei.n‘I Ipiritunl tuumcnf.
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causation. The concept of umwa‘lzena'e Praxis, that is of productive
activity which subverts and subordinates to itself the conditions from
which it stems, or that of the ‘educator who must himself be educated’,
remain undecipherable formulae for Plekhanov. Hence the only way he
can combine the two elements is by recognizing only necessity or material
causation as real, and assigning to freedom or linalism only the role of
registering necessary and inevitable order. Freedom, for Plekhanov,
repeating Engels and through Engels Hegel, is the ‘recognition of neces
sity'."’ Freedom, in other words, is the consciousness of being deter
mined.

We have not the space here to show how this reference to Hegel con
cerning the relation between necessity and freedom, like all the other
Hegelian propositions shared by the ‘dialectical materialism’ of Engels
and Plekhanov, is based on a somewhat arbitrary ‘reading’ of the texts
of the great German philosopher.“ The identity of freedom and necessity
or, which is the same thing, the identity of thought and being," are
recurring motifs only in Engels’s later philosophical works; they are

___a_bsolutely foreign to the thought of Marx} Moreover, the real paternity
of this identification is made all too transparent, somewhat ingenuously,
by Plekhanov himself, when he appeals in support of the identity of
freedom and necessity not only to Hegel, but to the end of the fourth
section of Schelling’s System of Transcendental Ia'eaIism.5° However, it is
more relevant to underline here the gulf of principle that separated the
‘orthodox’ Marxism of the Second International from Marx's original
problematic.

Man is considered as a mere link in the material, objective chain, a

‘7 G. Plekhanov, Essais sur I'hisIoire du matérialisme, Paris, 1957, p. 123.
" For this relation to Hegel, see especially Plelthanov’s article ‘Zu Hegel’s sechzigs

tem Todestag’ in Die Neue Zeit, 1891-2, Vol. I, pp. 198 ti, 236 11"., 273 If.
" Plekhanov, The Fundamental Problems of Marxism, op. cit., p. 95.
“F. W. J. Schelling, System des Iranszendentalen Idealismus, Tiibingen, 1800. This

reference to Schelling recurs in almost all of Plekhanov’s philosophical works. The
passages on which Plekhanov modelled his own thought on the subject are particularly
the following: ‘The intelligence is only free as an internal appearance, and we therefore
are and always believe inwardly, that we are free, although the appearance of our free
dom, or our freedom, insofar as it is transferred to the objective world, is subject to the
laws of nature, like anything else’ (p. 433). ‘Every action, whether it is the action of an
individual, or the action of the whole species, as action must be thought of as free, but
as objective achievement it must be thought of as subject to the laws of nature. Hence
subjectively, to intemal appearances, we act, but objectively we never act, another acts
as if through us‘ (p. 4.4.2).
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being whose action is ‘determined’ by a superior, transcendent force —
Plekhanov called it ‘Matter’ but he could also have called it the ‘Absolute’

or the ‘ruse of Reason’ — which acts through human action itself, insofar
as the intentions men might consciously (and hence deludedly) pursue
give rise to different results. The novelty and specificity of the historico
human world — contained in the complex Marxist concept of ‘production’
as both production of human relations and production of things, as pro
duction of the self and reproduction of the ‘other’ — is, therefore, totally
lost and forgotten. As a result, the conception obtained can only be a
rather ingenuous metaphysics and evolutionary—historical cosmology, a
philosophy of providence, which can quite justly be accused of fatalism.

Plekhanov wrote:

Several writers, Stammler for instance, claim that if the triumph of Socialism is
a historical necessity, then the practical activity of the Social Democrats is com
pletely superfluous. After all, why work for a phenomenon to occur which must
take place in any case? But this is nothing but a ridiculous, shabby sophism.
Social Democracy considers historical development from the standpoint of
necessity, and its own activity as a necessary link in the chain of those necexxary
conditions which, combined, make the triumph of socialism inevitable. A nem
xary link cannot be xuperfluaus. If it were suppressed, it would shatter the whole
chain of events.“

The primary result of this outlook is precisely to submerge, or better
surpass, the specific level of historical—materialist analysis, Marx’s socio
economic problematic, in a cosmology and cosmogony which is called
‘materialist’ but is nothing but a philosophical fiction. Everything be
comes the dialectical evolution of Matter. And this evolution is realized,
at every level, by genetic, omnipresent ‘laws’ which govern not only
mechanical movement and natural development, but also human society
and thought." Marx's ‘economic base‘ thus becomes Matter. Ihis matter
is not specifi_e_d_or_vdeterminate; it is simultaneously everything and
hothing, a mere m¢:_tap,li_y_s1;;aLhypostasis and hence anti-materialist by

its verynature, It reveals its theological credentials when, in Plekhanov's
mgenuous prose, it emerges as the latest version of the den: almondituxz
‘In the life of peoples there exists a something, an X, an unknown quan
tity, to which the peoples’ “energy”, and that of the different social
classes existing within them, owes its origin, direction and rransfornmriom.

" Plekhanov, Wwbs, op. ciL, Vol. XI, p. 88 n.
" E08613. AR"-DI'i’|'1'I|l. OP. Cit. pp. 166-67, and Dialertia ofNature, op. eit., p. 67.
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In other words, something clearly underlies this “energy” itself; it is our
task to determine the nature of this unknown factor.’5’

Attention is resolutely directed away from history, from the analysis
of socio-economic formations, to be concentrated instead upon the study
of its chosen object, namely, the primeval Matter from which everything
is descended, the great _/irtio of this popular religiosity. ‘It is an eternal
cycle in which matter moves . . . wherein nothing is eternal but eternally
changing, eternally moving matter and the laws according to which it
moves and changes.’ And, since everything changes and nothing dies, ‘we
have the certainty that matter remains eternally the same in all its trans
formations, that none of its attributes can ever be lost, and, therefore,
also that with the same iron necessity that it will exterminate on the earth
its highest creation, the thinking mind, it must somewhere else and at
another time again produce it.’“

The identity of thought and being is thus transferred into the heart of
t itself. There is no longer a theory of thought asithe—th e
_tLty;al being ‘man’ - of hisisocial character — and hen€e_:_'n<_)___l_g_rgeL,a
tlygry of thought in its unity—distihcitiori with Iangiiageiaitd that practical
gxgqimental activity, production and labour. The theory of thought by
passes man altogether; the treatment of thought is once again the treat
ment of the Absolute as the primitive identity of thought and being.
Epistemology and gnoseology are annulled by a simplistic recourse to
‘evolution’: ‘the products of the human mind’, Engels writes, ‘are them
selves products of nature in the last analysis; they do not constitute a
break in the preceding natural chain, but correspond to it.’ A Hegel in
‘popular format’ takes Marx’s place. And, behind I-Iegelgappears Schel
ling, and behind Schelling, Spinoza.‘Plekhanov, who encouraged the
fnost vulgar forms of materialism, repeating in all tranquillity that thought
is 3 secretion of the brain,“ Plckhanov, who thought that materialist
gnoscology was already fully present in Helvétius and Holbach; Plek
hanov was one of those who regarded Marx as a mere extension and
explication of Spinoza:

I am fully convinced that Marx and Engels, after the materialitt tum in their
development, never abandoned the standpoint of Spincm. This conviction of
mine is based in part on the personal testimony of Engels. In 1889, while I was
in Paris for the International Exhibition, I took the opportunity of going to

” Plckhanov, Exmix xur l'Iu':taire du rnatérialinne, op. cit., p. 133.
“ Engels, Dialetties of Nature, op. cit., p. 39.
“ Plckhanov, Worh, op. cit., Vol. XVIII, p. 310.
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London to meet Engels in person. I had the pleasure of spending almost a week
in long discussions with him on various practical and theoretical subjects. At
one point our discussion rumed to philosophy. Engels strongly criticized what
Stern rather imprecisely calls the ‘materialism in the philosophy of nature’. ‘So
for you,’ I asked him, ‘old Spinoza was right when he said that thought and
extension were nothing but two attributes of one and the same substance P’ ‘Of
course,’ Engels replied, ‘old Spinoza was absolutely right.‘“

JUDGEMENTS OF FACT AND JUDGEMENTS OF VALUE

‘3l,‘While Plekhanov reduced Marx to S inoza, Kautsky reduced him to_world of"
if‘ the past and theyvorld of the 'future.:7 The former is the world of expen

ence, scientiiicdtnowleifge, determinism and necessity; the latter, that of
freedom and action. The opposition between these two worlds is removed
with the removal of the distinction between ‘nature’ and ‘society’. What
ever its specilicity, the historical human world is only a ‘moment’ in an
evolutionary series. The world of freedom and moral law is only one
fragment (Stittkchen) of the world of the senses.“

Kautsky wanted to guarantee the distinction between freedom and
necessity, while at the same time avoiding dualism. He even understood
the difliculty of enlightenment, empiricism and sensualism, which, in
reducing moral life to simple instinct, failed to account for the peculiarity
of the ‘will’; for, unlike instinct, the latter implies choice, deliberation and
hence responsibility. Nonetheless, Kautsky could not avoid the con
clusion of compressing the historical—social world into the framework of
cosmic-natural evolution, to such an extent that they were no longer
distinguishable. Moral choice itself was reduced in the process to a mere
instinct (ein tierircher Trieb) and the ‘ethical law’ to a natural impulse
equivalent to the instinct ofprocreation.“

" G. Plekhanov, Bernstein and Materialism, Works, op. cit., Vol. XI, p. 21. SC: I150
The Fundamental Problem: of Marxism, op. cit., p. 30, where, after asserting that
Feuerbach represented ‘Spinodsm disencumbered of its theological setting‘, Plek
hanov goes on: ‘it was the viewpoint of this kind of Spinoiism . . . that Marx and Engels
adopted when they broke with idealism‘.

'7 Kautsky, Ethik and matzrialiuirthe Cmhithtraufasrung, op. cit., p. 36.
" ibid., p. 39.
" ihid., pp. 63 and 67. For a critique of this Neo-Kantian work of Kauts|ty's from I

Neo-Kantian position, cf. 0. Bauer, ‘Maraismus und Ethik', in Di: Nme Zcil, I906,
VOL H. PP- 435-99 F0!’ Kautsky‘: reioinder see ‘Leben, Wissenschaft und Ethik‘, Die
Nnu Zeil, 1906, Vol. II, pp. 516-29.
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The naively monist and metaphysical nature of these ‘orthodox’
Marxist constructions of the Second International allows us in turn to
understand the kind of antitheses to which they gave rise, and which were
their natural and complementary counterpart. Like Plekhanov, Bernstein
proceeded from a naturalistic concept of the ‘economy’. He referred to
the economy as an ‘instinct’ or natural force (okonomisehe Natur/eraft)
analogous to the physical forces. However, for Plekhanov this world of
objective causal concatenation was all-embracing; for Bernstein, above
and beyond it lay the ‘moral ideal’, Kant’s ‘ought’ now entrusted with the
realization of socialism.“ The society of the future was no longer the
inevitable result of objective evolution but rather an ideal goal freely
chosen by the human will.

Iron necessity thus evokes its abstract opposite, Freedom; determinism
absolute indeterminacy; the closed chain of ‘being’ the open and in
definite perspective of the ‘ought to be’. Since each of these opposed
principles has the power to destroy the other, while depending on it for
its own existence, both positions constantly reproduced each other, even
within the work of the same theorist. For example, in Ethics and the
Materialist Conception of History, Kautsky imperiously denounces the
ethical socialism of the neo—Kantians and reduces moral decisions to
simple ‘instinct’, and then unexpectedly concludes by appealing to a
‘moral ideal’ which even the class struggle cannot do without, and which,
through its opposition to all that exists in present society, and hence also
through the negativity of its content, is nothing but the formalism of the
will invoked by the neo—Kantians.

Even Social Democracy as the organization of the proletariat in its clan
struggle cannot do without the ethical ideal, without ethiml indignation against
exploitation and class rule. But this ideal has nothing to do with .teI'entt_'fit'
socialism, which is the scientihc study of the laws of the evolution and motion
of the social organism. . . . It is, of course, true that in socialism the investigator
is always also a militant and man cannot be artihcially cut into two parts with
nothing to do with each other. Even in a Marx the influence of a moral ideal
sometimes breaks through in his scientific research. But he rightly sought to
avoid this as far as possible. For in science the moral ideal is a source of error.
Science is always only concemed with the knowledge of the necessary."

°° For this integration of historical materialism with Kantian ethics, see also K. Vor
lander, Mar: und Kant, Vienna, 1904. The ideas expressed in this lecture were taken
up again and developed funher by Vorlinder in K. Marx, .m'n Lelml and rein Werl-,
Leipzig, 1919.

" Kautsky, op. cit., p. 141.
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The counterposing of causality and linalism reappears here in the form
of an opposition between factual and value judgements, between science
and ideology.“ Science ‘observes’; it has no options to suggest for human
action. Between the objective and impartial factual observations of science
and the linalities of the will, there is a radical distinction. From the
indicative premises of science one cannot draw conclusions which are
determinant of, and binding for, action.

Hilferding wrote in the preface to Finance Capital:

It has been said that politics is a normative doctrine ultimately determined by
value judgements; since such value judgements do not belong within the sphere
of science, the discussion of politics falls outside the limits of scientilic treat
ment. Clearly, it is not possible here to go into the epistemological debate about
the relation between the science of norms and the science of laws, between
teleology and causality. . . . Suffice it to say that for Marxism the object of
political investigation can only be the discovery of causal connections. . . .
According to the Marxist viewpoint, the task of a scientific politics is to dis
cover the determination of the will of classes; hence a politics is scientilic when
it describes causal connections. As in the use of theory, Marxist politics is
exempt from ‘value judgements’.

And he concluded:

It is therefore incorrect, though widely dilfused both intra and extra murox,
simply to identify Marxism and socialism. Considered logically, as a scientilic
system alone, apart, that is, from the viewpoint of its historical affectivity,
Marxism is only a theory of the laws of motion of society. . . . To recognize the
validity of Marxism (which implies the recognition of the necessity of socialism)
is by no mea.ns a task for value judgements, let alone a pointer to a practical
line of conduct. It is one thing to recognize a necessity, but quite another to
place oneself at the service of that necessity.”

_ The divorce between science and revolution, between knowledge and
_ transiormation of the world could not be more complete. In this divorce,
_r_noreovcr, lay t_h_e_ subordinate nature of the Mariiismiof the Second Inter
_m‘i0n_3l. d.ividcd_h:mcep..positivist scientism and neo-Kantianism, and
Y“ i.nt€fl1311¥ CQnsist¢£!I)YithirI_tl1i_s opposition. Deterministic objectivisms
could not include the ideological moment, the revolutionary political

" For I brilliant reconstruction of these alternatives in the Marxism of the Second
l|'“¢ml1'5°|'||l. lift the essay by L. Goldrnann, ‘Y a-t-il une sociologie marxiste?‘ in
La Temp: Moder-nu, No. I40, October r957.

".Hill'erdi_ng, op. cit. 0'. E. Thier, ‘Etappen der Maninterpretation', in Mar.n'nnu:
uudun, Tubnngen, r954, pp. '5 a'_
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programme.“ On the other hand, excluded from science, ideology was
readmitted in a world of ‘ethical freedom’, alongside the world of ‘natural
necessity’, thereby reproducing the Kantian dualism of Mzissen and
S ollen, ‘is’ and ‘ought’.

It is true that in Hilferding, as in Max Adler and the Austro-Marxist
school in general, this line of thought was developed with a subtlety of
argument that one would seek in vain in the philosophical writings of
Lliauitsky and Plekhanov. And yet the conviction that there can be a body
of scientific knowledge acquired independently of any evaluation, clearly
reveals the naive positivism underlying this line of thought and its in
ability to recognize that the role of linalism in scientific research is, at
least, in one aspect, the very role of deduction. Finalism, in Kant’s defini
tion, is the causality of a concept in relation to its object; it is the process
whose a priori is an idea._Now the impossibility of el_i_rninating. this
process from scientific enquiry is the impossibility for scienceto do away
:l_t‘h‘ideal anticipation and hypothesis. Theory must be a priori, for
_without ideas there can be no observatibn; we only see what our pre
conceived ideas prepare us or predispose us to see._As Myrdal has
observed: ‘Theory . . . must always be a priori to the empirical observa
tions of the facts’, since, ‘facts come to mean something only as ascer
tained and organized in the frame of a theory."’5 ‘We need to pose
questions before responses can be obtained. And the questions are
expressions of our own interest in the world; they are ultimately evalu
ations.’“ This is equivalent to Kant’s observation that ‘when Galileo
experimented with balls of a definite weight on the inclined plane, when
Torricelli . . . [etc.] and Stahl . . . [etc.], they learned that reason only
perceives that which it produces after its own design; that it must not
be content to follow, as it were, in the leading—strings of nature but must

" In a marginal note to The German Ideology, op. cit., p. 52, Marx noted that ‘so
called objective historiography just consists in treating the historical conditions inde
pendent of activity. Reactionary character.’

'5 Myrdal, Economic Theory and Unclerdeveloped Regionr, London, 1963, p. 160;
see the short but important chapter 12 entitled_"l'h__e_I,ogical _Qu__§_ o_f_ All Science‘.

“' G. Myrdal, The Political Element in the Development of Economic don,
1953, p. VII, with the important self-criticism of the initial assumption on which the
book was originally based: ‘Throughout the book there lurks the idea that when all
metaphysical elements are radially cut away, a hmlthy body of positive economic
theory will remain, which is altogether independent of valuations [. . .]. This implicit‘
belief in the existence of a body of scientific knowledge acquired independently of all
valuations is, as I now see it, naive empi.ricism' (p. tor).
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proceed in advance . . . and compel nature to reply to its questions’."
This implies that what at first appears to be simple observation, a state
ment of fact, is in effect deduction, the objectification of our ideas, i.e. a
projection into the world of our evaluations and pre-conceptions.

On the other hand — and herefmalism in turn is reconverted into
causality, deduction into A induction _— the inevitable preconceptions of
science are~di's'tiiiguished from the prejudgements of metaphysics (the
hypotheses of the former from the hypostases of the latter) in that ‘if
theory is a priori it is on the other hand a first principle of science that the
facts are sovereign’. This means that ‘when observations of facts do not
agree with a theory, i.e. when they do not make sense in the frame of the
theory utilized in carrying out the research, the theory has to be dis
carded and replaced by a better one, which promises a better fit’. In
other words, to be truthful, theory must acquire its source and origin in
and from reality, it must be accompanied by ‘basic empirical research‘
which must be ‘prior to the construction of the abstract theory’ and is
‘needed for assuring it realism and relevance’.“

To summarize: value judgements are inevitably present in scientific
research itself, but as judgements whose ultimate significance depends on

lthe degree torwhichmthey stand up to historical-practical verification or
experiment, and hence on their capacity to be converted ultimately into

in factual judgements. This is precisely the link between science and politics,
' between knowledge and transforrrfit/ic}1'o/f"f'IiET/'6rld, that Marx accom
”plished" in the historical-"rnoral fielidii”(‘l\_ifai')f’,i it has been observed ‘in
’ extricably united in his work statements of fact and value judgements’.)‘"'
This in turn allows us to understand that what Bernstein and so many
others saw as a defect or weakness of Capital — the co-presence within it
of science and ideology — on the contrary represents its most profound
originality and its strongest element.

THE LABOUR THEORY OF VALUE

The inadequacy and simplification of the concept of ‘economy’, which, as
we have seen, is an element more or less common to all the tendencies of
Marxism in the Second International, helps to explain the foundation,
during the same period, of an interpretation of the labour theory ofvaluc
from which even later Marxism has been unable to free itself. This

"’ l. Kant, Criliqw ufPur: Reason, London, 1964, p, m,
" Myrdal, op. cit. PP- 150-} " Goldmnnn, op. cit.
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interpretation consisted in the reduction of _Marx’s__tl1e_Qr_Y Q_f_Y§l“¢. l.9...t_hat
9_f.B.is;ard9, or even to the theory of value which developed in the couise
oi the ‘dissolution of the Ricardian school’. Its hallmark is the inability to
grasp, or even to suspect, that Marx’s theory of value is identical to his
theory of fetishism and that it is precisely by virtue of this element (in
which the crucial importance of the relation with Hegel is intuitively
evident) that Marx’s theory differs in principle from the whole of classical
political economy.

‘Political economy has indeed analysed, however incompletely, value
and its magnitude and has discovered what lies beneath these forms. But
it has never once asked the question why labour is represented by the
value of its product and labour-time by the magnitude of that value.’7°

The achievement and the limitation of classical political economy are
indicated here with extraordinary clarity. First, the achievement: political
economy, in spite of its incompleteness and its various inconsistencies,
understood that the value of commodities is determined by the labour
incorporated in them, or, in other words, that what appears as the ‘value’
of ‘things’ is in reality (here is ‘the content hidden in the form’) the
‘human labour’ necessary for their production. Second, the limitation: it
never posed the problem of why that content assumes this particular
form, why human labour takes on the form of value of things, or, in short,
on the basis of what historical-social conditions the product of labour
takes the form of a commodity. This problem could not be posed by politi
cal economy, since, Marx goes on to explain, the economists could not see
that ‘the value—form of the product of labour is not only the most abstract
but is also the most universal form taken by the product in bourgeois
production’. They wrongly held instead that the production of commodi
ties, far from being a historical phenomenon, was a ‘self—evident necessity
imposed by nature'.71 They believed, in other words, that there could be
no production in society without this production being production of
commodities, that in all societies the product of human labour must
necessarily assume this form."

The main consequence of this different approach is as follows. Classi
cal political economy, taking the existence of the commodity as a ‘natural’

7° Marx, Capital, Vol. I, p. 80. 7‘ ibid., p. 81 and n.
7’ This identiliution is already present in the First pages of The Wealth o/'Nan'onx,

where Smith identifies the ‘division or lab0U,|'.'. with ‘cxchansg For this question. see
Sweezy, op. cil., pp. 23-4, and Rosa Luxemburg, Einmhrung in die Nalionalolronomie, in
Ausgemdhlle Reden und Schnfmr, Vol. 1, Berlin, 1951, p. 675.
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and hence non-problematical fact, restricted itself to investigating the
proportions in which commodities exchange for one another, concentrat
ing their analysis on exchange value rather than value in the strict sense:
‘The analysis of the magnitude of value almost completely absorbs the
attention of Smith and Ricardo,’ Marx wrote." For Marx, on the con
trary, the essential problem, prior to that of exchange rates of commodities
is to explain my the product of labour takes the form of the commodity,
why ‘human labour’ appears as a ‘value’ of ‘things’. Hence the decisive
importance for him of his analysis of ‘fetishism’;#alienation’ or ‘reifica
tion’ (Veraliuglichung): the process whereby, while subjective human or
social labour is represented in the form of a quality intrinsic in things,
these things themselves, endowed with their own subjective, social qualities,
appear ‘personified’ or ‘animated’, as if they were independent subjects.

Marx writes:

Where labour is in common, relations between men in their social production
are not represented as ‘value’ of ‘things’. Exchanges of products as commodities
is a certain method of exchanging labour, and of the dependence of the labour
of each upon the labour of the others, a certain mode of social labour or social
production. In the first part of my work I have explained that it is characteristic
of labour based on private exchange that the social character of the labour is
‘represented’ as a ‘property’ of the things; and inversely, that a social relation
appears as a relation of one thing to another (of products, values in use, com
modities)."‘

Marx explained the operation of this exchange of the subjective with
the objective and vice versa — in which the fetishism of commodities
consists — with his celebrated concept of ‘abstract labour’ or ‘average
human labour’. Abstract labour is what is equal and common to all con
crete human labouring activities (carpentry, weaving, spinning, etc.) when
their activities are considered apart from the real objects (or use—valucs)
to which they are applied and in terms of which they are diversified. lf

"' Marx, Theories of Surplus Value, Pan ll, London, x969, p. 172: Ricardo ‘does not
even examine the fon-n of value — the particular form which labour assumes as the
substance of value. He only examines the magnitude of value’; in consequence, ‘Ricardo
is rather to be reproached for very often losing sight of l.his “real" or “absolute value"
and only retaining “relativc" and “comparative valuc".' And in Part lll (Marx-Engels,
Wnl-e, Vol. 16.3, p. :8): ‘The error Riurdo makes is that he is only concemed with the

‘ pmude of value . . .‘ Cf. also p. I 35, Schumpeter, too (History of Economic Analysis,
‘ , cw York. 1,954.2» 52‘:-1)_§«_=cs_t_|_n,is,u lhgmostiniporunt distinction between R.iurdo's

Vyheory obtain: and Marx’! theory of Value,.\_ " Marx, Theonkt ofSurplu1 Value, Pan lll (op. cit., p. I27).
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one abstracts from the material to which labour is applied, one also ab
stracts, according to Marx, from the determination of productive activity,
that is from the concrete character that differentiates the various forms of
useful labour. Once this abstraction is made, all that remains of all the var
ious sorts of labour is the fact that they are all expenditures of human labour
power. ‘Tailoring and weaving, though qualitatively different productive
activities, are each a productive expenditure of human brains, nerves and
muscles, and in this sense are human lab0ur.’75 It is this equal or abstract
human labour — labour considered as the expenditure and objectification
of undifferentiated human labour-power, independently of the concrete
forms of activity in which it is realized — that produces value. Value is ‘a
mere congelation of homogeneous human labour, of labour-power
expended without regard to the form of its expenditure’. As products of
abstract labour, all the products of concrete forms of labour lose their
perceptible or real qualities and now represent only the fact that ‘human
labour-power has been expended in their production, that human labour
is embodied in them; . . . as crystals of this social substance, common to
them all, they are — Values.’"

The point to be emphasized here is that not only Marx’s critics, but
indeed his own disciples and followers — and not only those of the Second
International but also more recent ones, to this very day — have all shown
themselves incapable of understanding or realizing fully the significance
of this concept. ‘Abstract labour’ seems at least to be a perfectly straight
forward and clear notion. And yet neither Kautsky in his Economic
Doctrine: of K. Marx" nor Hilferding in his important reply to B6hm
Bawerk," nor Luxemburg in her ample Introduction to Political Econom _}',"
nor Lenin and tutti quanti, have ever really confronted this ‘key’ to the
entire theory of value. Sweezy, who has gone further than most, writes:
‘Abstract labour is abstract only in the quite straightforward sense that
all special characteristics which differentiate one kind of labour from
another are ignored. Abstract labour, in short, is, as Marx's usage quite
clearly attests, equivalent to “labour in general”; it is what is common to
all productive human activity.'°°

"‘ Marx, Capital, Vol. I, p. 44.
7‘ ibid., p. 38.
77 K. Kautsky, Karl Marx’: rilvanomisclle Lehren, Jena, 1887.
" R. llilfcrding, Bo'Ixm—Bamerh Marx-Kritik (Ofl'print from Mar: Sludien, Vol. 1),

Vienna, 1904.
7' Luxemburg, Einjiihrung in die Nalionalokonomie, op. cit., pp. 412-731.
W P. Sweezy, op. cit., p. 30.
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The meaning of this argument is clear,,‘.A.bstract labour‘ is an abstrac
l tion, in the sense that it is a r_ne_n_t_a_l generalization of the multiplicity of
' useful, concrete kinds of labour: it is the general, common element of all
these kinds of labour. This generalization, moreover, as Sweezy goes on
to point out, corresponds to capitalist reality, in that in this kind of
society labour is shifted or diverted according to the direction of capital
investments; hence a determinate portion of human labour is, in accord
ance with variations of demand, at one time supplied in one form, at
another time in another form. This proves the secondary importance in
this regime of the various specific kinds of labour, as against labour in
general or in and for itself. In spite of Sweezy’s plea that ‘the reduction
of all labour to a common denominator . . . is not an arbitrary abstraction,
dictated in some way by the whim of the investigator’ but ‘rather, as
Lukacs correctly observes, an abstraction “which belongs to the essence
of Capitalism",’“ despite this, in the absence of what seems to me
the decisive point, ‘abstract labour‘ remains, in the last analysis,
essentially a mental generalization.

The defect of this interpretation of ‘abstract labour’ lies not only in
the fact that — if abstract labour is a mental generalization — it is not clear
why what this labour is supposed to produce is something real — value;
but also in the fact that this opens the door to the transformation of value
itself into an abstract generality or idea as well. For, in the sense that here
only useful and concrete kinds of labour are regarded as real, whereas
‘abstract’ labour is seen as a merely mental fact, so too only the products
of useful kinds of labour or rm-value: are real, whereas value, the merely
general element common to them, is abstract.

The interpretation that Bernstein adopted was precisely this one.
‘Value’ is an Cedankenbild, a mere thought‘-con§t_ruc_t; it is in Marx’s
mciple which serves to bring system and order to the
complexity of the analysis, but itself has no real existence. ‘Insofar as we

_ take into consideration the individual commodity’, Bemstein comments,

5lEr‘alue fo_s'_e:s?n)Tc3iiE'}it'e‘€ontent and becomes a mere_mental construc
tion’. Hence it is clear that"‘the moment that labour-value is only valid
as a mental formula (gedanklithc Fame!) or scientific hypothesis, surplus
value also becomes a pure formula, a formula based on a hypothesis’.“

This interpretation had, of course, already been advanced before Bern
stein by Werner Sombart and Conrad Schmidt, in time for Engels to
confront it in his Supplement to Volume III of Capital.“ Value, according

" ibid., p. 31. " op. cit., p. 12. " Marx, Capital, Vol. III, pp. 871 E.
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to Sombart, is ‘not an empirical, but a mental, a logical fact’ while for
Schmidt the law of value within the capitalist mode of production is a
‘pure, although theoretically necessary fiction’.

It is striking that even at this point, decisive for the genesis of ‘revision
ism’, Engels’s response is both uncertain and substantially erroneous.
Even if he makes some reservations towards Sombart and Schmidt, he
ends up by accepting their essential thesis (that is, the unreal nature of
the law of value when commodities are produced under rapitalitt eon
ditionx), and hence falls back to the position of Smith (already criticized
in its time by Marx)“ which had relegated the action of the law of value
to prerapitalist historical conditions.

In other words, ‘abstract labour’ and ‘value’ — the point on which
everything hangs — are understood simply as mental generalizations
introduced by the scientist, in this case by Marx; ignoring the fact that,
if this were effectively so, in introducing these generalizations Marx would
have been committing a ‘clumsy error’ and the whole of B6hm-Bawerk’s
critique would indeed be correct. The central argument of B6hm—Bawerk’s
critique — already present in Gesehiehte und Kritile zler Kapitalzimtheorien
(pp. 43 5fl'.) and restated in‘i1896 in,Zum Absclzluts det MarxrEen"S_)7§t:':rEi5
(a text which may have influenced Bernstein) — was that if ‘value’ is the
generalization of ‘use-values‘, it is then use-vaaie ‘in general‘ and not, as
Marx had argued, a qualitatively distinct entity. Marx’s error, according
to Bohm-Bawerk, was the error of those who ‘confuse abstraction from
the circumstante in general (von einem Umstande iiberlzaupt), and abstrac
tion from the speezfirforms in which this circumstance manifests itself ’;°‘
the error of those who believe that to abstract from the dtferenres between
one use—value and another is to abstract from use—values in general; for
the real value is use-value, the true theory of value a theory of value
utility. According to Bohm-Bawerk, this ‘wrong idea’ he attributes to
Marx means that instead of seeing in ‘exchange value’ a relation or a
mere quantitative proportion between use-values, and hence, like any

" For this critique of Smith by Marx, see Theories of Surplus Value, Part 1, London
n.d., pp. 71-2.

"5 E. Bohm-Bawcrk, Zum /-llrttltluts de: Marxxtllen System: (in a volume of writings
in honour of Karl Knies), Vienna, 1896; English translation by Paul Sweezy: Karl
Mar: and the Close of hit Sytlem, New York, 1949, pp. 73-4. Hilferding’s reply to
Bohm-Bawerk, which is the best Marxist critique of the theory of marginal utility, is
nonetheless deficient on this question — cf. Hilferding, op. cit., p. [171 ‘We have in
fact nothing more than a disregard by Man of the spccihc fonns in which use-value
manifests itself.‘
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relation, an unreal value outside the entities related together, Marx
invoked the existence behind exchange-value of an objective being ‘value’,
without seeing that this ‘entity’ was only a ‘scholastic-theological’
product, a hypostasis arising from his defective logic."

The response that has traditionally been given to these objections by
Marxists is well known. It consists, at most, in an appeal to the original
conception of Ricardo who had, as can be seen from his last incomplete

memoir,_a_l_[_e_a_dLbe_f9re Marx-disting'uished between Absolute Value and
_Ext/ran eable Value. However, apart from Marx’s remarks on the ten
detiey-gi"Ricard6‘s‘ analysis to dwell more on ‘exchange-value‘ than on
‘value’ itself, this response is further weakened by the fact that, con
fronted by the non—coincidence of ‘values’ and ‘costs of production‘, this
interpretation has continuously been forced to fall back on to Sombart
Schmidt positions or even Bemstein positions. For once it is accepted
that value is not identified with the concrete exchange-values or com
petitive prices at which the capitalistically produced commodities are in
fact sold, this interpretation retreats to a position of attributing to ‘value’
the significance, essentially, of an abstraction. Dobb‘s case is typical.
After stating that ‘value [is] only an abstract approximation to concrete
exchange-values‘, that this ‘has generally been held to be fatal to the
theory, and was the arm: of Béhm-Bawerk's criticism of Marx’, he limits
himself to concluding that ‘all abstractions remain only approximations to
reality . . . it is no criticism of a theory of value merely to say that this
is so’."’

THE THEORY OF VALUE AND FETISHISM

The decisive point which, I believe, remains misunderstood in all these
interpretations is, as already indicated, the concept of ‘abstract labour’;
i.e. (a) how this abstraction of labour is produced, and (b) what it really
means.

The first pan of the question is relatively straightforward. According
to Marx, the products of labour take the form of commodities when they
are produced for exchange. And they are produced for exchange when
they are products of autonomous, private labours carried out inde
pcndently of one another. Like Robinson Crusoe, the producer of com

" E. Bohrn-Bawerk, op. cit., pp. 63-9. The same critique is to be found in E. Calg
jgg ll merodo dell’ etonornie e il marrinno, Bari, 1967, pp. 37 ll’.

"’ M. Dobb, Paliliul Economy and Capilalim, London, 1960, pp. 14-15.
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modities decides by himself how much and what to produce. But unlike
Robinson Crusoe he lives in society and hence within a social division of
labour in which his labour depends on that of others and vice versa. It
follows that while Crusoe carried out all his indispensable labour by
himself and relied only on his own labour for the satisfaction of his needs,
the producer of commodities carries out only one determinate form of
labour, the products of which are destined for others, just as the products
of the other producers’ dilferent forms of labour go to him.

If this social division of labour were a conscious and planned distribu
tion to all its members on the part of society of the various necessary types
of labour and quantities to be produced, the products of individual labour
would not take the form of commodities. For example, in a patriarchal
peasant family there is a distribution of the work which the members
themselves must carry out, but the products of this labour do not become
commodities, nor do the members of the family nucleus buy or sell their
products to each other.“ On the other hand, in conditions of commodity
production, the work of individual producers is not labour carried out at
the command or on behalf of society: rather it is private, autonomous
labour, carried out by each producer independently of the next. Hence,
lacking any conscious assignment or distribution on the part of society,
individual labour is not immediately an articu_la_ti_c_Jg__9f§9ci3l labo_uL;__it
acquires its character as a’pTa'rt"o#r'}ilibuiot of aggregate labour oirilywthrough

"t’T_n_e_ mediation of exchange relations 'orithe’ma‘rket. I "M" "' '""W~_x
Now Marx’s essential thesis is that in order to exchange their products,

men must equalize them, i.e. abstract from the physical-natural or use
value aspect in which one product differs from another (corn from iron,
iron from glass, etc.). In abstracting from the object or concrete material
of their labour they also abstract ipso jizcto from that which serves to
differentiate their labours. ‘Along with the useful qualities of the products
themselves, we put out of sight both the useful character of the various
kinds of labour embodied in them and the concrete forms of that labour;
there is nothing left but what is common to them all . . . human labour in
the abstract.'“

Hence in abstracting from the natural, sensory objectivity of their
products, men also and simultaneously abstract from what differentiates
their various subjective activities. ‘The Labour . . . that forms the sub
stance of value is homogeneous labour-power, expenditure of one uniform
labour-power. The total labour-power of society which is embodied in

“ cf. Capital, Vol. I, pp. 77-8. " ibid., p. 38.
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the sum total of the values of all commodities produced by that society
counts here as one homogeneous mass of human labour-power, composed
though it be of innumerable individual units. Each of these units is the
same as any other, so far as it has the character of the average labour
power of society and takes effect as such."°

By now it should be clear that the process whereby ‘abstract labour‘ is
obtained, far from being a mere mental abstraction of the investigator's,
is one which takes place daily in the reality of exchange itrelf (‘When we
bring the products of our labour into relation with each other as values, it
is not because we see in these articles the material receptacles of homo
geneous human labour. Quite the contrary: whenever by an exchange we
equate a! value: our dtferent pradum, by that very act we also equate, as
human labour, the different kinds of labour expended upon them. We
are not aware ofthis, nevertheless we do it.')'”

It remains to deal with the second aspect of the problem, the real sig
nificance of this abstraction. The crucial point here is again quite simple.
Unlike those interpreters who think it is obvious and non-problematical
that in commodity production each individual labour-power is considered
as a ‘human labour-power identical to all others‘ or as ‘average social
labour power’, and hence have never asked themselves what this equali
zation of labour signifies — unlike them, I believe that this is precisely
where the significance of ‘abstract labour’ and the entire theory of value
is to be found. For while the working capacities or labour-power of the
various producers are in fact different and unequal, just as are the indivi
duals to whom they belong and who ‘would not be dtferent individual: If
they were not tmequal’," in the reality of the world of commodities, on the
other hand, individual labour powers are equalized precisely because
they are treated as abstract or reparate from the real empirical individuals
to whom they belong. In other words, precisely insofar as they are re
garded as a ‘force’ or entity ‘in itself’, i.e. separated from the individuals
whose powers they are. ‘Abstract labour‘, in short, is alienated labour,
labour separated or estranged with respect to man himself.

‘The labour-time expressed in exchange value is the labour-time of an
individual’, Marx wrote, ‘but of an individual in no way differing from
the next individual and from all other individuals insofar as they perform
equal labour. . . . It is the labour time of an individual, Iii: labour-time,

-9 ibid., p. 39. " ibid-. p. 74
" Marx, ‘Critique of the Gotha Programme’, in Marx and Engels, Selected Work,

op. cit., p. 324.
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but only as labour-time common to all; consequently it is quite immaterial
whose individual labour-time it is.’‘’‘' Hence labour is considered here

precisely as a process in itself, independent of the man who carries it out.
We are not concerned with the particular man who performs the labour,
nor with the particular labour he accomplishes, but with the labour
power thus expended, leaving aside which particular individual it belongs
to and to what particular labour it has been applied. In short, we are
concerned here with human energy as such, labour power and nothing
more, outside and independently of the man who expended it, as if the
real subject indeed were not the man but labour-power itself, nothing
being left to the man but to serve as a mere function or vehicle for the
manifestations of the latter.“ Labour-power, in other words, which is a

"3 Marx, Contribution to the Critique ofPolitical Economy, op. cit., p. 32.
“ Some clarihcations may help the reader to follow more easily the argument pre

sented here. Where labour is in common (the simplest example is the primitive com
munity) social labour is simply the sum of individual, concrete labours: it is their totality
and does not exist separately from its pans. In commodity production, where social
labour appears instead in the form of equal or abstract labour, it is not only calculated
apart from the individual concrete labours, but acquires a distinct and independent
existence. An individual labour of, say, ten hours may as social labour be worth live.
For example: ‘The introduction of power-looms into England‘ meant that ‘the hand
loom weavers, as a matter of fact, continued to require the same time as before; but for
all that, the product of one hour of their labour represented after the change only half
an hour's social labour and consequently fell to one-half its fon'ner value’ (cf. Capital,
Vol. I, p. 39). This self-abstraction of labour from the concrete labouring subject, this
acquisition by it of independence from man, culmi.nates in the form of the modem
wage-labourer. The inversion whereby labour no longer appears as a manifestation of
man but man as a manifestation of labour assumes here a real and pal-pable existence.
The wageearner is owner of his working capacity, his labour-power, i.e. of his physical
,and intellectual energies. These energies, which are in reality inseparable from the
living personality, are absfracted (or separated) from man to such an extent that they
become comrnodities, i.e. as a ‘value’ which has the man aIs‘i'ts7'bbdyTG>r 'us'e-value').
‘The wage eamer is merely the vehicle, the support of the commodity labour-power. The
subject is this commodity, this private property; the man is the predicate. It is not that
labour-power is a possession of the man's but rather that the man becomes a property or
mode of being of ‘private property‘. ‘For the man who is nothing more than a labourer’,
Marx writes, ‘his human qualities exist, to the extent that he is a labourer, only inso
far as they are for him jizreign capital.’ Indeed, insofar as it manages to realize itself on

the market as a commodity (in purchase and sale), labour power becomes part of capital.
This is the part that Marx defined as ‘variable capital’, as we know. The inversion to

which we referred reappears here in a more precise form: as the ‘value’ of labour-power,
which, in that as a ‘value’ it is itself part of capital, annexes the use of a working capacity,
that is the labourer himself. In his labour, the man does not belong to himself, but to
whoever has purchased his labour-power. His energies are no longer ‘his own‘ but
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property, a determinant or an attribute of man, becomes an independent
subject, by representing itself as the ‘value’ of ‘things’. The human
individuals, on the other hand, who are the real subjects become deter
minations of their determination, i.e. articulations or appendages of their
common, reilied labour-power, ‘Labour, thus measured by time, does
not seem, indeed, to be the labour of different persons, but on the con
trary the dilferent working individuals seem to be mere organs of this
labaur.‘°° ln short: ‘men are effaccd by their labour . . . the pendulum of
the clock has become as accurate a measure of the relative activity of two
workers as it is of the speed of two locomotives.’ Hence ‘we should not
say that one man's hour is worth another man's hour, but rather that one
man during an hour is worth just as much as another man during an
hour. Time is everything, man is nothing; he is at the most time’s_urcass.‘_" V

An analogy may be of help here. Hegel separated human thought from
man, turning it into an ‘independent subject’ called ‘the Idea’; for him
it was no longer the thinking individual who thinks but the Idea or Logos
which thinks itself through man. In this case, as Feuerbach pointed out,
‘abstraction means placing man's essence outside himself, the essence of
thought outside the act of thinking’. Hence ‘speculative philosophy has
theoretically fixed the separation of the essential qualities of man from
man himself and thus ends by turning abstract qualities into divinities as
if they were self-suflicicnt esscnces’.°" The elTect of the world of com
modities on real men has been similar. It has factually separated or
almmtrtd from man his ‘subjectivity’, i.e. his ‘physical and mental ener

‘aomeone else'a'. The productive capacity of his labour becomes the ‘pradutlive pawn
of rapital '. This 'aelf-estrangement', or acquisition by labour of independence from man,
culminates in modern industry, where it is not the labourer who ‘applies the conditions
of labour, but inveraely, the condition: of labour which apply the labourer‘ (cf. also
Capilal, Vol. I, p. 42:: ‘In the factory we have a lifeless mechanism independent of the
workman who become: its mere living appendage’); modem industry, which, for Mara,
represents ‘the eaaenee of apitalirt production or, if you will, wage labour; labour
alienated from itadf which confront: the wulth it crates as the wealth ofa stranger, its
own productivity as the productivity of its product, its own enrichment as self-im
poverishmenr, ita aocial power as the power of society over it‘ (Tluarien Elvcr den
Mrlvwn, Part III, op. u'r., p. 155).

” Man, Conm'buu'an to ill: Critique nfPaliu':al Economy, op. cit., p. 30.
" Marx, Th: Povnly nfPIu'loropI:y, New York, 1969, p. 54.
"’ L. F euerbach, Cnontuitu do Philawpllie In Zuhmji (Principles of the Philosophy

of the Future), in Siullirlie W:-rh, ed. W. Bolin and F. jodl, Stuttgart, 1959, Vol. II,
pp. 127 and 143.
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gies’, his ‘capacity’ for work, and has transformed it into a separate
essence. It has fixed human energy as such in the ‘crystal’ or ‘congelation’
of labour which is value, turning it into a distinct entity, an entity which
is not only independent of man, but also dominates him.

As Marx writes:

There is a definite social relation between men, that assumes in their eyes
the fantastic form of a relation between things. In order, therefore, to find an
analogy we must have recourse to the rnist-enveloped regions of the religious
world. In that world the productions of the human brain appear as independent
things endowed with life, and entering into relation both with one another and
the human race. So it is in the world of commodities with the products of men's
hands. This I call the Fetishism which attaches itself to the products of labour,
so soon as they are produced as commodities, and which is therefore inseparable
from the production of commodities."

To conclude, ‘abstract labour’ is not only that which is ‘common’ to all
human productive activities, it is not only a mental generalization; rather,
it is in itself a real activity, if of a kind opposed to all concrete, useful
kinds of labour. More precisely, unlike all the others, it is an activity
which does not represent an appropriation of the objective, natural world
so much as an expropriation of lluman subjectivity, a separation of labour
‘capacity’ or ‘power’ conceived as the totality of physical and intellectual
attitudes, from man himself. This in turn implies that in a society in
which individual activities have a private character, and in which there
fore the interests of individuals are divided and counterposed, or, as we
say, in competition with one another, the moment of social unity can only
be realized in the form of an abstract equalization, ignoring the individuals
themselves; hence, in this case, as a reilication of labour—power — a labour
power which is said to be equal or social, not because it genuinely belongs
to everyone and hence mediates between the individuals, but because it
belongs to nobody and is obtained by ignoring the real inequalities
between the individuals. This is precisely what Marx is expressing when
he writes that abstract labour is ‘labour in which the individual character
istics of the workers are obliterated’; or that, when buyer and seller
exchange their products and hence equalize their labour in the act of
exchange, both ‘enter into it only insofar as their individual labour ls
negated, that is to say, tumed into money as non-individual labour’;” or,
finally where he defines mpital as an ‘independent social force’ which,

" Marx, Capital, Vol. I, p. 72.
" Marx, Contribution to the Critique ofPoliti¢ul Economy, op. cit., pp. 29, 95,
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because it has acquired its own autonomous existence, has become ‘the
power of a portion of society’ over the rest - a power, therefore, main
taining and multiplying itself ‘by means of its exchange for diren, living
labour power'.‘°°

I cannot stop here to show how this conception of the theory of value
constitutes the element of deepest _continuityhbetween the works of tlg:

young Marx and those of his maturityi‘ilEven in The German Ideology,
Marx underlines the fact that, under modern conditions, the productive
forces ‘appear as a world for themselves, g_uite__in_d_ependent of and
divorced from the individuals, alongsidethe individuals’. As a result, on
the one hand ‘we have a totality of productive forces, which have, as it
were, taken on a material (objective) form and are for the individuals no
longer the forces of the individuals, but of private property and hence of
the individuals only insofar as they are owners of private property
themselves’. On the other hand, ‘standing over against these productive
forces we have the majority of the individuals from whom these forces
have been wrested away and who, robbed thus of all real life—content,
have become abstract individuals’.

Nor can we deal here with the fact that our own interpretation of the
theory of value which assimilates ‘value’ to Hegel's hypostasization pro
cesses, also links together the equalization which is the precondition of
‘abstract labour’ and the purely political equality realized in the modern
representative state. (The collective interest, according to Marx in The
German Ideology, ‘takes an independent form as the State, divorced from
the real interests of the individual and community’, insofar as ‘just
because individuals seek only their particular interest which for them
does not coincide with their communal interest — in fact the general is the
illusory form of communal life — the latter will be imposed on them as an
interest “alien" to them and “independent" of them, as in its turn a
particular, peculiar “general" interest.’__‘l_-lence ‘the social power‘ trans
formed into the power of the state ‘appears to these individuals . . . not
as their own united, p_o7wer,_but‘:_ts an _alien force existing outside them, of
the origin and goal of which they are ignorant.’)‘°‘ We can, however, deal
with one other point here: this confluence ofthe theory of value and the
theory of fetishism or alienation in Marx represents not only his main
difference of principle with the classical political economists, for whom
the theory of alienation is absolutely inconceivable; it also constitutes the

W’ Marx, Wage labour and Capital, in Seleeled Worh, op. cit., p. 81.
‘°' Man and Engels, The German Ideology, London, 1965, pp. 82, 45-6.
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viewpoint from which he explained the birth and destiny of political
economy as a science. Firstly, its birth: the precondition for the emergence
of economic reflection lay for Marx in the process whereby social relations
became obscured and objectihed in the eyes of men as a consequence of
the generalization, with the emergence of modern bourgeois society, of
the production of commodities and the fetishism inherent in it. (‘The
ancient social organisms of production are far more simple and trans
parent than the bourgeois organism’; even though commodity production
occurs within them, it emerges as a secondary or marginal branch among
kinds of production based on a natural economy — based, that is, on the
immediate consumption of products rather than their sale on the market.)
Secondly, its later destiny: the task of political economy as a science
consisted for Marx essentially — if we can accept a neologism — in the
dc-fetishization of the world of commodities, in the progressive com
prehension that what represents itself as the ‘value’ of ‘things’ is in reality
not a property of these things themselves, but reified human labour. This
theme, according to Marx, runs through the entire history of economic
theory from mercantilism to Smith: the gradual rediscovery, beneath the
mask of fetishized objectivity, of the alienated human subject. In the
‘Introduction’ of 1857, he wrote: ‘The Monetary system, for example,
still regards wealth quite objectively as a thing existing independently in
the shape of money. Compared with this standpoint, it was a substantial
advance when the Manufacturing Mercantile System transferred the
source of wealth from the object to the subjective activity — mercantile or
industrial labour - but it still considered that only this circumscribed
activity itself produced money.’ He continues: ‘In contrast to this system,
the Physiocrats assume that a specific form of labour — agriculture —
creates wealth, and they see the object no longer in the guise of money,
but as a product in general, as the universal result of labour. In accord
ance with the still circumscribed activity, the product remains a naturally
developed product, an agricultural product, a product of the land par
excellence.‘ Finally, a tremendous step forwards was achieved by Smith
in rejecting ‘all restrictions with regard to the activity that produces
wealth — for him it was labour as such, neither manufacturing, nor com
mercial, nor agricultural labour, but all types of labour.’1°’ ~

We have already seen how, despite its real merits, classical political
economy as well as Vulgdrbhonomie, remained in the end a prisoner of

“" Marx, ‘I857 Introduction‘ to A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy,
op. cit., p. 209.
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fetishism,‘°’ because of its inability to pose the problem of why the
product of labour takes the form of the commodity and hence why
human labour is presented as the ‘value’ of ‘things’. This gives us the
chance to raise a crucial point, which today has been entirely forgotten.
Marx considered that with the 5_nd_o_f commodity production, the political
economy born with it would also come to an eiid. It is in this sense that his
work is a critique of political economy itself, raUF'fli‘a'n the work of an
economist in the strict seitse.‘°t Hence the subtitle of Capital, the title
of the Contribution to the Critique of 18 59, not to mention the vast brouillon
of 1858 which goes by the name of Grundrixre der Kritik der politischen
Oionomie.

‘Value' is the product of human labour. ‘Surplus value’, which is
produced by human wage labour, is subdivided into profit and rent
(besides, of course, the restitution of the wage). To political economy,
which fails to coordinate or reduce these categories to a unity, rent
appears as the product of land as such, as some rudir indigertaque moles;
profit appears as a product of the notorious ‘productivity of capital’, that
is of machines and raw materials as such; the wage appears as the product
of labour. Physial, natural categories (land, means of production) and
economic-social categories (profit, rent, etc.) — i.e. magnitudes which
cannot be compared with one another — are fetishistically confused and
muddled together, as Marx points out in his famous chapter on ‘The
Trinity Formula’.‘°‘ In Marx’s own critique of political economy, on the

“" Tlieorien titer den Mehmerr, Part III, op. cit., p. 155. ‘In proportion as political
economy developed - and this development, at least in its basic principles, found its
highest expnssion in Riurdo — it represented labour as the only element of value. . . .
But to the extent that labour is conceived as the only source of exchange-value, . . .
‘capital’ is conceived by the same economists and especially Ricardo (‘but even more by
Torrens, Malthus, Bailey, ete., after him) as the regulator of production, the source of
wealth and the goal of all production. . . . In this contradiction, political economy
merely expressed the essence of capitalist production, or if you like of wage labour:
labour alienated from itself, to which the wealth it creates is counterposed as the wealth
of a stranger, its own productivity as the productivity of its product, its own enrichment
as self-impoverishment, its social power as the power of society over it.’

W This theme of the end of political economy was taken up by Hilferding, Balm
Baw-rl"t Criticism of Marx, op. cit., pp. 133-4; by Luxernburg, Einjiilrnmg, op. cit.,
p- 49-; umn_mnom: and member ofthn
£conomics,_ Oxford, 1966. An
extremely interesting ' mon o ese probems can be found in’Karl KgKarl Marx London, 1933. ‘
TE: Capital, Vol. III, duapter 43.
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other hand, the whole picture is decisively altered. The mysterious
trinity of Capital, Land and Labour is swept away. Since ‘value’ is now
considered as the objectification of human labour-power, the critical
scientific or anti-fctishistic discourse of Capital comes to coincide with
the self-consciousness of the working class (a further proof of the unity of
science and ideology). For just as wage labour, by recognizing the essence
of ‘value’ and ‘capital’, sees that essence as an objectification of ‘itself’
(and hence reaches self—consciousness through this knowledge), the
working class, by becoming conscious of itself, achieves — for profit and
rent are forms derived from surplus value — the knowledge of the origin
and basis of other classes and hence of society as a whole.‘°°

This point serves to indicate the profound difference between Marx and
his Marxist but (more or less consciously) Ricardian interpreters. They
failed to grasp the organic unity between the theory of value and the theory
of fetishism and therefore could not avoid confusing two totally distinct
things. On the one hand, in dividing its total labour force between
different employments, society must take account of the Iobour—time
involved in each of these employments.‘°7 On the other hand, we have the
specific way in which this law operates under capitalism where, in the
absence of a conscious or planned division of social labour, the labour
time required by the various productive activities is presented as an
intrinsic quality in the products themselves, as the ‘value’ of a ‘thing’ This

confusion between the lawnflabour-time (which applies to__a_ll_§9gi__eties)
‘and its fetishized realization in the world o"l'EZ13I:El"anIl of commodities, or

between the principles of planning 'onImU rmE tlié"E6}i’
fusion_up to date), is the root of mo(_L3_[Q,l;§1i§j9-l1i§113.3§.i5.3ll.m0,cYi¢l§I1I

1°‘ This point was developed by Lukacs in History and Class Consciousness, op, cit.
‘°" Marx, Grurulrisse dcr Kritik dcr palitischen Ohonomie, Berlin, 1953, p. 98: ‘In

conditions of communal production the determination of time obviously remains
essential. The less time it takes society to produce com, cattle, etc., the more time it
gains for other fonns of production, material or spir_'ituaL As in the case of a single
individual, the universality of his developrii€ht., of his pleasures, of his activity, depends
upon the way he economizes his time. The economy of time, ultimately all economy is
reduced to this. Society must distribute its time functionally so as to obtain a production
in accordance with all its needs; so the individual must also divide his time correctly
to acquire knowledge in the right proportions and to fulhl the various demands on his
activity. In conditions of production in common the first economic law remains, there
fore, the economy of time, the planned distribution of labour-time between the different
branches of production. This law becomes even more important under these conditions.
But all this is quite distinct from the measurement of exchange-values (labours or labour
products) by "labour-time".'
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in the present economic debates in the Soviet Union. In Italy, it is the
basis for the recent theoretical positions, which I cannot accept, of two
theorists, Galvano della Volpe and Giulio Pietranera, to whom in other
respects Iam much indebted. First, in the case of della Volpe: to Sweezy's
wholly correct statement that ‘value and planning are as opposed to each
other, and for the same reasons, as capitalism and socialism’, dclla Volpe
objects that ‘between value and planning there is only a difference of
degree, that is of development: there is nothing negatively “opposed” or
“contrary” in the two terms’.‘°‘ As for Pietranera, he follows Oscar
Lange in referring to the ‘market’ and ‘profit’ in socialist society, not as
survivals of bourgeois institutions that are inevitable in what is par
excellence a trantitional society but as ‘rational criteria and indices of
economic efliciency, and hence something positive, to be maintained in a
planned socialist economy’ — in other words as institutions socialist by
their very nature.‘°° This brings to mind a further, more recent error of
VDe_l,la_V_o1,p_:. The latter presents (in the most recent edition of Rousxeau e
Marx) the state under socialism - the state, mark you, i.e. the hypostasis
of the ‘general interest’, which (as Marx says) has become independent
and ‘alien’ from the generality of interests that compose it — not as a
turvival, but as a state which is wholly new, socialist in its inner structure.
(Compare Lenin's conception of the state in State and Revolution: the
presence in socialism of ‘bourgeois right in regard to the distribution of
consumption goods inevitably presupposes the existence of the bourgeois
rtate, for right is nothing without an apparatus capable of enforcing the
observance of the standards of right’. It follows that ‘there remains for a
time not only bourgeois right but even the bourgeois state without the
bourgeoisie!')‘“’

EQUIVALENCE AND SURPLUS VALUE

If we now turn to Bernstein, we can see that the first and most important
consequence of his interpretation of ‘value’ as a mere ‘mental construc
tion’ is that - since he is quite incapable of explaining value, and afor
tiori surplus value as a result of capitalist production — he is obliged to
transfer its point of origin from the sphere of production to the sphere
of circulation and exchange, as though surplus value originated, in other

"' G. dell: Volpe, Clriaue della dialetlica atorica, Rome, 1964, p. 32 n.
"‘ G. Pietnnen, Cnpimlimw ed econonria, Turin, 1966, p. 236.
"' Lenin, Selerled Worh, op. cit., Vol. II, pp. 342-3.
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words, in a violation of commutative justice, i.e. in a violation of the law
of exchange on the basis of equivalents. He thus reinstated the old mer
cantilist conception of ‘profit upon alienation’, i.e. of the origin of profit
in the difference between selling and buying priccs_(_i_n_deed, this
‘consumer cooperatives’ assume such importance in Bernstein's thought).

This viewpoint, which restores the schema of ‘utopian socialism’, and

in this case Proudhon’s account of e_xpl_o_i£i9n>_a_s‘and hence of the
contradiction between exploitation and legality, constitutes the essential
core of ‘revisionism’. For Marx modern social inequality or capitalist
exploitation occurs simultaneously with the fullest development of
juridical-political equality; here, on the contrary, juridical-political equal
ity — and hence the modern representative State — becomes the instrument
for the progressive elimination and dissolution of real inequalities, which
seem arbitrarily produced rather than an organic consequence of the
system as such.

The importance of this connection between equality and inequality in
Marx's thought deserves emphasis here; besides its repercussions in
political philosophy, which we shall examine, it also contained one of
Marx's most important scientific achievements, his solution of the so
called ‘paradox’ of the law of value.

The law of value, according to Smith, is the law of the exchange of
equivalents. It presupposes, besides the equal value of the commodities
exchanged, the equality, as Marx pointed out, of the contracting parties
in the act of exchange. In exchange the owners of commodities ‘mutually
recognize in each other the rights of private proprietors’ establishing ‘a
juridical relation which thus expresses itself in a contract, whether such
contract be part of a developed legal system or not'.‘“ Now the ‘paradox’
is that the production of commodities (production for exchange) becomes
dominant for the first time only under purely mpitalist conditions; yet
just when the law ofvalue should find its fullest application it seems to be
contradicted by the existence of surplus value and exploitation, in other
words, the emergence of an unequal exchange.

Smith, of course, reacted to this ‘paradox’ by turning away from a
labour theory of value contained, to a theory of value based on command of
labour, thus relcgating the validity of the law of value to precapitalist
conditions. Ricardo, while he showed the difference between equal
exchange of commodities for commodities, and the inequality character
izing the exchange of commodities for labour-power (specifically capitalist

‘“ Marx, Capital, Vol. I, p. 84.
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exchange), failed to explain ‘how this exeeption could be in accordance
with the law of value'.‘” Marx's theory explains the phenomenon of
expropriation or of modern inequality precisely through the generaliza
tion of property right: or purely juridical equality.

Capitalism for Marx is the generalization of exchange; under capitalism
all important social relations become exchange relations, starting with the
productive relations themselves, which presuppose the buying and selling
of labour-power. With this generalization of exchange a sphere of juridical
equality is created, extended for the first time to all. The modern labourer
is a holder of rights, a free person, and therefore is capable of entering
into a contract, just as much as the employer of labour. ‘Wage labour on a
national scale, and hence also the capitalist mode of production, is not
possible unless the labourer is personally free. It is based on the personal
freedom of the labourer'.“’ Both the seller and buyer of labour—power
are juridically equal persons because they are private-proprietorx, owners
of commodities.

However, according to Marx, what makes this relation of equality
formal and conceals the real inequality is the fact that the property at the
disposal of the worlrer_r(_lti_sown labouiirig eapaeitj) is only propertyin
appearance. In reality, it is the opposite, a state of need, so that
c"a'"a-<':i-Tor‘ labour remains unsold, the labourer derives no benefit from
it, but rat er e WI ee it to be a ciiéI,‘n3iu'£¢-iriipascd necessity thf

Thiswcapacity has cost foriis-ipioduction a definite amount of the means of
'subsistence and that itiwill continue itoido so for its reproduction'.‘“

In short, ‘in the concept of the free labourer, it is already implicit’,
Marx writes, ‘that he is a pauper, or virtually a pauper. According to his
economic conditions he is mg; liying morkingi_eapaei!_y', which, since it is
endowed with living requirements yet deprived of the means to satisfy
them, is in itself not a good or form of property, but ‘indigence from all
points of view'.‘"

Hence the generalization of exchange — the typical phenomenon of
modern capitalism — not only for the first time extends to all the sphere
of juridical equality, malting even the modem labourer into a fie: person;
it achieves this liberation in a dual way, since the extension of contractual
relations to production through the buying and selling of labour power
mans on the one hand that the labourer is free in the sense that he is ‘a

'" Man, Tlieorin iber den Mehrwen, Pan lll, op. cit., p. I70.
"- um, p. m.
'“ Mm, Capiul, Vol.1, p. 173. ‘“ Marx, Gmndrine, op. cit., p. 497.
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free owner of his own working capacity and of his own person’ and on the
other that he is free in the sense of expropriated from the means of pro
duction, i.e. ‘deprived of everything necessary for the realization of his
labour-power’.‘"’

Now the application of equal rights or property rights to two persons,
of whom only one is really a property owner, explains why this formal
equality of rights is in reality the law of the stronger. This is Marx's point
when he writes that ‘the bourgeois economists have merely in view that
production proceeds more smoothly with modern police than, e.g. under
club law. They forget, however . . . that the law of the stronger, only in
a different form, still survives even in their “constitutional State”."”

In conclusion: the law of value which is indeed a law of exchange of
equivalents, as soon as it is realized and becomes dominant, reveals its true
nature as the law of surplus value and capitalist appropriation.

The exchange of equivalents, the original operation with which we started,
has now become turned round in such a way that there is only an apparent
exchange. This is owing to the fact, first, that the capital which is exchanged for
labour power is itself but a portion of the product of others’ labour appropriated
without an equivalent; and secondly, that this capital must not only be replaced
by its producer but replaced together with an added surplus. . . . At first the
rights of property seemed to us to be based on a man's own labour. At least,
some such assumption wu necessary since only commodity owners with equal
rights confronted each other, and the sole means by which a man could become
possessed of the commodities of others was by alienating his own commodities;
and these could be replaced by labour alone. Now, however, property turns out
to be the right on the part of the capitalist to appropriate the unpaid labour of
others or its product and to be the impossibility on the part of the labourer of
appropriating his own product. The separation of property from labour has
become the necessary consequence of a law that apparently originated in their
identity.”

Hence Marx's opposition to ‘utopian socialism’ or ‘revisionism’ ante
litteram, which, he claimed, ‘especially in its French version’ (Proudhon)
saw socialism ‘as the realization of the ideas of bourgeois society enunciated
by the French Revolution’; as though the full realization of the ‘rights of
man’, the principles of 1789 — or, as we would now say, the republican
Constitution — could dissolve the modern sorial inequalities which these

‘“ Marx, Capital, Vol. I, p. 169.
1" Marx, ‘Introduction’ to A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy, op. cit.,p. 193. 1" Marx, Capital, Vol. I, pp. 583-4.
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legal and constitutional principles have claimed were the precondition for
their own appearance, and which they have reinforced ever since. These
socialists

aflirm that exchange, exchange-value, etc. originally (in time) or in their concept
(in their adequate form) a.re a system of liberty and equality for all, but have
since been adulterated by money, capital, etc. . . . The answer to them is that
exchange value, or more precisely the monetary system, is in fact the system of
equality and liberty, and that what seems to them to distort the subsequent
development of the system is distortions immanent to that system itself, pre
cisely the realiution of the equality and freedom which reveal themselves as
inequality and despotism. . . . To want exchange—value not to develop into
capital, or the labour, which produces exchange-value, not to become wage
labour, is as pious as it is stupid. What distinguishes these gentlemen from the
bourgeois apologists is, firstly, their awareness of the contradictions contained in
the system; but secondly, the utopian.ism which prevents them from disceming
the necessary distinction between the real and ideal forms of bourgeois society,
and hence makes them want to undertake the vain task of trying to re-realize
the ideal expression itself, while in fact this is only a reflected image of existing
reality.‘"

Legal reforms cannot, therefore, grasp or transform the fundamental
mechanisms of the system. This is so because, as Rosa Luxemburg
acutely pointed out in the polemic against Bernstein, what distinguishes
bourgeois society from preceding class societies, ancient or feudal, is the
fact that class domination does not rest on ‘inherited’ or unequal rights as
previously, but on real economic relations mediated by equality of rights.

No law obliges the proletariat to submit itself to the yoke of capitalism.
Poverty, the lack of means of production, obliges the proletariat to submit itself
to capital. . . . And no law in the world can give to the proletariat the means of
production while it remains in the framework of bourgeois society, for no laws,
but economic development, has tom the means of production from the pro
ducers. . . . Neither is the exploitation intidc the system of wage labour based on
laws. The level of wages is not fixed by legislation but by economic factors. The
phenomenon of capitalist exploitation does not rest on a legal disposition. . . .
In short, the fundamental relation of domination of the capitalist class cannot
be transfonned by means of legislative reforms, on the basis of capitalist society,
beause these relations have not been introduced by bourgeois laws, nor have
they received the form of such laws.

In our legislative system, as Rosa Luxemburg points out, not one legal
formulation of the present class domination can be found. ‘How then

'" Man,Grundr-inc, op. cit., p. I60.
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can one overcome wage slavery gradually, by legal means, when this has
never been expressed in legislation?’ That, she continues, is

why people who pronounce themselves in favour of the method of legislative
reform in place of and in contradistinction to the conquest of political power and
social revolution, do not really choose a more tranquil, calmer and slower road
to the same goal, but a dtfémit goal. Instead of taking a stand for the establish
ment of a new society, they stand for surface modifications of the old society.
If we follow the political conceptions of revisionism, we arrive at the same con
clusion that is reached when we follow the economic theories. They aim not
towards the realization of socialism, but the reform of capitalism, not the sup
pression of the system of wage labour but the ‘diminution’ of exploitation, that
is the suppression of the abuses of capitalism instead of the suppression of
capitalism itself."°

‘SOCIAL CAPITAL’

The insistence with which I have underlined the limits of the theoretical
comprehension of Bernstein and the Marxism of the Second International
should not allow us to forget, however, that these limits, and the regres
sion in relation to Marx typical of so much of late nineteenth—century
Marxism, only acquired their decisive importance in the context and
under the impact of a new and complex historical situation, in which a
series of phenomena - occasionally anticipated by Marx, but only now
macroscopically developed — fundamentally transformed the traditional
features of capitalist society.

The period of the transition of capitalism to the monopoly phase
marked a colossal leap forward in the process of socialization of produc
tion, introducing the great modern ‘masses’ into production and social
life, where formerly they were dispersed in occupations surviving from
previous modes of production. This 'socialization' process, accelerated by
the formation of ‘joint-stock companies’, meant not only an enormous
growth in the scale of production and enterprise which could not have
been achieved with individual capitals; it also meant the birth of the
modern so-called ‘social enterprise’, insofar as it gave rise to the complex
phenomenon of the dissolution of private capitalist industry on the basis
of the capitalist system itself.

The capital, which in itself rests on a social mode of production and pre
supposes a social concentration of means of production and labour-power, is

W’ Rosa Luxemburg, Social Reform or Revolution .7, op. cit., pp. 50-1.
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here [in the case of the joint-stock company] directly endowed with the form of
social capital (capital of directly associated individuals) as distinct from private
capital, and its undertakings assume the form of social undertakings as distinct
from private undertakings. It is the abolition of capital as private property
within the framework of capitalist production itself .1"

The main consequences of this phenomenon (beginning with the
‘separation of ownership and control’) were already grasped in their
essential features by Marx himself, even though they were still in their
initial phase when Capital was written. The development of social capital,
he wrote, implies the

transformation of the actually functioning capitalist into a mere manager,
administrator of other people’s capital, and of the owner of capital into a mere
owner, a mere money-capitalist. Even when the dividends which they receive
include the interest and the prolit of enterprise, i.e. the total profit . . . this
total profit is henceforth received only in the form of interest, i.e. as mere
compensation for owning capital that now is entirely divorced from the function
in the actual process of production, just as . . . the manager is divorced from
ownership of capital.‘“

This in turn had two effects, which Marx did not fail to point out.
Firstly, big capital exerted an action of ‘peaceful expropriation’ towards
small capitals, whether already formed or in the process of formation,
through the credit system and in particular through the joint-stock
company. This created a situation in which the great majority of share
holders were deprived of control over their property in favour of a
small minority of owners who came to wield a power that went far beyond
the limits of their own actual property. Secondly, the progressive de
perronalizalion of property, brought about by the development of the
great modern ‘limited liability‘ company, implied the emergence as a
subject of the object of property itself, i.e. the complete emancipation of
property from man himself, with the result that the firm seemed to
acquire an independent life ofits own as though it were nobody's property,
transforming itself into an entity in itself with similar characteristics to
those of the State.

This spread of ioint—stock companies, of course, as Marx pointed out,
encouraged speculation and adventurers, ‘a new financial aristocracy, a
new variety ofparasites in the shape of promoters, speculators and simply
nominal directors; a whole system of swindling and cheating by means of

'" Man, Capital, Vol. Ill, p. 417. ‘“ ibid., p. 427.
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corporation promotion, stock issuance, and stock speculation’. And yet
this process was the chief support for Bernstein’s thesis of a progressive
‘democratization of capitalism’. In his view, modern industrial concen
tration is not accompanied, as Marx claimed, by a similar concentration
of property; rather it leads, through joint-stock companies, to a di urion
of property, a multiplication of the number of capitalists, a growth in
the number of those who share in the benefits of the modern ‘social
enterprise’. Since the number of capitalists increases rather than dimin
ishes, Marx’s discussion of concentration and accumulation of wealth at
one pole of society is contradicted and invalidated.

This theme has, of course, been taken up again relatively recently,
thanks to two American neo-liberals, Berle and Means.”" Their thesis
is that the large hrms represent only a technical—industrial concentration,
which does not imply a concentration of property, but rather its diffusion
and decentralization. Hence joint—stock companies or corporations signify

the ‘end of capitalism’, provided that (a), control of these ‘quasi—pub_lic’
enterprises is entrusted to disinterested :eclui'i1:i;ih§“(B€rTé“aHa"Méahs
look forward to the appearance of an ‘impartial technocracy’); andfbxthat._,w ..
share ownership is progressively extended to all layers of society. '

7 However, this is not the place to do more than note this development.
To return to Bernstein, the scientific ingenuity behind his thesis of the
multiplication of capitalists is revealed by two criticisms levelled at him
by Rosa Luxemburg. Firstly, ‘by “capitalist” Bernstein does not mean a
category of production but the right to property._To him, “capitalist” is

Tiiot an economic but a fiscal unit. And “capital" for him is not a factor of
‘production but simply a certain quantity of money.’ Hence, she concludes,
‘he moves the question of socialism from the domain of production into
the domain of relations of fortune . . . between rich and poor’. Secondly,
Bernstein's thesis of the progressive dissolution of big capital into myriads
of small capitals, and more generally his propensity to emphasize counter
tendencies to concentration, besides being based on utopian fantasy is
essentially reactionary. If true, it would lead to ‘an arrested development
of the capitalist system of production’, its regression or involution to a
pre-natal phase.‘“

The same could be said for Bernstein's arguments about the persis
tence and increase in the number of small and medium enterprises. The

1" A. Berle and G. Means, The Madtm Corporation and Private Property, New
York, 1934.

"‘ Rosa Luxcmburg, op. cit., pp. 31, 37.
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‘almost unshakeable phalanx’ of medium-sized firms is a sign for him
that the development of big industry does not resolve itself into giant
concentrations as Marx had prophesied. Schumpeter's judgement is
conclusive enough on this point: ‘Bernstein was an admirable man but he
was no profound thinker and especially no theorist. In some points,
especially as regards . . . the concentration of economic power, his
argument was distinctly shallow.’1“ Rosa Luxemburg’s comment, how
ever, is also pertinent: ‘To see the progressive disappearance of the
middle-sized firms as a necessary result of the development of large
industry is to misunderstand sadly the nature of this process.’ In relation
to big industry the small firms ‘initiate new methods of production in
well—established branches of industry; they are also instrumental in the
creation of new branches of production not yet exploited by big capital.
. . . The struggle of the middle-sized enterprise against big capital cannot
be conceived as a regularly proceeding battle in which the troops of the
weaker side continue to melt away directly and quantitatively. It should
be regarded as a periodic mowing down of the small enterprises, which
rapidly grow up again, only to be mowed down once more by big in
dustry.’ This process does not necessarily mean ‘an absolute diminution
in the number of middle-sized enterprises . . . [but rather], first a pro
gressive increase in the minimum amount of capital necessary for the
functioning of enterprises in the older branches of production; second,
the constant diminution of the interval of time during which the small
capitalists conserve the opportunity to exploit the new branches of
production’.‘"

Besides, Bernstein's ‘ingenuous’ marshalling of statistical material to
support his argument, both as regards the diffusion of small and medium
firms and variations in the flow of income, is exhaustively documented in
Kautsky’s reply to Bernstein. (Little reference has been made here to this
book, though — especially in_t I chapters - it is one of l(autsky's
best works, along with the Agrarfr As for Bernstein's argument in
support of the ‘new middle classes’ thesis, the best answer is to be found
in Kautsky's book and in Hilferding's Finanu Capital. Here we can only
touch on the problem, important though it is in the period ofimperialism,
developing as a result of the abnormal growth of the distribution sector
provoked by monopoly, besides the mushrooming of the bureaucratic
military apparatus characteristic of the modern State.

"‘ J. Schumpcter, Hiuary of£mmmu': Aualym, London, 1967, p. B83.
"' Ron Luxernburg, op. cit., pp. 13-19.
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Here it only remains to turn to a consideration of the so-called theory
of the ‘absolute immiseration’ or long—term impoverishment of the masses,
which, since Bernstein, has been often attributed to Marx by a variety of
commentators: notably, until a few years ago, by the most primitive
exponents of ‘dialectical materialism’ in the Soviet Union.

Not only is such a theory absent in Marx, but it would have been
impossible for him to have produced it, as is proved simply by one thing
(among others): that Marx introduces an explicitly historical-moral
component into the determination of the ‘price of labour’ (thus dis
tinguishing himself from Ricardo). In determining the ‘sum of means of
subsistence’ necessary for the maintenance of a worker ‘in his normal
state as a labouring individual’, it is not enough, Marx argues, to consider
only ‘natural wants such as food, clothing, fuel and housing, ‘which “vary
according to the climatic and other physical conditions of his country”.'
It is also necessary to consider that the ‘number and extent of so-called
necessary wants, as also the modes of satisfying them, are themselves the
product of historical development and depend therefore to a great extent on
the degree of civilization of a country, more particularly on the conditions
under which, and consequently on the habits and degree of comfort in
which, the class of free labourers has been formed’.”" This historically
relative character of the determination of the ‘price of labour’ is explicitly
stated: ‘In contradistinction . . . to the case of other commodities, there
enters into the determination of the value of labour—power a historical and
moral element.’ If we reflect on this we can understand that for Marx,
above all others, it is impossible in principle to speak of a long-term
immiseration of the workers, a worsening in absolute terms of their living
standards in the centuries of capitalist development.

It is true that in the Manifesto and many other writings, Marx refers
to a pauperiration of the working class, its growing dependence for its
subsistence on the will of others, that is ofthe capitalists; he writes ofthe
‘immiseration’, ‘degeneration’ and ‘enslavement' of the workers and
refers to the growing precariousness and insecurity of their labour: ‘To
the extent that capital is accumulated, the situation of the worker what
ever his retribution, high or low, can only worsen’ (my italics). But this
conviction, to which Marx remained faithful all his life, can only mean
one thing: capitalist development, contrary to illusions of ‘betterment’
nourished by reformists, is not destined to transform everyone into
capitalists and property owners; nor will it abolish, by gradual reforms,

"7 Marx, Capital, Vol. I, p. i7I.
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the basic social inequality between capital and labour but quite to the
contrary tends constantly to reproduce it, and to reproduce it in an
aggravated form. This is a theory, in other words, of relative immiseration
or an increase in the imbalance or inequality of the workers’ conditions in
relation to the conditions of the class that owns the means of produc
tion.”°

As Marx wrote in 1849:

A noticeable increase in wages presupposes a rapid growth of productive
mpital . . . [which] brings about an equally rapid growth of wealth, luxury,
social wants, social enjoyments. Thus, although the enjoyments of the worker
have risen, the social satisfaction that they give has fallen in comparison with the
increased enjoyments of the capitalist, which are inaccessible to the worker in
comparison with the state of development of society in general. Our desires
and pleasures spring from society; we measure them, therefore, by society and

"not by the objects that serve for their satisfaction, because they are of a social
nature, they are of a relative nature.‘

_a.a. ___.

Hence not only does Marx's theory not exclude increases in real wages,
but this increase, whatever Bernstein and Joan Robinson may think,
proves absolutely nothing which contradicts Marx's thought. Indeed,
the theory of increasing exploitation holds good even in the case where
wages have risen. And not only because the increase of the workers‘ enjoy
ment does not exclude that the ‘social satisfaction’ he obtains from it
diminishes proportionately, but because we measure our needs and enjoy
ments not only by ‘the material means for their satisfaction’, but accord
ing to a social scale or social ‘relation’. ‘just as little as better clothing,
food and treatment and a larger peculium, do away with the exploitation
of a slave, so little do they set aside that of the wage-worker.’”° This is,
in fact, the decisive point in the entire Marxist theory of exploitation — a
point on which our own reading of the theory of value as a theory of
alienation can help to throw light. It is the dependence which ties the
workers to the will of the capitalist class, and not their absolute poverty,
that represents ‘the dtferentia Jpeeijim of capitalist production'.‘“ In
other words, mpitalist appropriation is not exclusively or primarily an
appropriation of things, but rather an appropriation of subjectivity, of
working energy itself, of the physical and intellectual powers of man.

‘"1-Gi1l"’\? I-Ohdon. 1957. PP- H5 5
'" Marx, age Imbauv and Capital, in Selected Worh, op. eit., pp. 84-5.
"° Marx, Capital, Vol. I, p. 618.
'" ibid.
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CAPITALISM AND THE CONSTITUTION

When Bernstein’s book is considered as a whole, it can be seen that the
point to which his argument constantly returns and from which all his
theses stem is, on the one hand, the ‘contradiction’ between political
equality and social inequality; and, on the other, the capacity of the
parliamentary government or modern representative state progressively
to iron out the tensions and conflicts arising from class differences, to the
point where their very source is removed.

The appeal to the inalienable ‘rights of man’ proclaimed by the French
Revolution; the emphasis on natural law underlying Bernstein's ‘ethical’
socialism; his exaltation of ‘liberalism’, which he sees as the soul of
modern democracy, to the extent of reducing the latter to the ‘political
form’ of liberalism (a'ie Demokratie ist nur die politisrhe Form des Liberal
ismus) — all this does not require comment, given the eloquent clarity with
which it is expressed. If time and space allowed, it would be obligatory to
compare it with that remarkable document of ethico-political reflection,
Marx's early text on Thejewirh Question.

But to bring back our argument to the initial point, I shall rather
emphasize that the development of this interclassist conception of the
state in German Social Democracy was a gradual one, almost a slow
historical accretion, interlinked with the practical political vicissitudes of
the party. In 1890, with the fall of Bismarck, the anti—socialist law
came to an end. The introduction of this law, which forced on German
Social Democracy a quasi—illegal existence for twelve years, was not un
connected with difficulties consequent on the economic depression
discussed above. According to Mehring, ‘with the anti—socialist law, big
industry, under the impact of the crash, made common cause with the
reactionary classes. It obtained its industrial tariffs, while the bankrupt
Junkers were artihcially kept alive by agrarian tariffs and subsidies. These
tarills freed military absolutism from parliamentary control, still incon
venient in spite of the feebleness of the bourgeois parties in the Reich
3tag.’“"

From this difficult period, however, which it had confronted with
courage and determination, German Social Democracy emerged enor
mously strengthened. When the anti-socialist laws were passed, the party
had 437,000 votes and the trade unions had 5o,ooo members; by the

1" F. Mehring, Curliirlue der deumhtn Sozialdanahalie, 8th and 9th edition,
Stultgln, 1919, Part 11, Vol. 4, p. 338.
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time they came to an end, the party could boast 1,427,000 votes and the
unions 200,000 members. ‘In twelve years of struggle the Party had not
only become larger and more powerful, but was also considerably enriched
in its innermost essence. It had not only resisted and hit back, but also
worked, learned; it had given proof not only of its strength but also of its
spirit.'“’

This quantitative growth and the return to legality, even in the limited
terms allowed by German conditions, created a series of qualitatively new
problems. Having reached the point of its fullest development, the party
now had to confront the difficult and complex transition from a phase of
simple propaganda to one of concrete political choices and constant co
ordinated and practical action. So long as the party was proscribed, it had
no choice but to use parliament as a propaganda tribune for socialism. But
now that Bismarck had been dismissed and there was a prospect of rapid
and steady electoral growth, with a general climate which seemed favour
able to social reforms, should this purely negative attitude be abandoned P
Should the parliamentary delegates of the party become spokesmen for
the demands of the trade-union movement, favour the adoption of those
measures that seemed feasible and in some way insert themselves posi
tively in the Reiclmag debates, passing from non-cooperation to a con
structive policy?‘“

This turn posed serious tactial and strategic problems. Was it right to
seek collaboration or alliance with other political forces or was this not to
run the risk that the party, still young and moreover swollen with recent
recruits, would thereby lose its independence and identity? Then there
was the question of the Reich, founded in 1870: should it be regarded as
an enemy to light, or accepted as a fact within which it was possible to
work to obtain in the meanwhile the bourgeois-democratic reforms from
which the German state was still so far removed?

At the Erfurt Congress (October 1891) the prevailing attitude seemed
largely inspired by conhdence and optimism. The party suffered, it is
true, a minor rupture on the left, but this only underlined the linn
determination of the majority to struggle forward in legality. The period
which was now opening would see the party and the trade-union move
ment grow with gradual but irresistible force. In a rasonable period of
time, the Social Democrats would conquer the majority of seats in the

“" ibid., p. 316.
‘“ For this union in tenet-I. * .4 Hum, of 3..-um Thnagll,
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Reiehrtag — a majority that no government soldiery could ever disperse.
At that point, backed by the maturity and consciousness attained by the
masses, the party would undertake the socialist transformation of society,
using parliament itself to this end. The fact that the party did not yet
have this decisive influence in the Reichstag should not induce it to con
demn the system outright. ‘Parliament’, said old Wilhelm Liebknecht at
the Congress, ‘is nothing more than representative of the people. If we
have not yet achieved results in parliament, this is not because of a defect
in the system but simply because we have not yet got the necessary
backing in the country and among the people.’”5 ‘The other road’ which
some urged, the ‘shorter’ or ‘ /iolent' road, was merely that of anarchy.

The passage from Engels cited at the beginning of this essay essentially
reflects this strategic perspective. The right to vote is considered as a
weapon which can, in a short space of time, carry the proletariat to
power; the Paris Commune is regarded as a blood~1etting not to be
repeated. It must be made clear that this strategic vision is by no means
yet ‘revisionism’. But if it is not ‘revisionism' it is nonetheless its un
conscious preamble and preparation.

German Social Democracy chose the ‘parliamentary road’ at Erfurt,
not because it had already abandoned the class conception of the State,
but because its 'fatalistic’ and ‘providential’ faith in the automatic pro
gress of economic evolution gave it the certainty that its eventual rise to
power would come about ‘in a spontaneous, constant, and irresistible
way, quite tranquilly, like a natural process’. On the other hand, the
naturalistic objectivism which is the counterpart to this concept of
‘economic evolution‘ had its counterpart in the dissolution of the Marxist
theory of the State.

Let us examine this question more closely. The theory of the State in
the Marxism of the Second lntemational was the theory in Engels’s
Origin: of the Family, Private Property and the State (1884). This text,
like all the Marxist discussions of the State which followed, is character
ized by a transposition of the specific features of the modern representative
State to the State in general, whatever the historical epoch or economic
social regime underlying it. Marx's well-known statement that in bour
geois society ‘particular' or class interests take the illusory form of
‘universal’ or ‘general’ interests — which is the very pivot of his entire
analysis of the above—discussed modern relation between political equality
and social inequality — is represented by Engels as a characteristic of all

"‘ Cited by Cole, op. cit., pp. 253 B’.
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types of class domination. As a result, it is impossible to relate this process
‘of objective ‘abstraction’ or ‘sublimation’ to specifically tapitolirt
economic-social conditions, and h_e_r_1ce_to__explain_it_as ar_1_organic prgdua.

f this particular type of society  is seen instead as a conscious ‘disguise’
Er fraud by the ruling classes, in m_u<:l'i_ the same way as Voltaire imagined’
that religion owed its origin to the cunning of priests.
' Two consequences flow from this inability really to relate the modern
State to its specific economic foundation. Firstly, a voluntarist conception
which sees the State, or at least the form it assumes, as an intentional
product of the ruling class, an invention ad hoc. Secondly, insofar as the
form of the State is seen as indxfzrcnr to the type of social relations over
which it presides, a conception which tends both to frantic subjectivism
and to interclassism (following a route which has recently been traversed
again). In the first case, the rise to power of a particular political person
nel, rather than a modification of the roots on which the power structure
rests, is seen as decisive and essential for socialism (hence regimes of the
Rakosi type). In the second case, since power is understood as an identical
instrument that can serve different, opposed interests according to the
context, it is automatically voided of any class content (as in recent
theories of the so—called ‘State of the whole people’).

As Lenin pointed out in The State anal Revolution: ‘Marx . . . taught
that the proletariat cannot simply conquer State power in the sense that
the old apparatus passes into new hand: (our italics), but must smash, break
this apparatus and replace it by a new one’,”“ i.e. by a State which begins
slowly to ‘wither away‘, making room for ever more extensive forms of
direct democracy. This is a debatable position, of course, but one which
has deep roots in Marx's thought. It seems to me, however, that it is a
position already coming into crisis in Engels's ‘political testament’. For
here, )ust as ‘legality’ seems to revolt against the social and political forces
which originally gave rise to it, the old State apparatus seems destined to
welcome its inheritots to its breast, provided they know how ‘to keep this
[electoral] growth going, until it of itself gets beyond the control of the
governmental system‘.

in L"“"- 3'l"’_“l l_V°"’3. °P- Cit. Vol. II, p. 354. In this connection it should be
D0"-‘d lhit _Bcmstcnn cm: several times a statement of Man's from the 1872 Preface
"3 '-h‘_ -”""/f-W. .111“ "V-15¢ ""°Yk-‘In! Class cannot simply lay hold of the rmdy-rnade state
Ind meld II for II! own purposes‘. This means that the working class cannot
FUWICI list“: to taking power but must tnnsfon-n that power, ‘smash’ the old structure
""5 '_‘-'Pl"~‘° " 5)’ I 11"’ UPC Of powa. But Bernstein interprets it as a w-aming to the
‘mung ch" "mm ‘°° "mch "“'°l“'-5°93’! Clnpbasis on the seizure of power.
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It is impossible to show here how this conception — which, remarkably
enough, is susceptible to two opposed interpretations: one sectarian and
primitive, which considers political equality a mere ‘trap’; and one
‘revisionist’, which sees the modern representative State as expressing the
‘general interest’ — has exhaustively nourished the two opposed traditions
of the workers’ movement. To show how much more realistic and com

plex Marx’s analysis is, I shall restrict myself to one of his most successful
and compressed formulations, discussing The Class S trugglex in France:

The comprehensive contradiction of this constitution, however, consists in
the following: the classes whose social slavery the constitution is to perpetuate,
proletariat, peasantry, petty bourgeoisie, it puts in possession of political power
through universal suffrage. And from the class whose old social power it sanc
tions, the bourgeoisie, it withdraws the political guarantees of this power. It
forces the political rule of the bourgeoisie i.nto democratic conditions, which at
every moment help the hostile classes to victory and jeopardize the very found
ations of bourgeois society. From the ones it demands that they should not go
forward from political to social emancipation; from the others they they should
not go back from social to political restoration.”7

Unless I am mistaken, the lirst writer to ‘rediscover’ these lines and make
them the central point of his own study of the relationship between liberal
and socialist democracy was Otto B_auer,_ who, in a famous and in many
respects important book published in 1936, Zwisrhen zwei Weltleriegen ?,1“
gave an interpretation of them very similar to Bernstein’s theses — an
interpretation later taken over lock, stock and barrel by John Strachey in
his book Contemporary Capitalism.”°

According to this interpretation, Marx’s test confirms the central thesis
of at least one tendency in present-day Social Democracy: the idea that
in the great ‘Western Democracies’ the ‘basic tendencies in the political
and economic fields’, as Strachey puts it, ‘move in diametrically opposed
directions’. While ‘the dillusion of universal sulfrage and its use has
become ever more effective, the growing strength of trades unionism’ over
the last half-century ‘has diffused politiml power’, placing it more and
more in the hands of the working classes. In the very same period, by
contrast, ‘economic power has come to be concentrated in the hands of
the largest oligopolies’.

It follows from this interpretation that in the ‘great Western democ

“'7 Marx and Engels, Selected Works in two volumes, Moscow, 1962, Vol. I, p. 172.
1” 0. Bauer, Zivisthen zwei Weltkriegen .7, Bratislava, 1936, pp. 97 ff.
‘" J. Strachey, Contemporary Capilalim, London, 1956.
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racies’, the situation is basically characterized by a ‘contrast’ between
politics and economy, between the constitution or Rechtxstaat or par
liamentary government (the politiatl form more or less common to all
these countries) and their economy which remains capitalist. There is no
question, in other words, of seeking to establish a new democracy or new
type of democracy; the existing one is the only one possible. The problem
is rather to transfer democracy from the political plane, where it is
already alive, to the economic plane (without, on the other hand, ‘sub
verting’ the system), In other words, to use the most common formula,
to give ‘content’ to the existing ‘liberties’ which are only ‘formal’ (as if
they had no content already).

Tuming to the passage from Marx, this interpretation seems to me to
miss all its complexity. Marx certainly recognizes that through universal
suffrage the modern constitution places the working classes in a certain
sense ‘in possession of political power’. But he also points out that it
perpetuates their ‘social :Iaver_y'. He recognizes that it withdraws from
the bourgeoisie the ‘political guarantees’ of its power, but also states that
it sanctions its ‘old social power’. In short, for Social Democracy the
contradiction is only between constitution and capitalism; for Marx it is
within society, traversing the constitution as well. On the one hand,
through universal suffrage, the constitution brings everybody into politiail
life, thus recognizing for the first time the existence of a common or
public interest, a ‘general will’ or sovereignty of the people. On the other
hand, it can only turn this common interest into a formal one, real
interests remaining ‘particularistic’ and opposed to one another by the
class divisions of society. (‘The constitutional State’, Marx wrote, ‘is a
State in which the “State interest” as a real interest of the people exists
only formally. The State interest formally has reality as an interest of
the people but it an only express this reality in fomial terms.') Hence in
the modern State ‘general affairs and occupying oneself with them are a
monopoly, while by contrast monopolies are the real general affairs.’

To conclude: the constitution of the bourgeois democratic republic is
therérurné, the compendium of the contradictions between the clases in
capitalist society. But since from one class ‘it demands that they should
not go forward from political to social emancipation’, and ‘from the others
that they should not go back from social to political restoration’, the
republic is, for Marx, by no means the resolution or supersession of the
basic antagonisms. On the contrary, it provides the best terrain for them
to unfold and reach maturity.
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From Hegel to Marcuse

HEGEL AND THE REALIZATION OF PHILOSOPHY

Hegel's philosophy is based on three propositions. The lirst is that
philosophy is always idealism:

The proposition that the finite it ideal constitutes idealism. The idealism of
philosophy consists in nothing else than in recognizing that the linite has no
veritable being. . . . This is as true of philosophy as of religion; for religion
equally does not recognise linitude as a veritable being, as something ultimate
and absolute or as something underived, uncreated, etemal.‘

The second is that the problem of philosophy is to realize the principle of
idealism:

Every philosophy is essentially an idealism or at least has idealism for its
principle, and the question then is only how far this principle is actually carried
out.‘

The third is that the realization of the principle of idealism implies the
dextruclion of the jinite and the annihilation of the world, since, writes Hegel,

This carrying through of the principle depends primarily on whether the
finite reality still retains an independent self-subsistence alongside the being
for-self.”

The first proposition does not have to be explained: the principle of
idealism is the Idea, the infinite or the Christian Logos. The second will
be clarified below. The most diflicult to understand is the third, which, it
might be added, has also been given the least attention in studies on
Hegel. This can be stated as (a) why idealism must destroy the linite and
annihilate the world in order to be realized, and (b) how this annihilation
can take place.

‘G. W. F. Hegel, The Science of Logic, trans. A. V. Miller, London, 1969, pp.
154-5. Modifications have been made in this translation to bring it into line with
Oollmi‘s usage. ' ibid., pp. 154-5. ' ibid., p. 161.
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Point (a) is the easiest to solve. The principle of idealism implies the
destruction of the finite because if the finite is allowed to survive, it
becomes impossible to conceive of the infinite. Hegel writes:

The infinite, in that case, is one of the two; but as only one of the two is it
itself hnite, it is not the whole but only one side; it has its limit in what stands
over against it; it is thus the finite infinite. There are present only two finites.‘

And again (in the En::yeIopedia):

Dualism, which renders the antithesis of the finite and the infinite insuperable,
does not make the simple consideration that in this way the infinite is only one
of the two; that hi this way on.ly something particular is yielded, of which the
fin.ite is the other particular. Such an infinite, which is only a particular, stands
alongside the finite; in this it finds its limits or barrier; it is not what it should be,
it is not the infinite but only finite. In such a relationship, where the finite is on
one ride and the infinite on the other, the former here, the latter beyond, the finite
is credited with the same dignity of subsistence and independence that is
attributed to the infinite. The being of the finite is made an absolute being;
within this dualism it stands firm for itself. If, so to speak, it were touched by
the infinite, it would be destroyed. But it cannot be touched by the infinite: an
abyss, an unbridgeable gap is thus opened between the two; the infinite is
fixed beyond, the finite here.‘

We will offer a few explanations to help the reader to a full realization
of the meaning of this text. The infinite as ‘one of the two’, that is, the
false infinite, is the infinite of the ‘intellect’. The infinite as entirety is the
infinite of ‘reason’. ‘The main point is to distinguish the true concept of
infinity from spurious infinity, the infinite of reason from the infinite of
the intellect."

The ‘intellect’ (Verrtand) is the principle of non—contradiction, the
principle of the mutual exclusion or separation of opposites. ‘Rason’ is
the principle of dialectical contradiction or coincidence of opposites. The
first is the logical universal which has its particular or real object outside
itself. The second is the unity of finite and infinite in the infinite, the
unity of thought and being in thought, i.e. ‘sameness’ and ‘otherness’,
tauto-heterology or dialectic.

The passage from the Entyt/opedia, cited above, lists all the defects that
Hegel attributes to the ‘intellect’; (t) it lets the finite survive, it does not

‘ ibid., p, I“,
‘Hegel Stnnllirlu Werte ed Glockner Stung-an 1' _ v - . , 919, Vol. 8, . — .
' Hegel, Tlte Sm-Ive ofLogir, op. cit., p. 137. PP 214 5
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annihilate it but turns it into a ‘firm being’; (2) it finitizes the infinite;
(3) it poses the finite ‘here’ (diesseits), and the infinite ‘beyond’ (femeits) —
i.e. it makes the finite real or terrestrial existence, and the infinite some
thing merely abstract or ideal.

The substance of the argument is that the ‘intellect’, the principle of
non-contradiction, is common sense, the point of view of materialism
(empiricism) and of science. Everything that philosophy or idealism
asserts — that the finite ‘is not’ and the infinite ‘is’ — the ‘intellect’ presents
in the reverse order. Materialism and science are, therefore, the Un
philosaphie, that is, the antithesis or negation of philosophy.

Let us now consider briefly the problem of the old or precritical meta
physics (Descartes, Spinoza, Leibniz), which also adopts the method of
non-contradiction. Hegel's thesis is that insofar as it is metaphysical, the
principle of this philosophy is the infinite, the absolute; that this philo
sophy is therefore true philosophy or idealism. Its fault, however, lies in
the method it uses. The content of this metaphysics is correct, the form
is wrong.7 The substance is ‘philosophical’, the method flatly ‘scientific’.
As a result, the use of the principle of non-contradiction prevents the old
metaphysics from realizing idealism.

The argument to which Hegel frequently resorts in support of this is
an examination of the metaphysical proofs of the existence of God. An
excellent example is provided by the cosmological proofs. ‘Their starting
point,’ says Hegel, ‘is certainly a view of the world in some way as an
aggregate of chance occurrences’, namely, as an accumulation of things
without value. But while in principle these proofs recognize that the
world is merely ephemerality and valuelessness, and that God and God
alone is the true reality, the demonstrative method that they adopt in fact
subverts the direction of their argument. They want to derive the exist
ence of God from that of the world, maintaining that the existence of the
creature can demonstrate that of the creator. In so doing, they do not
realize that in their syllogism, the world, which is ‘nothing’, becomes the
(mix of the proof, and that God, who is everything, becomes a mere
consequence or something mediated. The creature, which is secondary,
becomes primary; the creator, who is primary, becomes secondary. Thus,

" ibid., p. 316. On this most important page Hegel explains the difference between the
critique advanced by Jacobi against the old metaphysics and that advanced by Kant.
]acobi's critique is directed against its ‘intellectual’ method; Kant's is a critique of its
content, i.e. of the objects of the old metaphysics. Hegel declares himself on ]acobi's
side.
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says Hegel, Jacobi made the ‘correct objection’ that they ‘seek the con
ditions (the world) for the unconditioned; the infinite (God) in this way is
conceived as mused and dependent.“

In other words,

metaphysical proofs of the existence of God are unsuccessful accounts and
descriptions of the elevation of the Spirit from the world to God, because they
do not express, or rather they do not emphasize, the moment of negation con
tained in this elevation; since the world is occidental it is implicit that it is only
something ephemeral and phenomenal, in and for itself a nullity. The meaning
of the elevation of the Spirit is that, while being does indeed belong to the
world, it is only appearance not true being, not absolute truth; that absolute
truth lies only beyond that appearance in God — only God is true being. This
elevation, being a tran:i'ti'on and mediation, is also the sublation of the transition
and mediation, because that in whose mediation God could appear — the world —
is, instead, shown to be nullity. Only the nullity of the being of the world gives
the possibility of elevation, so that whatever is the mediator disappears, whereby
in this mediation itself, mediation is removed.‘

The direction of the argument is, as we can see, that the ‘intellect’, the
principle of non-contradiction, is so closely tied to materialism that even
when it is applied to metaphysical or idealistic premises, it distorts the
meaning of ‘philosophy’ and forces it to say the opposite of what it has in
mind. The finite, which is nothing, is consolidated by the intellect, which
renders it a ‘stable being‘ or foundation. It reduces the infinite, which is
the true reality, to something caused and dependent. The finite, which is
the negative, becomes the positive, i.e. effective existence. The inhnite, on
the other hand, which is the true real, becomes something unreal or
negative, a ‘void’ beyond, ‘something mental or abstract’.

Intellect and reason, then, are two distinct logics:

In ordinary inference the being of the finite appears as ground of the absolute;
because the finite is, therefore the absolute is. But the truth is that the absolute
is, bcause the Finite . . . is not. In the former meaning the inference runs thus:
the being of the finite is the being of the absolute; but in the latter thus: the
non-lvemg of the finite is the being of the absolute.”

_d L?! us sum up what we have expounded. All ‘true’ philosophies are
I ea ism, or at least they have idealism as their principle; materialism and

. Hts!" S‘i"'l“” "ht" °l" d‘~- V°l- 3: PP~ 145‘7- .l3¢°bi'S Cfllique of the proofs
of the existence of God is outlined in Appendix VII of his Uber die '- . Lehre de: Spinoza
tn Briefen an den Hrrrn Mose: Mendelssohn, 2nd edition, Breslau, 1789., . .

ibid. in Hcgd, The Science of Logic, op. cit., p. 4.43.
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science are Unphilosophie. Hence it all depends upon how far a philosophy
can actualize this principle, that is, the realization of idealism. The con
dition upon which this realization depends is the destruction of the finite,
the annihilation of the world. (Later we shall see how Hegel obtains this
annihilation.) Once the linite is destroyed, the infinite, that is the Spirit or
God, which ‘intellectualist‘ metaphysics relegates to the ‘beyond’, passes
from the beyond to the here and now and becomes existing and real. This
is the realization of philosophy. It is the immanentization of transcen
dence, the ‘secularization of Christianity’,“ the incarnation or actualiza
tion of the divine Logos. In other words, the difference between the old
and the new metaphysics is the difference between ordinary theology and
speculative theology, between theism and philosophy, between precritical
metaphysics and absolute idealism.

Feuerbach saw this clearly. At the beginning of his ‘Provisional Theses’
he wrote: ‘Speculative theology may be distinguished from ordinary
theology by the fact that the divine Being, which the latter removes to
. . . the beyond, is transposed to the here and now, making it present,
determinate and actual.“ Speculative philosophy, he adds in the Prin
eiples, ‘has made the God which in theism is only an imaginary being, a
remote, indeterminate, vague being, into an actual, determinate being'.“'

THE PROBLEM OF THE HEGELIAN LEFT

The problem of the ‘realization’ of (Hegel's) philosophy was the main
problem for the Hegelian left (excepting F euerbach and Marx). The most
important thing, however, is that the problem now became political. It
became the problem of the liberal-radical revolution in Germany.

There is, so the argument ran, a contradiction in Hegel’s philosophy
between the ‘principles’ and the ‘conclusions’. The principles are revolu
tionary, the conclusions conservative. The cause of this lies in the fact
that the full maturity of I-legel’s thought coincides with the period of the
Restoration.

Hegel thus came to substantiate his own saying that every philosophy is only
the thought content of its ovm age. On the other hand, his personal opinions
were refined by the system, but not without their having influenced its con
clusions. Thus, his philosophy of religion and right would certainly have

“ L. Michelet, Enlmieblungsgesrhitlm der neueslen deutsehen Philosophie, Berlin,1343.911 30411 _ _
" L. Feuerbach, Sa"mtlirhe Wake, op. cit., Vol. ll, pp. 222-3. " ibid., p. 253.
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emerged quite differently if he had abstracted more from the positive elements
(van den positive» Elemenmi) that it derived from the education of the time, and
had instead developed it from pure thought. All the inconsistencies, all the
contradictions in Hegel come down to this. Everything in his philosophy of
religion that seems too orthodox, and in his philosophy of the State too pseudo
historial, must be judged from this standpoint. The principles are always
progressive and independent, the conclusions — it cannot be denied - are
ocuisionally lagging and even illiberal.

This passage is taken from an early work, Sclrelling and die Of»:
banmg,“ which Engels published in 1842 under the pseudonym of
Oswald, as spokesman for the Doktorclub in Berlin. All the basic motifs
of the interpretation of Hegel's philosophy then in vogue on the left may
be found here: (a) the discovery of a (presumed) contradiction in Hegel’s
philosophy between the (revolutionary) principles and the (conservative)
tancluxionx; (b) the thesis that all the ‘inconsistencies’, all the ‘contradic
tions’ present in Hegel, both in his philosophy of religion and in his
philosophy of the State, do not spring from ideas intrinsic to his thought,
but are merely the price he paid to his epoch, the period of the Restora
tion. They were the product of the personal compromise by which Hegel
attempted to solve the conflict between the audacity of his principles and
the backwardness of the German situation.

It is not possible to enter into a more detailed analysis here. The main
point of this line of interpretation is that, according to the left, the cele
brated Hegelian identity of the Real and the Rational should not be
understood as the observation or consecration of an existing state of
affairs, so much as a programme to be actualized. The Hegelian identity
signifies that the rational ilmuld be realized. Everything which is and does
not correspond to reason, scents to be but in fact, is not; it must be sub
vertcd to make way for a new reality. Formally, the problem is the same
as in Hegel; it is a question of actualizing philosophy, of realizing the
Idea. But in reality everything is transposed into the terms of political
revolution. The programme of realizing the Christian Logos, of the
imrnancntization of God, has become the programme of the liberal
radtcal revolution.

" hvll2GA (Mar: Eugrlr Crunuauigabe), I, 2, pp. 183-4; Wcrh, op. cit., Supplement

ary \ol., Pan 2, p. I76. We owe the rediscovery of these early writings of Engels to
ustn Mayer, the author of a monumental biography of Engels (Friedrich Engels,

5"" 5"’t"P_’"<- I "°|um=-- The H-sue. -934; abridged English translation, Fn'¢dn':Il
Ends: A Biography, London, 1936).
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Some indications may be cited to illustrate the fortunes of this line of
interpretation. After adopting it in his youth while he was still a left
liberal, Engels resurrected this line of thought in 1888 in Ludwig Feuer
bach, with the celebrated thesis of the contradiction in Hegel between the
revolutionary dialectical method and the conservative idealist system.
From Engels it passed to Plekhanov and Lenin, thus forming part of the
orthodoxy of Russian ‘dialectical materialism’.

Even before this, the interpretation of the Doktorclub and, in this case,
of the young Engels had arrived in Russia in another way. It played a
decisive part in the formation of the thought of the ‘democratic revolu
tionaries’ (Belinsky, Herzen, Chernishevsky), writers whose influence on
Plekhanov and Lenin is well known.

This passage from the young Engels came to the knowledge of Belinsky
(who warmly approved of it) through an almost literal transcription by
his friend, the critic Botkin.“ His text on Sclzelling and Revelation was
also commented upon by Herzen in 1342 itself. Herzen wrote that Hegel
lacked the ‘heroism of consistency’, the courage to accept the consequences
of his own thought, the clear results of his own principles. He refused to
do so because ‘he loved and respected dos Be:tehende' (the existing state of
things), because he ‘realized that he would not bear the blow and did not
wish to be the first to strike’. At the time it was enough for him to have
achieved what he had; but his principles ‘were more faithful to him than
he was to himself, i.e. to him, as a thinker, detached from his accidental
personality, the epoch, etc.’ Hence these principles survived him in the
school of his younger followers.“

Later I shall attempt to say something about the rather dilferent
interpretation of Hegel (in relation to that of the Hegelian left), given
by Feuerbach and the young Marx." Here I need only point out that
both in the Doctoral Disxertation and the Economic and Philoxophiral
Manuxcripts (1844), Marx totally rejects the idea of explaining Hegelian
philosophy and its presumed contradiction between ‘principles’ and
‘conclusions’, as the result of any compromise that Hegel might have
made with the Prussian State.

“‘ For further comparisons, see MEGA, I, 2, Einldlung, pp. xlvi—clix.
" A. Herzen, Selected PIn'Io.mplu':al Worh, Moscow, 1956, pp. 303-9.
" On the dilferences between Feuerbach and Marx on the one hand, and the

young Hegelian left on the other, see the excellent study by M. G. Iange,
‘L. Feuerbach und der junge Marx’, in L. Feuerbach: Klein: philosophisrlle Srhriflen,
Leipzig, 1950.
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Marx writes in his Notes to the Doctoral Dissertation:

In regard to Hegel, it is out of mere ignorance (blosse lgnoranz) that his
disciples explain this or that determination of his system by accommodation and
the like or, in a word, morally (moralisch). . . . It is conceivable that a philosopher
commits this or that apparent non-sequitur out of this or that accommodation.
He himself may be conscious of it. But he is not conscious that the possibility
of this apparent accommodation is rooted in the inadequacy of his principle or
in its inadequate formation. Hence, if a philosopher has accommodated himself,
his disciples have to explain from his inner essential consciousness what for him
had the form of on exotic consciousness. In this way what appears as progress of
consciousness is progress of knowledge as well. It is not that the particular
(partilzulare) consciousness of the philosopher is suspect; rather, his essential
form of consciousness is constructed, raised to a particular form and meaning,
and at the same time superseded. 1°

However, the line of interpretation offered by Feuerbach and Marx, as
is well known, has carried little weight in studies of Hegel. Even Lultécs's
monograph on The Young Hegel, which refers at several points to Feuer
bach's writings of 1839-43 and to Marx’s Manuscripts (though not to his
Critique of Hegel's Philosophy of Right), nonetheless only accepts their
interpretation in such a way as to adapt it to a quite differently directed
discussion. It accepts it, so to speak, only to weaken its ellectivity and the
more actively . . . digest it.

Apart from the question of the ‘dialectics of matter’, which I shall
discuss shortly, Lul<acs's monograph proceeds in the direction already
traced out by the Hegelian left. This was the more inevitable for Lukacs
in as much as this interpretation, or at least its central argument (the
contradiction between ‘method’ and ‘system‘), became, with Engels’s

" L. D. Easton and K. H. Guddat, Writings ofthe Young Marx on Philosophy and
So:i:t_y, New York, I969, pp. 60-1. Karl Rosenltnmz has also opposed this idea of I
compromise in his Georg Wilhelm Friedrith Hegel’: Lclmt, Berlin, 184.4, p. 331. He writes:
‘Already at the end of the last century and the beginning of this one, Hegel had aban
doned the seductive vagueness of the notions of people, liberty and equality in general,
for the more precise concepts of State, estate divisions and government with universal
obligations. At Jens he was even enthusiutic about the hereditary transmission of the
monarchy as a basic determination of modern political life. Remembering this, we must
dispel the notion that Hegel by deliberate deviation from his philosophic positions,
eruted his concept of the State to accord with the interests of the Prussian government.‘
And further in the same text he sharply criticises the thuis that Hegel was ‘senile, a
man who unknowingly deviated from his on principles, since he did not have strength
to deduce all their consequences‘ (p. 4431).
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Ludwig Feuerlmch, as we have seen, the interpretative line of ‘dialectical
materialism’.

All the motifs indicated above, not excluding Hegel's substantial
atheism and the ‘diplomatic’ duplicity of his thought (religious in the
‘exoteric’ form, atheist and revolutionary in the ‘esoteric’ form) — much
in vogue in the Doletorclulz and developed especially by Heine” are ably
re-adopted and valorized in Lukacs’s monograph. From there they have
spread to more or less the whole French coterie of neo—Hegelians. In short,
the argument (already developed by B. Bauer, Ruge, etc.) of the ZuriJ'c/e
gebliebenheit of Germany, of the backwardness of contemporary German
society as the ‘key’ to understanding Hegel’s entire work, is given decisive
importance in the work of Lukacs.

Marcuse’s Reason and Revolution operates entirely within this perspec
tive. Hegel is the philosophical pendant to Robespierre.” (‘Robespierre’s
deilication of reason as the Eire supreme is the counterpart to the glorifica
tion of reason in Hegel’s system’.) Hegel’s philosophy is the philosophy
of the Revolution, because the identity of Real and Rational must be
understood in the sense that Reason must be realized and that ‘unreason

able reality has to be altered until it comes into conformity with reason’.“
According to Hegel, the French Revolution enunciated reason’s ultimate
power over reality. ‘The implications involved in this statement lead into
the very centre of his philosophy. . . . What men think to be true, right
and good ought to be realized in the actual organization of their societal
and political life.’“

The ‘compromise’ argument is similarly given prominence. The
‘reconciliation’ of Reason and Reality proclaimed by Hegel, the famous
Versohnung, does not derive from the very principles of his philosophy,
but is the result of a subjective accommodation.

However, the radical purport of the basic idealistic concepts is slowly relin
quished and they are to an ever-increasing extent made to Fit in with the

“ Heine, Werke (ed. Elster), Vol. 5, pp. 148 ff.: ‘. . . I was following the master while
he composed it [the music of atheism]; in obscure and circumlocutious tenns, certainly,
so that not everyone would decipher it; I often saw him looking anxiously about him
for fear of being understood. . . . Once, when l was dissatished with the phrase “All
that is real is rational", he smiled strangely and observed that it could also be rad, “All
that is rational must necessarily be".‘ The passage describing this (imaginary) meeting
between Heine and Hegel is quoted by Lukacs in Der junge Ilegel (Wale, Vol. 8,
Neuwied and Berlin, 1967, pp. 569-70).

'° H. Marcuse, Ream: and Rnwlutian : Hegel and the Rise of 5 Mia! Theory, New York,1963, p. 5. " ibid., p. 61. " ibid., pp. 6-7.



I20

prevailing societal form. . . . The particular form, however, that the reconciliation
between philosophy and reality assumed in Hegel’s system was determined by
the actual situation of Germany in the period when he elaborated his system."

Marcuse not only readopts the idea of the ‘compromise’, but even
expands it — without it losing any of its psychologistic character, however.
The conflict, the contradiction between Hegel’s ‘willingness to become
reconciled with the social reality’ of Germany and his critical rationalism
or the impulse toward Revolution, that forms the basis of his philosophy,
is not characteristic only of his thought, but of all German idealism. This
‘will’ towards reconciliation was instilled into German culture by the
Lutheran tradition."

This, in broadest outlines, is the interpretation of Hegel elaborated by
Marcuse. But we should not have to preoccupy ourselves with it if he
stopped there. In reality, what is new — and also in a certain sense im
portant — in Marcuse, as compared with the whole left-wing interpretative
tradition and ‘dialectical materialism’ itself, is the rediscovery of a central
motif in Hegel’s thought, which, as we have already indicated, has almost
always remained in the background. This is the theme of the destruction
of the jinite and the annihilation of the world. The ‘social function’ of
Marcuse's philosophy today has its roots here.

DIALECTICAL MATERIALISM AND HEGEL

We must now see how this destruction of the finite is achieved in Hegel
and compare it with the significance it comes to assume in Marcuse, But
before coming to this we should return to the interpretation of Hegel
provided by ‘dialectical materialism’.

Reduced to its essentials the interpretation is this: in Hegel the dialectic
is a dialectic of concepts; after the materialistic ‘inversion’ affected by
Marx and Engels, the Hegelian dialectic became, on the contrary, a
dialectic of matter and of things. Marx inherited the ‘dialectic’ from
Hegel, but rejected the ‘system’, i.e. idealism.

This interpretation of the ‘inversion’ is that elaborated by Engels in
Anti-Drihring and Ludwig Feuerharh, which then became the ‘orthodoxy’
in Russian dialectial materialism. It is the result of the blending of two
quite distinct interpretative formulae.

In the Afterward to the second edition of Capital, Marx had spoken of
the ‘mystihmtion which dialectic suffers in Hegel's hands’, recalling his

'1 ibid-. P- 11- " ibid.. pp. I5 IT.
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own early writings of 1843-4; and, he added, the Hegelian dialectic ‘must
be turned right side up again if you would discover the rational kernel
within the mystical shell’.‘“‘

This formula from Capital, according to which we must distinguish
between a rational kernel and a mystical shell within Hegel’: dialectic itself;
was married by ‘dialectical materialism’ with Engels’s formula — born in
the orbit of the Hegelian left — according to which the method repre
sented the revolutionary aspect and the system the conservative side of
Hegel's philosophy. The final result was that the rational nucleus became
the Hegelian method itself, and the mystical shell merely the ‘system’.

There is no need to prolong discussion of this question any further.
The essential point which should be stressed is that both ‘dialectical
materialism’ and its critics have always regarded the ‘dialectics of matter’
as the mark of ‘dialectical materialism’ itself. Marxism is held to be
materialism by virtue above all of its dialectics of nature. The dialectic of
‘things’ and of ‘matter’ is held to be the pre—eminent distinctive feature;
the most evident and macroscopic difference between Marxism and Hegel.

In reality the situation is different. Not only does Hegel’s system con
tain a Philosophy of Nature that is identical in every way with Engels’s
Diolecticr of Nature, but all Hegel’s philosophy is based on the ‘dialectics
of matter’ — the dialectics of things and of the finite. It is possible to show
from the texts themselves that ‘dialectical materialism’ was from first to

last merely a mechanical transcription of Hegel's philosophy (the asser
tion that everything consists of itself and its opposite, itself and the
negative of itself at the same time; the definition of ‘motion’ as ‘contra
diction’, etc.). The real point at issue — but one which has never been
posed either by Diamat or by its critics — is dilferentz what does a ‘dialec
tics of matter’ really mean and does it, as has always been assumed, really
imply a materialistic conception?

Firstly, to give a rough idea of the hermeneutic situation that has been
created, it is worth giving at least one example, from Hegel’s The Science
of Logic. The passage opens with the assertion that all things are inherently
contradictory. Then follows the definition of the dialectical nature of

3‘ This metaphor of the 'kemel' or nucleus‘ and the ‘shell’ or ‘cover’ is Hegel‘s own,
as Mario Rossi has shown in his Mar: e la dialeltica hegrliana, 2 volumes, Rome, 1960,
where he quotes from Hegel: ‘. . . the rational, which is synonymous with the idea,
realising itself in external existence, presents itself in an infinite variety of forms,
phenomena and aspects; and surrounds its nucleus with a varied husk (xeinen Kern mit
der hunter: Rinde) . . .’



I22

movement (‘something moves, not because at one moment it is here and
at another there, but because at one and the same moment it is here and
not here, because in this “here" it at once is and is not’).

Similarly, internal self-movement proper, instinctive urge in general . . . is
nothing else but the fact that something is, in one and the same respect, tel/1
containcd and deficient, the negative of itself: Abstract self-identity is not as yet
a livingness, but the positive, being in its own self a negativity, goes outside
itself and undergoes alteration. Something is therefore alive only insofar as it
contains contradiction within it, and moreover is this power to hold and endure
the contradiction within it.“

Lenin's comment, accompanying his transcription of this passage in
the Philosophical Notebooks, is revealing:

Movement and ‘self-movement’ . . . ‘change’, ‘movement and vitality’, ‘the
principle of all self-movement’, ‘impulse’ (Trielz) to ‘movement’ and to ‘activity’
— the opposite to ‘dead Being’ — who would believe that this is the core of
‘Hegelianism’, of abstract and abstruse . . . Hegelianism? This core had to be
discovered, understood, hiniibcrrcmn, laid bare, refined, which is precisely what
Marx and Engels did.“

Let us leave Marx aside. It is clear that Lenin, like Engels, sees in this
passage from the Logic the ‘kernel’ to be saved from Hegel's philosophy,
the point at which a genuine realism erupts in contradiction with the
‘shell’ of the system, the ‘mysticism of the Idea’. The conviction govern
ing him at this point is the one that he erected as the criterion in all his
reading of Hegel: ‘I am in general trying to read Hegel materialistically;
Hegel is materialism which has been stood on its head (according to
Engels) - that is to say, I cast aside for the most part God, the Absolute,
the Pure Idea, etc.’“

In reality, Lenin's reading of these pages is based on a fundamental
misunderstanding. He has ‘forced’ himself to read Hegel ‘materialistic

" Hegel, The Science of Logic, op. cit., p. 440. Cf. Engels, AnIi—Di4'lm'ng, Moscow,
r959, pp. 166-7; ‘Motion itself is a contradiction: even simple mechanical change of
position can only come about through a body being at one and the same moment of time
both in one place and in another place, being in one and the same place and also not in
it‘ — and a little further on, ‘. . . life consists precisely and primarily in this — that a being
is at each moment itself and yet something else. Life is therefore also a contradiction
which is present in things and processes themselves, and which constantly originates and
ruolves itself; and as soon as the contradiction ceasts life, too, comes to an end, and
duth steps in.‘

'7 Lenin, Collected Woih, op. cit., Vol. 38, p. 141, ll ibid” p, 104,
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ally’ exactly at the point at which Hegel is in fact . . . annihilating matter.
Far from representing the realistic moment in contradiction to the ideal
ism of the system, the ‘dialeetics of matter’ is the way in which Hegel
destroys the finite and makes the world disappear.

This thesis may seem surprising but it is incontrovertible nonetheless.
The chapter from The S cienee of Logic which opens with the assertion that
‘all things are inherently contradictory’, ends with a critique, as we have
already noted, of the cosmological proofs of the existence of God. In these
proofs God is made to depend on the world, because the ‘intellectual’
method used in these proofs was not capable of annulling the finite and
making the world disappear. ‘But the truth’, says Hegel, ‘is that the
absolute is, because the finite is the inherently self—contradictory opposi
tion, because it is not. . . . The non-being of the finite is the being of the
absolute.’”

The possibility, therefore, of demonstrating God as the unconditioned,
without repeating the mistake of the old metaphysics which made God
something caused and dependent, presupposes precisely the ‘dialectical’
conception of the finite. The contradictoriness of things, in fact, goes
together with the ephemerality and nullity. The ‘good God’ and the
‘mysticism of the Idea’ are thus lodged precisely in those pages where
Lenin, and Engels before him, believed they had found Hegel’s ‘material
ism’.

HEGEL AND THE DIALECTICS OF MATTER

We may now briefly deal with the dialeetics of matter in Hegel, and
exactly how this conception allowed him to destroy the finite. The ques
tion is dealt with at length in the Logic. Hegel’s thesis is as follows.
Philosophy has always considered the finite as ephemerality and non
being and, therefore, that philosophy ‘worthy of the name’ has always
been idealism. But what prevented idealism from being ‘realized’ was the
mistake of believing that the finite, precisely because it was ephemeral and
valueless, should be kept separate and distinct from the infinite, itself
kept ‘pure and distant‘ from the former.

This ‘intellcctualist’ separation of the two was, according to Hegel, the
origin of all errors. Since the finite is ‘incapable of union with the inhnite,
it remains absolute on its own side’. The possibility of ‘passing over’ into

" Hegel, The Srinm ofLagit, op. cit., Vol. II, p. 443.
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the other is denied it. Its ephemerality has no outlet. Also, since the non
being of the finite is understood here as a negation ‘fixed in itself’, which
‘stands in abrupt contrast to its affirmative’, the intellect does not become
aware of taking the finite as ‘imperishable and absolute’. Being unable to
perish, the ephemerality of things becomes ‘their unalterable quality, that
is, their quality which does not pass over into its other, that is, into its
affirmative’. The finite never stops finishing and ‘is thus eternal’."° The
man immortalis of Lucretius!

The way in which Hegel corrects this imposture of the old metaphysics
is simple. He adopts the negative conception of the sensory world (the
finite or the perceptible as non-being) characteristic of the Platonic
Christian tradition. But at the same time he develops it. He does not
restrict himself to the mere negation of the finite, but integrates this
negation with an affirmative proposition, complementing the thesis that
‘the finite is not a true being’, with the thesis that the ‘finite is ideal’. (I
refer here to the basic propositions stated initially.)

This innovation means in practice that he no longer says only: the
finite has no true reality, it does not have a genuine existence; he adds
that the finite has as ‘its’ own essence and basis the ‘other’ of itself, that is,

the infinite, the immaterial, thought. The consequence is decisive. If the
finite does have as its essence the ‘other’ of itself, it is clear that to be
truly, or ‘essentially’ itself, it must no longer be itself — that is, the self
which it is ‘in appearance’: the finite — but the ‘other’. The finite ‘is not’
when it is truly ‘finite’. Vice versa, it ‘is’ when it is not finite but infinite.
It ‘is’ when it ‘is not’, it is ‘itself’ when it is ‘the other’, it is born when it
dies. The finite is dialectical.

The innovation is simple but decisive. Hegel could say that he does not
consider the finite, that he abandons and transcends it. Indeed, he does
so, but merely by formulating the procedure in another way. Instead of
stating clearly that he does not consider the finite, he says that he con
siders the finite for what it is not, or better still, that the finite has its
opposite for its ‘essence’. The resulting advantage is evident; the act by
which he abstracts or detracts from the finite, Hegel can now present as
an objtttive movement achieved by the finite itself in order to move
beyond itself, and so pass into the essence.

I will limit myself, for reasons of brevity, to giving an outline of this
process, without citing the relevant documentation. The thesis that each
particular or finite is itselfand its opposite, ‘is’ and ‘is not’, gives rise to

‘°ibid., Vol. I, p. 130.
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a two-fold movement, but of a different nature from that which ‘dialecti
cal materialism’ has supposed. We are not dealing here with a horizontal
movement from finite to finite but with a dual vertical passage: from
‘here’ to ‘beyond’ and from ‘beyond’ to ‘here’.

The first movement. The finite has its opposite as its essence. This
means that, in order to be itself, the finite must not be itself but the other,
it must not be finite but infinite. That is, the ideal finite, the internal
moment of the Idea, which is naturally no longer the eleatic idea, but
‘sameness’ and ‘otherness’, ‘being’ and ‘non-being’ together, the ‘identity
of identity and non-identity’. In order to grasp the finite in what it ‘truly’
is, we must not consider the finite but the infinite. To take the real par
ticular, that is, the ‘this’, non-contradictory determinateness, it is neces
sary to take the logical totality, that is the ‘this as much as that’, the tauto
heterology or dialectic. The true reality is not the world but the Idea,
being is not being but thought, that is spirit, or the Christian Logos.

The second and simultaneous movement. As the ‘essence’ of the finite
is in the infinite, so the infinite has its own ‘existence’ in the other. The
essence of the ‘here’ is in the ‘beyond’, but the latter, no longer having a
reality over against it that confines it to the supra-terrestrial world, passes
from the ‘beyond’ to ‘here’; that is, makes the finite its incarnation and
terrestrial manifestation. The finite passes into the infinite, the inhnite
into the finite. The world is idealized, the Idea is realized.

Hegel calls this second movement die poritive Auslegung des Absoluien,
the positive exposition of the absolute. The finite, that is, the particular
or the positive, does not express or represent itself, but becomes the means
by which the absolute ex—poses itself, i.e. externalizes itself and assumes
a terrestrial form. The second book of The Science of Logir dedicates an
entire chapter to the explanation of this process.

The illusory being is not nothing, but is a reflection, a relation to the absolute;
or, it is illusory being in so far as in it the absolute is reflected. This positive
exposition thus arrests the finite before it vanishes and contemplates it as an
expression and image of the absolute. But the transparency of the finite, which
only lets the absolute be glimpsed through it, ends by completely vanishing;
for there is nothing in the finite which could preserve for it a distinction against
the absolute; it is a medium which is absorbed by that which is reflected through
it.“

The world has disappeared. What seemed finite is, in reality, infinite.
An independent material world no longer exists. On the other hand, insofar

" ibid., p. 531.
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as the finite is arrested in its disappearance, it is restored as the ‘other’
of itself. It is not the finite, but the exposition of the absolute. It is not,
does not signify this determinate object — bread and wine, for example — it
signifies the Spirit. Hier werden Wein und Bro! mystisehe Ohjelete.” Bread
and wine become mystical objects. ‘The spirit of Jesus, in which His
disciples are One, is, by external sentiment, present as an object, it has
become real?” But this real is only die olzjeetiv gemathte Liebe, (lies zur
Saehe genoordene Subjective. ‘In the banquet of love, the corporeal dis
appears and only the sensation of life is present.’‘‘‘

In a certain sense, as Marx says, all things are ‘left as they are, while at
the same time acquiring the meaning of a determination of the Idea‘.”
There was a world there before and it still is there, only now the ‘host’ is
no longer flour and water. The ‘principle’ of idealism has been actualizcd.
‘True’ reality has been substituted for the annihilated world. However,
Revolution has not occurred, only Transubstantiation.

Thus empirical reality is admitted just as it is and is also said to be the
rational; but not rational because of its own reason, but because the empirical
fact in its empirical existence has a significance which is other than it itself. The
fact, which is the starting point, is not conceived to be such but rather to be the
mystical result.“

It is not possible here to dwell further upon the subject. The ‘dialcctics
of matter‘ is the Pyrrhonism, the destruction — by means of the famous
tropes of scepticism — of the certainty that sensory reality exists. Hegel
confronts the question with admirable clarity in his chapter on ancient
scepticism in the Lectures in the Philosophy of History and in his early text
The Relation of Sreptieixm to Philosophy, where he shows how the store
house of this scepticism, so dear to him (because it is sccpsis about the
reality of external things), lies in Plato’s Parmenider. Scepticism is the
negative side of the knowledge of the absolute (die negative Selle der
Erkermmir der Ahroluten) and immediately presupposes Reason as a
positive (um! xetzt unmittelbar die poritive Seite vomus).“7 In fact, ‘pre
cisely because the finite is the opposition which contradicts itself in itself,
because it is not, thereby the absolute “is".' On the other hand, the whole
mystical-religious slant hidden in this ‘dialectical’ concept of matter is
explained by Hegel with a reference to Ficino.

" Hegel: Iheologiirhe Jugenduhrijlen, Tubingen, 1907, p. 298,
" ihid., p. 299. " ibid.
“ Marx, Crilique o/'IIegel'1 ‘Philosophy ofRight', op. cit., p. 8.
" ibid., p. 9. "’ Hegel, Siinlliehe Wake, op. cit., Vol. I, pp. 230-1.



From Hegel to Manure I27

Here we have within our grasp the total and incurable theoretical
inconsistency of ‘dialectical materialism’. It mistakes the ‘dialectics of
matter’ of absolute idealism for materialism. Instead, it considers the
materialistic principle of non-contradiction or the ‘intellect’, which is the
same thing, to be the principle of metaphysics. Engels takes metaphysics,
that is, the romantic philosophy of nature, for science. For metaphysics
he takes effective science, namely, modern experimental science. The
result is a theoretical débzicle.

We may now briefly turn to two serious students of Hegel's thought:
F euerbach and Marx. Their criticism of Hegel is the exact antithesis of
that made by the Hegelian left. For the left, there is a contradiction in
Hegel between the Idea from which he starts, and the ‘positive elements’
which he presents as the contents of this Idea, that is, the real-empirical
factual data that he derives from his own epoch. The critique of Feuer
bach and Marx, on the contrary, is based on the complementary nature
of the two processes. The a priori ‘purity’ of the Hegelian Idea implies its
substantiation, its identification with a real particular. In other words, the
fact that Hegel denies the real premises of the Idea means that any
empirical reality must then be revealed as an incarnation of this Idea, that
is, as a ‘vessel’ of the Absolute. The philosophy which begins without real
presuppositions, begins by presupposing itself, that is, it presupposes the
Idea or knowledge as ‘already’ given, as always having been in existence.
But this presupposed knowledge belongs together with its empirical
contents which are dogmatic, i.e. not controlled and mediated by thought.
Hegel's philosophy is therefore simultaneously an ‘acritical idealism’ and
‘a positivism equally devoid of criticism’. Or, as F euerbach’s anticipation
of this formula of Marx’s goes, ‘the philosophy, which begins with thought
without reality, concludes consistently mit einer gedan/eenlosen ReaIitd't’."°
It is better, therefore, adds F euerbach, ‘to begin with non-philosophy and
end with philosophy, than, on the contrary, like so many “great” German
philosophers — exempla tun! adioxa — to open one’s career with philosophy
and conclude it with non-philosophy’.3° That is, to begin as a philosopher
and to end up as an apologist for the Prussian State. (The complex logico—
gnoseological problems that this critique presupposes clearly cannot be
dealt with here.)

Hence we conclude once again with the immanentization of God and the
‘secularization of Christianity’. If there are commentators who cannot
understand the concrete (historical) significance of this, the lengthy

3‘ L. Feuerbach, Saimtlithe Walt, op. cit., Vol. II, p. 208. " ibid.
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Anmerkung, that accompanies Section 552 of the Encyclopedia, is written
for them.

The divine spirit must immanently penetrate the mundane: thus wisdom
becomes concrete therein and its justification determined in itself. But this
concrete inhabitation is the formations indicated by morality (Siulichleeit): the
morality of marriage against the sanctity of celibacy, the morality of wealth and
income (Verm6gen.t- und Erwerbrtitigkeit) against the sanctity of poverty and
its idleness, the morality of obedience towards the laws of the State against the
sanctity of obedience without laws and obligations, slavery to conscience.”

Thus all the institutions of capitalist-protestant society or bourgeois ‘civil
society’ such as marriage, the family, entrepreneurial activity, obedience
to State laws, appear to be permeated and inhabited by the Logos; that is,
they appear as immanent concretizations of the divine Spirit, not his
torical institutions but sacraments.

If, then, there are Marxists who still fail to grasp what this immanent
ism, this inhabitation of the sensory by the super-sensory means, let them
rest assured; they, too, are provided for. The most rigorous definition
given by Marx of the ‘commodity’ (the ‘cell’ of all contemporary society)
in A Contribution to the Critique and in Capital is that it is ‘sensory and
super-sensory’, ein sinnlich-iibersinnliches Ding - ‘a very queer thing,
abounding in metaphysical subtleties and theological niceties'.‘“

REASON AND REVOLUTION IN MARCUSE

Finally, to Marcuse. Here the points to keep clear are as follows.
1. The interpretation of Hegelian Reason as mere subjective raison, the

reason of the empirical individual, rather than the Christian Logos. Ergo —
as on the left and especially in Bruno Bauer — a reading of Hegel along the
lines of subjective idealism (Fichte). Reason is the ‘Ich’, the ‘ego’ and the
‘mass’, etc.; hence the interpretation of the Hegelian realimtion of the
Christian Logos as a political programme through which to realize
‘ideals’, what reason prescribes for men. (The fundamental principle of
Hegel's system, says Marcuse, is that, ‘That which men believe to be true
and good, should be realized in the effective organization of their social
and individual life.’ Compare instead Marx's letter to Ruge of September

‘“ Hegel, Entytlapcdia, in Stinuliclu Wt7"t, op. cit., Vol. 10, p. 439.

“ K. Marx, Capital, Vol. I, p. 71. For I further development of this t.heme (the
commodity u u1nncx:ndent but rul) see my I! Man-imla : Hegel, Bari, 1969, pp. 412 E.
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1843: ‘we shall not confront the world in a doctrinaire fashion with a
new principle — here is the truth, kneel herel’)

2. The insertion of the Hegelian motif of the dettrurtion of the finite into
this liberal-radical idea of revolution (lacking in the entire interpretative
tradition, except perhaps in Stirner and Bakunin); but while in Hegel
this motif is linked to transubstantiation or the immanentization of God,
lacking any theological significance, in Marcuse it tends to acquire the
literal or ordinary meaning.

Hence the antithesis which is central to Reason ond Revolution and also

to One-Dimensional Mom” the opposition between ‘positive thought’ and
‘negative thought’. The first corresponds to the ‘intellect’, i.e. to the
principle of non-contradiction as a (materialist) principle of common
sense and science. The second corresponds to dialectical and philo
sophical ‘reason’. ‘Positive’ thought is the thought which recognizes the
existence of the world, the authority and reality of ‘facts’, vice versa,
‘negative’ thought is the thought which denies ‘facts’. The finite outside
the infinite has no true reality. The truth of the finite is its ideality.
(Hegel said that, ‘The proposition that the finite is ideal constitutes
idealism.') ‘Facts’, insofar as they are external to and different from
thought, and, therefore, insofar as they constitute the opposite of reason,
are not reality but non—truth. Truth is the realization of reason; it is the
idea or philosophy translated into reality. Marcuse writes, ‘According to
Hegel the facts by themselves possess no authority. . . . Everything that
is given must find a justification before reason, which consists of the
reality of Man and nature's possibilities.’

The opposites of Hegel are Hume and Kant. Marcuse writes:

If Hume was to be accepted, the claim of reason to organize reality had to be
rejected. For, as we have seen, this claim was based upon reason’s faculty to
attain truths, the validity of which was not derived from experience and which
could, in fact, stand against experience. . . . This conclusion of the empiricist
investigations did more than undermine metaphysics. It confined men within
the limits of ‘the given‘, within the existing order of things and events. . . . The
result was not only scepticism but conformism. The empiricist restriction of
human nature to the knowledge of ‘the given‘ removed the desire both to
transcend the given and to despair about it.

In Hegel, on the other hand,

the realization of reason is not a fact but a task. The form in which the objects
immediately appear is not yet their true fon-n. What is simply given is at first

" H. Marcuse, Ono-Dimenrioual Man, London, r964, Chapters V and VI.
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negative, other than its real potentialities. It becomes true only in the process
of overcoming this negativity, so that the birth of the truth requires the death of
the given state of being. Hegel's optimism is based upon a destructive concep
tion of the given. All forms are seized by the dissolving movement of reason
which cancels and alters them until they are adequate to their notion.

Hegel’s philosophy is, therefore, a negative philosophy . . . It is originally
motivated by the conviction that the given facts that appear to common sense
as the positive index of truth are in reality the negation of truth, so that truth
can only be established by their destruction.“

A formidable example of the heterogenesis of ends! The old spiritualist
contempt for the finite and the terrestrial world re-emerges as a philosophy
of revolution, or rather . . . of ‘revolt’. It is not a fight against particular
socio-historical institutions (such as ‘profit’, ‘monopoly’, or even ‘socialist
bureaucracy’); it is a fight against objects and things. We are crushed by
the oppressive power of ‘facts’. We suffocate in the slavery of recognizing
that ‘things’ exist. ‘They are there, grotesque, stubborn, gigantic, and
. . . I am in the midst of Things, which cannot be given names. Alone,
wordless, defenceless, they surround me, under me, behind me, above
me. They demand nothing, they don’t impose themselves, they are
there.’“ Before this spectacle of things, indignation grabs us by the
throat and becomes Nausea. We may easily compare it with the roots of a
tree! ‘I was sitting, slightly bent, my head bowed, alone in front of that
black, knotty mass, which was utterly crude and frightened me.’ Here is
the absurdity which cries vengeance to the sky: ‘soft, monstrous masses,
in disorder — naked, with a frightening, obscene nakedness’.‘5 The ab
surdity is not that Roquentin should be pursuing his wretched little
petty-bourgeois débaurhe in the public parks, while a Daladier or even a
Laval is in power. The absurdity lies in the roots of the tree. ‘Absurdity
was not an idea in my head, or the sound of a voice, but that long-dead
snake at my feet, that wooden snake. Snake or claw or root or vulture's
talon, it doesn't matter. And without formulating anything clearly, I
understood that I had found the key to Existence, the key to my Nauseas,
to my own life.’“

The Manifesto of this destruction of things — which is what Marcuse
too means by ‘revolution’ — he himself points out in Hegel's writings.
Emancipation from the slavery of ‘facts’ coincides with the Night and

" Marcuse, Reason and Rwolution, op. cit., pp. 26-7.

“   Same, Nauua, London, I965, p. 130.
“ -bx-1.. mm 181-3. “ ibid., p. :35.
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Nothingness, which Hegel discusses in an early text, The Dzference
between Fichte’s and Schelling’s S ystems of Philosophy: ‘Here in his first
philosophical writings’, Marcuse reveals, ‘Hegel intentionally emphasizes
the negative function of reason: its destruction of the fixed and secure
world of common sense and understanding. The absolute is referred to
as “Night” and “Nothing” in order to contrast it with the clearly defined
objects of everyday life. Reason signifies the absolute annihilation of the
common—sense world."7

No-one will fail to realize that here we are dealing with familiar
romantic themes. The Dtjereme . . . is full of echoes of Schelling. But
since Marcuse descends from Heidegger, perhaps we can see this cele
bration of Night and Nothingness (precisely where we were accustomed
to expect the ‘sun of the future’) as an echo of Was ist Metaphysile?
Heidegger is a master of the Nit/ttmzg. And if even Niehtung is not Ver
nichtzmg nor V erneinung,“ this philosophical ’revolution’ is hardly clear.
It not only locates ‘authentic’ and no longer ‘estranged’ existence ‘in the
clear night of Nothing’, but as if this were not enough, prey to some
pedantic fury, it insists on specifying that ‘Nothing itself annuls’.

THE IDEALISTIC REACTION AGAINST SCIENCE

To get straight to the point, the true direction of Marcuse’s position lies
in the so-called ‘critique of science’. The opposition of ‘positive thought’
and ‘negative thought’, of ‘intellect’ and ‘reason’, of non-contradiction
and dialectical contradiction, is above all else the opposition of science
and philosophy. For Hegel, says Marcuse, ‘the distinction between
intellect and reason is the same as that between common sense and specu
lative thinking, between undialectical reflection and dialectical know
ledge. The operations of the intellect yield the usual type of thinking that
prevails in everyday life as well as in science.’‘‘’

This Hegelian and romantic critique of the ‘intellect’ re—emerged
precisely at the turn of the century, with the so-called ‘idealistic reaction
against science’.‘° The two tendencies meet and coincide, as Croce saw

"’ Marcuse, Reason and Revolution, op. cit., p. 48.
“ M. Heidegger, War in MeIapII_y.til'?, Frankfurt, a.M., 1949, p. 31.
“ Marcuse, Reason and Revolution, op. ciI., p. 4.4.
‘° This expression, ‘the idealistic reaction against science‘, was originally used in a

positive sense by Aliotta in his book of 1912; it has rightly been reproposed — but with
the meaning of a regressive phenomenon — by F. Lombardi in I! mu: della .mm'a,
Florence, 1965, pp. 165 IT.
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well, in their critical—negative aspect. In Logic at the Science of the Pure
Concept, he comments upon Bergson’s critique of science:

All these criticisms directed against the sciences do not sound new to the ears
of those acquainted with the criticisms of Jacobi, of Schelling, of Novalis and of
other romantics, and particularly with Hegel's marvellous criticism of the
abstract (i.e. empirical and mathematical) intellect. This runs through all his
books from The Phenomenology of Mind to The Science of Logic, and is enriched
with examples in the observations to the paragraphs of The Philoxophy of
Nature.“

It is not possible here to describe all the variations on this ‘idealistic
reaction’ against science. Entxteht die Wisxemchoft vergeht do: Denlzen."
Science is born, thinking departs. Let it pass as far as Heidegger is
concerned, since he no longer deceives anyone. But this same com
modity is today sold . . . on the left. Horkheimer and Adorno:

Science itself has no consciousness of itself; it is a tool. But enlightenment is
the philosophy which identifies truth with scientific system. The attempt to
establish this identity which Kant undertook, still with philosophical intentions,
led to concepts which made no sense scientifically. The concept of the self
understanding of science conflicts with the concept of science itself. . . . With
the sanctioning — achieved as a result by Kant - of the scientific system as the
form of truth, thought set the seal on its own nullity, because science is tech
nical performance, no less remote from reflecting upon its own ends than other
types of labour under the pressure of the system."

The essential point to note is that this critique of science is imme
diately presented as a critique of society, too. The scientific intellect is the
form of thought which prevails in practice and in everyday life. The
Allgemeingiiltigheit of science, i.e. the universality of its statements, is
identical with the impersonality and anonymity of social life. These
developments are all already present in nuce in Bergson. Our intellect,
says Creative Evolution, is a function which is ‘essentially practical, made
to present to us things and states rather than changes and acts’. But things
and states are only views, taken by our mind, of becoming. There are no
things, there are only actions. Therefore, if ‘the thing results from a
solidification performed by our intellect, and there are never any things

" B. Croce, Logic a: the Seienee of the Pure Concept, London, I917, p. 556.
" M. Heidegger, Ulier den Hunlanimmr, Frankfurt, 1949, p. 39.
" M. Horkheimer and Th. W. Adamo, Dialehtih do Aufhldrung, Amsterdu-n, 1947,

p. 104.
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other than those that the intellect has thus constituted’,“ this means that
the natural world, which science presents to us as reality, is in fact only
an artefact. Matter is a creation of the intellect, ‘Things’ are the crystals
in which form takes and coagulates our vocation to objecti_;fy, to ‘solidify’
the world in order to act on it practically and transform it.

In addition to this original solidarity of science and materialism, there
is the solidarity of materialism and society, of science and communal life.
We objectify in order to act on the world, but this objectification is also
a means towards intersubjective communication. Authentic or personal
existence and social or impersonal existence result in two diverse subjects,
one ‘fundamental’ and the other ‘superlicial’ and 'l'ictitious’; ‘two differ
ent selves, one of which is, as it were, the external projection of the other,
its spatial and, so to speak, social representation’. The spatialization or
materialization of reality, says Bergson, is already an opening to social life.

The greater part of the time we live outside ourselves, hardly perceiving
anything of ourselves but our own ghost, a colourless shadow which pure
duration projects into homogenous space. Hence our life unfolds in space rather
than in time; we live for the extemal world rather than for ourselves“ . . . This
intuition of a homogeneous milieu . . . enables us to externalise our concepts in
relation to one another, reveals to us the objectivity of things, and thus, in two
ways, on one hand by getting everything ready for language, and on the other
by showing us an external world, quite distinct from ourselves, in the percep
tion of which all minds have a common share, foreshadows and prepares the
way for social life."

All the essentials are here in embryo, as we can see; science as objecti
lication or reilication, and society as estranged as alienated existence.

It is impossible for me to discuss the elaboration and development these
themes underwent at the hands of the various currents of irrationalism
and German vitalism. Here I can only indicate the decisive ‘turn’ that was
signalled by Lukacs's famous book in 1923. As the author himself recog
nized in a self-critical declaration in September, 1962," and later in the
introduction to the English edition of History and Class Consciousness, it is
based on a move from the theory of ‘alienation’ (‘fetishism‘ or ‘reifica
tion') elaborated by Marx to that of Hegel. The analysis of capitalist
fetishism is expounded in this work in the terminology of the Hegelian

“ H. Bergson, Creative Evolution, trans. A. Mitchell, London, 1911, pp. 261-2.
“ H. Bergson, Time and Free Will (Essai sur les donnles immediate: rle In consequence),

trans. F. L. Pogson, London, 1910, p. 131. First French edition 1888.
" ibid., p. 236. '7 In I. D. Fctscher, Der Marrisrnus, Vol. I, Miinchen, I962.
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critique of the materialism of the scientific intellect and common sense.
That is, the ‘fetish’ is not capital or commodities but natural objects
external to thought. The division which capital introduces between the
labourer and the objective conditions of labour is replaced by the dis
tinction which the ‘intellect’ introduced between subject and object, with
the consequence, as Lukacs himself has since observed, that a ‘socio
historical problem is thus transformed into an ontological problem’.
Capitalist ‘reification’ in this way becomes the product of the materialist
intellect and of science, whose analytical vision of reality is denounced as
‘positivistic and bourgeois’. Meanwhile the proletariat is equated with
philosophical Reason, i.e. with that ‘reason’ which unifies or ‘totalizes’ (as
they say nowadays) what the intellect and common sense spend all their
time distinguishing.

The most important consequence of this shift was that by confusing
Marx with Hegel, History and Class Conxtioumm presented the ob
seurantist contents of the idealist critique of science in the ‘revolutionary’
form of a critique of bourgeois society. Emerging from the school of
Riekert and Lask, and influenced to no small extent by the vitalist Sim
mel’s Philosophy of Money (the German Bergson), Lukzics ended up, in
this work, by inscribing Marxism itself in the are of the idealistic reaction
against science inaugurated at the turn of the century, whose remote
presuppositions lie, as we have seen, precisely in the I-legelian critique of
the ‘intellect’.

The ‘fetish’ is the natural object investigated by science. ‘Reification’
or, as Bergson said, 1: thorisrne, is the product of the scientific intellect
that chops and breaks up (the famous martelagc) the fluid and ‘living’
unity of the real into the ‘fictitious’ outlines of the objects that have to
be used for practical-technical action. Alienation, in short, is science,
technology. After absorbing these themes, Lukacs broadcast them in his
turn, enriched with fresh appeal. The old repugnance of philosophical
spiritualism towards production, technology and science, in a word, the
horror of machines, was now cloaked by the fascination of the critique of
modern bourgeois society.

The kernal of Marcuse’s philosophy is precisely here. Oppression is
science. ‘Reification' is to recognize that things exist outside ourselves.
The dialectic of the ‘here’ and ‘now’ — i.e. the dialectic of the scepticism
of antiquity — with which Hegel, at the beginning of the Phenomenology,
destroys sensory certainty in the existence of external objects, appears to
him as the emancipation of Man himself.
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The lirst three sections of the Phenomenology are a critique of positivism and,
even more, of ‘reilimtion’. . . . We borrow the term ‘reiticztion’ from the Marxist
theory, where it denotes the fact that all relations between men in the world of
capitalism appear as relations between things. . . . Hegel hit upon the same fact
within the dimension of philosophy. Common sense and traditional scientific
thought take the world as a totality of things, more or less existing per se, and
seek the truth in objects that are taken to be independent of the knowing sub
ject. This is more than an epistemological attitude; it is as pervasive as the
practice of men and leads them to accept the feeling that they are secure only
in knowing and handling objective facts."

The consequence of Marcuse's argument is an indiscriminate indict
ment of science and technology, or, to use Marcuse’s expression, of
‘industrial society’. If we examine it closely, the argument is the same as
that which had already formed the basis for Husserl’s Xrisi: (not to men
tion Horkheimer and Adorno’s attacks on Bacon and Galileo). It has
also been the theme which in recent decades has nourished all the publicity
about the so—called ‘crisis of civilization’ (for example, Jaspers’ Vom
Urspnmg and Ziel oler Geschichte). The ‘evil’ is not a determinate organ
ization of society, a certain system of social relations, but rather industry,
technology and science. It is not capital but machinery as such. Marcuse,
let no one be mistaken, is the product of that very tradition which today
fears him so much.

CONCLUSION

In 0ne—Dimen5ional Man there is a short section, where the author takes
his distance from Marx, which can provide our concluding point. Marcuse
writes:

The classical Marxian theory envisages the transition from capitalism to
socialism as a political revolution: the proletariat destroys the political apparatus
of capitalism but retains the technological apparatus, subjecting it to socialization.
There is continuity in the revolution: technological rationality, freed from
irrational restrictions and destruction, sustains and consummates itself in the
new society."

Marcuse does not agree with this analysis because he believes that the
roots of today’s evil lie precisely in the technological apparatus as such.
But he is right to locate here the basis of Marx's entire thought.

Capitalist development is the development of modern industry. Under
” Marcuse, Reomn and Revolution, op. cit., p. I I1. " ibid., p. 22.
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capitalism this growth of modern industry is inseparable, according to
Marx, from a series of seriously negative phenomena: exploitation, wage
labour, the formation of the ‘industrial reserve army’, etc. But neverthe
less, says Marx, under this cover capitalism prepares the conditions for
the liberation of Man: an enormous increase in the productivity of
labour (even though in the form of the ‘intensification’ of exploitation of
labour power); the eradication of local and national boundaries and the
unification of the world (even though in the form of a world ‘market’);
the socialization of Man, i.e. his unification with the species (although by
means of the formation of the factory proletariat). The Mamfexto states:

The bourgeoisie has through its exploitation of the world market given a
cosmopolitan character to production a.nd consumption in every country. To
the great chagrin of Reactionists, it has drawn from under the feet of industry
the national ground on which it stood. . . . In place of seclusion and self
suflieiency, we have intercourse in every direction, universal interdependence of
nations.

The meaning of this passage is summarized by Marx in the following
formulae: Contradiction between modern productive forces and the
capitalist envelope in which they have developed. Between the social
nature of industrial production and the still private mode of capitalist
appropriation.

The use and abuse of these formulae have rendered them virtually
meaningless. But beneath the veneer of time it is not diflicult still to
recognize in them two important points. The first is that Marx does not
deduce the nature and quality of the forces concerned in the transforma
tion and liberation of modern society from a mere ‘ideal’ of philosophic
Reason (which is, anyway, always the ‘reason’ or ‘ideal’ of X or Y) but
from a scientific analysis of modern society itself. This means, therefore,
not from an a pviori evasion of the object under examination (the so-called
‘destruction’ of the finite) but from the individualization of the r6le of the
working class in the modem productive process. (Marx wrote to Rugc
that: ‘We do not anticipate the world dogmatically, but rather wish to find
the new world through criticism of the old. Until now the philosophers
had the solution to all riddles in their desks, and the stupid outside world
simply had to open its mouth so that the roasted pigeons of absolute
science might fly into it.’) This means that the ‘solution’ is not deduced
from any external den: ex machina, but that one appeals for it to real
historical forces, intemal to that society itself. The second is that precisely
this function in the modem productive process makes the working clas
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(from the mere manual labourer to the engineer) the historical agent
through whom the new society can inherit the essentials of the old: the
modern productive forces developed in its bosom, i.e. science, technology,
industry, the critical spirit and the experimental style of life.

For Marx, and Marcuse is right this time, ‘there is continuity in the
revolution’. I would say that the difference between the revolution as a
real historical act and the ‘Promethean’ attempt of the Great Refusal, is
all here. The revolution is an act of real life; it is born from history and
has the consciousness to give rise once again to real historical conditions.
It is the liberation of forces accumulated by historical development. It is
the recuperation, at a higher level, of all that humanity has seized in the
course of its history. Seized from nature and seized from the irrational
suggestions of myth.

Marcuse’s Great Refusal, on the other hand, is defined precisely by its
ahistoricity. It is a total negation of the existing. Having diagnosed that
‘technology is the major vehicle of reilication’, he can only seek liberation
either before history or after it. In either case, outside the bounds of
common sense. ‘Terror and civilization are inseparable.’ ‘The growth of
culture has taken place under the sign of the hangman.’ ‘We cannot
abandon terror and conserve civilization.’°° These are aphorisms of
Horkheimer and Adorno which help us to understand Marcuse’s Great
Refusal.

A barely cultivated literary taste would soon desire to tum elsewhere.
A barely expert reader would recognize immediately their origin in
Heidegger (Der Mensch irrt. Die Irre, durch die der Mensch geht, is!
nichts . . .)‘“ Yet we must make allowances for them. These are the last
‘flowers of evil‘ of the old spiritualism and of its impotent desire to
destroy things: the swansong of two old gentlemen, slightly nihilistic and
demodés, in conflict with history.

Postscript on M arcuse

For Marcuse, alienation, fetishism is not the product of wage labour, of
the world of commodities and capital. The ‘evil’ for him is not a deter
minate organiution of society, a certain system of social relations but

“ Horkheimer and Adamo, op. cit., p. 256.
9‘ M. Heidegger, Vam Wmn der Waluheir, Frankfurt, 1949, p. 22. On the same page,

the notion of history as ‘error’.
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rather industry, technology and science. It is not capital but machinery
as such.

It is a fact that One-Dimensional Man is entirely prisoner to this old
assertion. The book is brilliant, it contains a series of minute and honest
observations. But when the substance is examined it is easy to see that it
is not an indictment of capital but of technology. Marcusc, who rebels
against ‘integrated thinking’, does not realize that he is arguing like the
most integrated of bourgeois sociologists. For him there is no difference
between capitalism and socialism; what he lights is ‘industrial society’,
‘industry’ without class connotations, industry ‘in itself’. Not machinery
insofar as it is capital, not the capitalist employment of machinery, but
machinery plain and simple.

In his analysis of the ‘Industrial Revolution’ in the chapter of Capital
entitled ‘Machinery and Heavy Industry’, Marx frequently underlines the
bourgeois economists’ identification of machinery and capital.

Since, therefore, machinery considered alone shortens the hours of labour, but,
when in the service of capital, lengthens them; since in itself it lightens labour,
but when employed by capital heightens the intensity of labour; since in itself it
is a victory of man over the forces of Nature, but in the hands of capital, makes
man the slave of those forces; since in itself it increases the wealth of the pro
ducers, but in the hands of capital, makes them paupers — for all these reasons
and others besides, says the bourgeois economist without more ado, the treat
ment of machinery in itself makes it as clear as noonday that all these contradic
tions are a mere remblance of the reality, and that, as a matter of fact, they have
neither an actual nor a theoretical existence. Thus he saves himself from all
further puzzling of the brain, and what is more, implicitly declares his opponent
to be stupid enough to contend against, not the capitalirtic employment of
machinery, but machinery itself"

Here Marx is aiming at the position of bourgeois apologetics. In this
case, the identification of capital with machinery allows the determinate
historical contradictions derived from the capitalist employment of
machinery to be spirited away, i.e. to be presented as mere ‘appearances’.
On the other hand, it allows the positive advantage and qualification of
machinery as such — i.e. the increase in the productivity of labour — to
appear as a merit of capital itself. Marcuse’s position, which is certainly
not that of the economists, nevertheless repeats its operations - but in the
opposite sense. Marcuse equates machinery and capital, not in order to
attribute to the latter the advantages of the former, but rather to impute

" Man, Capital, Vol. 1, Chapter 15, p. 4.41 (my im1jcs)_
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to machinery the enslavement and oppression of the labourer for which
in fact capital is responsible. In the first case, the result is the apologetic
approach of VuIgziro'leonomie. In the second case, it is that of the so-called
‘romantic critique’ of bourgeois society — i.e. a critique of the present, not
in the name of the future but in the name of, and inspired by, ‘nostalgia’
for the past. For the economist, whoever wants modern productive forces,
i.e. machinery and modern industry, must also want capitalist relations of
production. (As Marx writes: ‘No doubt he is far from denying that
temporary inconvenience may result from the capitalist use of machinery.
But where is the medal without its reverse ? Any employment of machinery,
except by capital, is to him an impossibility. Exploitation of the workman
by the machine is therefore, with him, identical with exploitation of the
machine by the workman.’)“ For Marcuse, on the contrary, whoever does
not want exploitation, or rather (given that for Marcuse, in the final
analysis, exploitation does not exist) whoever does not want . . . ‘integra
tion’, must return to patriarchal ccnditions of life, or even perhaps to
feudalism — a subject upon which our author expatiates like any high
thinking social prophet. Taken to its extreme, Marcuse’s approach leads
to that cult of ‘primitivism’ and ‘barbarism’ which the abstract spiritual
ism of the bourgeois intellectual so easily turns into. His perspective, like
that of Horkheimer and Adorno, is one of Luddism, as Lukécs recognized:
‘If we say that manipulation has arisen as a consequence of technologi
cal development, then to light manipulation we must transform our
selves into some kind of Luddites lighting technical development.’ (See
Gesprziche mit Georg Lukzirx, Hamburg, 1969.)

This reference to the ‘romantic critique’ of bourgeois society may seem
amazing. This is, in fact, an adversary about which we never think. In
reality, there is not just Marxism on the one hand and bourgeois-capitalist
ideology on the other; the game is more complex and has three players.
No less than against bourgeois ideology, Marxism fights against ‘the
romantic conception that,’ Marx says in his Gnmdrirse, ‘will accompany
the former as its legitimate antithesis until its dying day’.

Obviously, Marcuse is not Carlyle or Sismondi. But he is neither of
these, apart from a series of obvious reasons, also because of the subtly
apologetic implications of his entire argument. The concept of ‘industrial
society’, the idea of ‘industry’ without class connotations, or industry ‘in
and for itself’, that he shares with bourgeois sociology (see, for example,
Dahrendorf), is to defer involuntarily to the great corporations. Industry

" ibid., pp. 441-1.
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and technology are oppressors everywhere, in Russia no less than in
America. ‘Soviets plus electrification‘ (Lenin) is an empty illusion. If
we wish to escape oppression it is pointless to attempt socialism. The
remedy that Marcuse proposes is in keeping with the gravamen of his
analysis. It is enough for us all to oppose the system with the ‘Great
Refusal’ and set sail together, perhaps, for Tahiti.

I wish to make it perfectly clear that I am not criticizing Marcuse in
the name of the ideology of the Soviet bureaucratic caste. Nevertheless,
in the case of this author our judgement cannot be anything but severe.
Marcuse is a critic of Marx of long standing, and the bases of his criti
cism (see, for example, Soviet Marxism, London, 1958) are derived
essentially from the old Social-Democratic revisionism. His attribution
to Marx of the theory of ‘absolute immiseration' and the ‘theory of
collapse’ are derived from Bernstein (see pp. 22-8). The theory of ‘ultra
imperialism‘ which he uses again and again to illustrate how neo—capital
ism is capable of anything, is derived from Kautsky (pp. 33ff.). His whole
argument, from beginning to end, is an attempt to show that Marx has
been surpassed! And the more general and vague the contents of his
analysis, the more resolute Marcuse’s conclusions. The Marxian theory
of the proletarian revolution has been surpassed; ‘the Marxist notion of
the organic composition of capital’, has been surpassed; and ‘with it the
theory of the creation of surplus value’.‘'‘

The first book by Marcuse that I read was Reason and Revolution in the
second American edition (New York, 1965). The book contained a
‘supplementary chapter‘ which was not reproduced in the recent Italian
edition. If this chapter were translated today many ambiguities would
disappear and Marcuse would be seen for what he is, a fierce critic of
Marx and of socialism. Moreover, the concluding pages of 0ne-Dimen
sional Man appear even more significant as to the point of view from which
he conducts his criticism. Here Marcuse acelaims ‘the interior space of
the private sphere‘; he invokes ‘that isolation in which the individual,
left to himself, can think and demand and find’; he acelaims the ‘private
sphere’ as the only one which ‘can give significance to freedom and inde
pendence of thought‘. How an we fail to recognize in this the old liberal
rhetoric?

“ Marcuse, One-Dimensional Man, op. cit., p. at}.
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Rousseau as

Critic of ‘Civil Society’
Let us make man - Hobbes

FOREWORD

The following notes arose from an attempt to pursue two aims at the same
time: to give an account of a certain number of studies of Rousseau’s
political thought which appeared on the occasion of the 1962 celebra
tions; and to provide an interpretative sketch of the Genevan philosopher
along the lines of the theme indicated in the title — the problem of modern
‘civil society’.

As sometimes happens, the two aims, which ought to have merged, have
remained separate. The result has been that, wavering between these
contradictory demands, the pages I produced are therefore still halfway
between the partial bibliographical survey which they might have been,
but are only in part, and a short, straightforward essay.

I would also like to emphasize the provisional and incomplete character
of this study in relation to some of the hypotheses it contains. The com
parison drawn with Locke in some places, the comparison with Smith,
which in some ways is more original, the references to Kant, and also the
perhaps overstated thesis on the relationship between Rousseau and
Marxist ‘political’ theory — these should all, it goes without saying, be
taken as no more than aperfus, some at least of which I shall have to
return to in time.

There is, I suppose, a certain ‘political’ slant which comes out at points
in these pages, and which the reader might think too alien to Rousseau’s
thought. I appeal to the authority of the French editors of the very
elegant and scholarly edition of Rousseau’s political writings now appear
ing in the ‘Pléiade' series. They remind us that ‘many French-speaking
African or Asian politicians began reading Rousseau at the time when
their countries gained independence’; that ‘some eminent statesmen in
Vietnam, Guinea, Senegal, etc., have declared that they were directed
into politics by reading the works of Rousseau’, and linally that ‘Fidel
Castro . . . told a French journalist that jean-Jacques had been his
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teacher and that he had fought Batista with the Social Contract in his
pocket’. And though the French authors may not agree, I do not think
that Castro disowned this last statement when he added, ‘that since then,
he has preferred reading Marx’s Capital’.

MORALITY AND POLITICS

In the proceedings of the seminar held at Dijon on 3-6 May 1962, to
celebrate the 250th anniversary of Rousseau’s birth and the bicentcnary
of the Social Contract, there is an essay by S. Cotta on ‘La position du
probleme de la politique chez Rousseau" which is worthy of note. His
thesis is that Rousseau’s thought gives primacy to politics. Rousseau sees
politics as the global response to the problems of man. ‘It is my opinion
that in _lean—]acques, politics is presented as the solution (the only
possible solution) to the problems of human existence.” This primacy of
politics stems from a particular view of evil, whose origins Rousseau
attributes wholly to society. Evil is ‘inequality’, social injustice. The
ethical task of the triumph of good over evil is therefore necessarily
identified with the political task of the transformation of society.

The sense of the argument goes beyond the mere affirmation of the
unity of morals and politics. The thesis is really that politics ‘founds'
morals. A morality in itself, anterior to and independent of politics, and
restricted just to the ‘inner life’ of man, is ultimately inconceivable for
Rousseau. For, says Cotta, ‘the supreme criterion of moral life is ex
clusively the civil community, the city — this is the “grand tout" which in
Jean-Jacques‘ words appears as the global horizon of human existence,
based as it is on reason and the general will'.’

After Christianity with its claim for the supremacy of the spiritual,
Rousscau‘s primacy of politics signals a profound transformation of the
whole conception of life. Not only does it invalidate the Christian concept
of the fall, the idea of original sin, but it subverts the very basis of secular
Christianity and the school of natural law. The distinction of Pufendorf
and still more of Thomasius, the distinction to which Kant was to return
between morality and law (the former belonging to the ‘inner’ world, the
latter only to ‘external’ relations), falls. With it also falls the classic
Christian-liberal distinction between the ‘virtuous man‘ and the ‘good

‘ Eluda mr I: Contra! nocial J: ].-_7. Rouxmm (proceedings of the seminar held at
Diion 3-6 MI)’ I961). Plril. I964. pp. 177-90. Hencefarth Dijon.

' Dijon. p. 179. ' ibid., p. 18:.
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citizen’ — this being the distinction which has traditionally prevented the
identification of morality with politics.

Cotta’s essay recalls to mind the famous interpretation lirst put for
ward in I932 by Cassirer in Dos Prohlem  Rousseau‘ (strictly speaking
Cotta himself does not refer to this work but to the later pages of The
Philosophy of the Enlightenment). Cassirer’s thesis is that the deepest
meaning of Rousseau’s thought lies in his transposition of the problem of
evil from the camp of ‘theodicy’ into that of ‘politics’. The problem of
justifying God in the face of the evil in the world, which was so important
in the metaphysical religious thought of the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries (Leibniz, Shaftesbury, Pope, etc.) is radically transformed with
Rousseau, according to Cassirer, in that the responsibility for the origins
of evil is no longer attributed to an obscure wish of God's, or to some
presumed original sin by man, but is placed squarely on society.

Rousseau’s solution of this dilemma lies in his placing responsibility at a point
where no one before him had looked for it. He created, as it were, a new subject
of responsibility, of ‘imputability’. This subject is not individual man, but
human society.‘

The main consequence of this view of evil as the product of a deter
minate organization of society is that the problem of the elimination of
evil from the world comes to coincide with the problem of revolution.

In its present form society has inflicted the deepest wounds on humanity, but
society alone could and should heal these wounds. The burden of responsibility
rests upon it from now on. That is Rousseau’s solution of the problem of
theodicy.°

The old problem of evil is thus pushed out of the sphere of metaphysics
and transferred to the centre of ethics and politics, and turns into the
problem of the critique of society, releasing a stimulus of unprecedented
power.

All contemporary social struggles are still moved and driven by this original
stimulus. They are rooted in that consciousness of the responsibility of society
which Rousseau was the first to possess and which he implanted in all posterity.’

A further consequence emphasized by Cassirer is the extent to which
Rousseau finds himself in opposition to Christianity. In spite of his
genuine and profound religious pathos, the determination with which he

‘ Translated into English as The Question of Jean-Jaques Rousseau, New York, 1954.‘ ibid., p. 75. ' ibid., p. 76. " ibid.



I46

rejects the idea of man’s original sin distinguishes Rousseau once and for
all from all the traditional forms of faith. In the seventeenth and eight
eenth centuries the dogma of original sin was the kernel and linch-pin
of both Catholic and Protestant doctrine. All the great religious move
ments of the period hinge on this dogma and are encompassed in it. But
this conviction that the roots of evil are in human nature finds in Rousseau

an inexorable and dangerous enemy.

The Church fully understood this situation; it at once stressed the decisive
issue with clarity and firmness. The mandement in which Christophe dc Beau
mont, Archbishop of Paris, condemned Emile laid the chief emphasis on
Rousseau’s denial of original sin.“

In conclusion, Rousseau signals a profound and radical transformation
of man’s whole perspective on his existence. ‘Salvation’ is no longer
entrusted to religion but to politics. Redemption is no longer attainable
by external aids (‘no God can give us it’), but only by man. ‘When the
present coercive form of society is destroyed and is replaced by the free
form of political and ethical community,’ Cassirer says, then we shall have
reached ‘the hour of salvation‘.‘'

This is also one of the main motives for the break with the Encyclo
pedists. Where Voltaire, d’Alembert, Diderot and all the philosopher see
‘mere defects of society, mere mistakes in organization which must be
gradually eliminated’.‘° Rousseau sees a ‘sin’ which can be redeemed only
by an act which transforms society from its very foundations.

Cotta, although he agrees with Cassirer's interpretation of Rousseau,
does not agree with Rousseau himself. In opposition to the Genevan
philosopher he poses anew the case for realistic Christian pessimism. The
idea of the fall is the idea of man’s imperfection, his fallibility. The
dialectic which Christianity presumes between creatural imperfection and
man's aspiration to the absolute prevents any deilication of society.“
Rousseau, on the other hand, resolving man's destiny into the political
community, has opened the way to ‘democratic totalitarianism’. This is
the well-known thesis of J. L. TaIm0n’s book," which Cotta in fact
quotes, and it is also the thesis of the nineteenth—century liberal critique
of Rousseau. In the light of this, Cotta concludes with the significant
observation that ‘there has been much discussion of Kant’s debt to

' ihid-. P. 74. ' ibid., p. 70.
" ihld-. P- 71- “ Dijon, pp. I85 ff.
" TII: Origin: of Tolalilariau Dmwnaq, London, 1955.
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Rousseau, but this should not make us forget the perhaps still more
important debt owed him by Hegel and especially Marx’.13

Morality — and this is Derathé’s thesis too — is therefore resolved for
Rousseau into politics. Derathé puts strong emphasis on this point in his
introduction to the Social Contract and to the Political Fragments (in the
third volume of the Oeuvres Completes“ in course of publication by the
‘Bibliotheque de la Pléiade’ and edited by B. Gagnebin and M. Ray
mond, which makes it possible to regard C. E. Vaughan’s still admirable
edition of the Political Writings of  Rousseau” as at least in part
superseded). Derathé also starts from the problem of evil, observing that
Rousseau denies not man’s wickedness, but only the view that ‘wicked
ness is innate in the species as the “sophist” Hobbes teaches, or that it is
necessary to accept the doctrine of original sin popularized by the
“rhetorician Augustine”.’1° He goes on to recall the preface to Narcisse
(1752) and the Lettre a Ch. dc Beaumont (1763) in which Rousseau traces
the genesis of his own ideas. These texts make it clear that for Rousseau
the origin of evil does not lie in individuals but in nations, and still more
in their systems of government (‘a distinction I have always been careful
to make, and which none of those who have attacked me has ever been
able to grasp’). They also make it clear, according to Derathé, how
Rousseau makes the passage from morality to politics. ‘If we wish to
follow evil back to its source, it is not enough to study social life in
general. . . . In accusing society Rousseau in etfect has his eye on a
certain social order — what in the Confession he calls “nos sottes institu
tions civiles”.’

The conclusion Derathé draws from these premises is a further con
hrmation of the central position of the political problem in Rousseau’s
work, and at the same time a critique of the traditional understanding of
the relationship between the moral problematic of Emile (the work of
Rousseau’s which was dearest to Kant) and the political principles of the
Contract. According to Derathé, it is wrong to maintain as is often done
that the principles formulated in Emile are precursors to the principles of
legislation laid out in the Contract, as if the latter were only an ‘appendix’
to the former. For insofar as in Rousseau morality does not govern
politics, but politics itself is the solution to the moral problem, while
Emile is devoted to the education of the individual in the ‘old’ society, the

L" Dijon, p. 190. “ Err-its poliliquer, Paris, 1964.
“ Cambridge, 1915, reprinted Oxford, 1962.
" Rousseau, En-its poliliques, op. cit., p. xci.
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true education offered to the ‘new citizen’ of the C tmlraet lies in participa
tion in public life itself."

Politics, then, is supreme. And the thesis is important, not only because
it suggests that one should look in the political writings for a unitary
criterion in the reading of all Rousseau’s works — thus for one thing
making it possible to break, as has rightly been pointed out,” with ‘the
hacltneyed picture of Rousseau as “precursor” and interpreter of the
romantic sensibility‘ (an idea, by the way, still active in many texts on
Rousseau’s ‘egotism’)“‘ but also because it makes it possible to appre
ciate the difference in orientation between the 1962 Rousseau celebrations
and those held in 1912. The former, closer to our own times, tended for
the most part to take up the political or ‘external’ projection of the moral
problem in Rousseau; the earlier ones tended rather to absorb the
political problem into the moral one, and the moral, in its turn, into the
subjective ‘interiority' of the individual as such.

Having emerged in its most significant forms in 1912 in the Revue de
Métaphysique et de Morale, in the work of writers like Boutroux, Delbos,
Jaures, Stamm.ler, etc. (whose interpretation was then adopted by R.
Mondolfo in Rousseau e la toscienzu modema), this orientation, which
tended to lead the thought of the Genevan philosopher back into the
sphere of Kant’s moral problematic, is also at the basis of some more
recent works,” works whose well-foundedness is certainly open to doubt,
but not their link with a very worthy tradition of interpretation, even
though it may appear historically outmoded.

But other, different, routes, which nonetheless still tend to lead
Rousseau’s ‘politics’ back to the ‘interiority‘ of the moral subject seem to
reach more dubious conclusions. This is true, for example, of Otto
Vossler's book, Rousseau: Freiheitrlehre," in which although he does stress
that Rousseau had broken with natural-law theory as early as the Discours
tur l'ine'galité," he does so only to rediscover in Rousseau’s work (in terms
which seem at times to echo actualistic formulations) an internaliution of

” ibid., p. xcviii.
" P. Casini, Roumau, Rome Ind Milan, 1966, p. 75.
" cf., for example, P. D. Jimnck, ‘Rousseau and the Primacy of Self‘, in Studies on
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society in man (ein Herein-uerlegen o'er Gesellsrlzoft in die Brust des Men
srlzen),” or in other words the transformation of the ‘social question into
a moral question’. He then concludes by presenting the Social Contract as
a ‘mere fragment’“ of Emile — Emile, which had already been elevated
in Martin Rang’s book, Rousseaus Lelzre vom Menschen“ as the key to the
‘rationalistic theological anthropology’ of Rousseau.

THE STATE OF NATURE

The problem is posed above all in relation to the interpretation of the
second Discourse. More recent studies seem to have definitively cleared
the field of two old commonplaces. The first was that Rousseau claims the
‘state of nature’ as a real condition which actually existed, whereas this
supposed ‘state’ basically represents for him, as Starobinski notes," a
‘reference concept’, a hypothesis, a degree zero, by which to measure the
‘divergence’ of each individual phase of human civilization with respect
to the original conditions. The second, much more serious position, is
that in his works Rousseau is inviting society to choose the savage exist
ence rather than society (‘he wants to walk on four legs’, Voltaire wrote
sarcastically). This error, as Derathé has observed (but there is an essay
on it by A. O. Lovejoy, ‘The supposed Primitivism of Rousseau’s Dis
course on Inequality’,27 which is generally accepted as decisive, though I
have been unable to obtain it), has survived from the eighteenth century
to our own day, despite the warning in the Discourse itself, where Rous
seau exclaims:

What, then, is to be done? Must societies be totally abolished? Must meant
and mum be annihilated, and must we retum again to the forests to live among
bears? This is a deduction in the manner of my adversaries, which I would as
soon anticipate as let them have the shame of drawing.

Though the ground has been cleared of these mistakes first propagated
by the pliilosophcs (and not even disinterestedly) we still have to analyse
what Rousseau meant by the ‘state of nature’. The way to do this is to
compare and contrast it with the natural-law tradition. In the natural-law
view, the state of nature is already a ‘moral’ state. The individual in it has

" ibid., p. 93. “ ibid., pp. 208-9.
” Gortingen, I959.
" Rousseau, Err-its Politiquu, op. cit., p. lviii.
'7 Now in Esra}: in the Hiuor} of Ideas, Baltimore, 1948.
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‘innate’ and ‘inalienable’ rights, which he derives not from society and
therefore from his historical relations with the species, but from a direct
transcendental investiture. Gierke” says ‘the individual is destined for
eternity and his essence is therefore absolutely sacred and inviolable’. He
is ‘man’, a moral subject, a ‘person’ before and independently of history
and society. His ‘humanity’ is his spirituality — his soul. llis ‘social
nature’ is in his relationship to God.

Nothing is added to this ‘moral’ condition, which is already perfect in
the ‘state of nature’, by the establishment of society (through the con
tract), except for the protection of positive law guaranteeing and hence
securing the exercise of the ‘original rights’ which man has ‘from all
time’ possessed, but which are exposed in the state of nature to violenceand mutual oppression. ,

The whole liberal-natural—law conception descends from these prin
ciples. Society is not an end, i.e. the indispensable condition for man to be
made ‘man’, but a mere means. It is a means which men decide to form
in order to defend, with all the strength they have between them, the
person and the goods of each individual member. The ‘contract’ is not
intended to unite and integrate man and man, i.e. to give life to a ‘real’
association, an effective community of interests; rather its only task is to
create an external ‘formal’ order, i.e. a politico-juridical order which,
through the law, consolidates and reinforces the absolute prerogatives of
the ‘natural man’ in his isolation and separation from others. ‘Political
power, then, I take to be a right of making laws, with penalties of death,
. . . for the regulating and preserving of property’ — so says Locke in the
Second Treatise (chapter 1, art. 3). True freedom is, therefore, freedom
‘from’ society. The only task of the State is to use the ‘law’ — ‘the limita
tion of every other man's freedom, such that it may coexist with my own
according to a universal law’ (Kant) — to regulate the coexistence of
private parties, that is of the antagonistic and mutually exclusive spheres
of individual action which express the dissociation and ‘competition’ of
real interests.

In Rousseau the idea of the ‘state of nature’ is quite different. In fact
such a state to him is not a ‘moral’ condition but a state of innocence, a
purely animal condition, beyond the distinction between good and evil.
Strictly speaking, in it man cannot be either good or evil because he is not
yet really ‘man’ or a moral subject, but only a natural being. In other

’' Om’ V0“ Gk’-Tit. Tl‘! Dfvtlopmml of Polillkal Timer}: On III: life and wall‘ of
Jalmnm Allhuniu, London and New York, 1939.
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words because, as Jacques Dehaussy perceptively observed at Dijon,”
‘value judgements about the individual’s behaviour towards his own kind
are possible only when there are relationships between them; whereas
Rousseau’s man of nature is man in isolation, lacking continuous contact
with his own kind’.

It is immediately obvious where the dilference lies. Whereas for Locke
the state of nature is in fact already a perfect ‘moral’ state, where man has
‘always’ (by reason of the metahistorical contact with transcendence
whereby he is constituted as a ‘soul’) realized his ‘humanity’, ‘before and
independently of every social relationship’; for Rousseau, on the other
hand, man’s nature is definitely not realized in the ‘state of nature’ but
can be actualized only ‘in and through society’. ‘When man passes from
the state of nature to the “civil state”,’ says Burgelin, ‘not only has he
gained access to morality, but he sees developing within himself the
faculties he possessed only in the seed."‘°

In other words, the natural man is only potentially ‘man’. His truly
human faculties — reason, language, moral responsibility, — which are
superfluous and, so to speak, unawakened in the isolation of the state of
nature, can only be realized and activated in society, which is both the
precondition and the context for their operation. ‘Human nature,’ as
Derathé said in his intervention at Dijon, ‘is only able to show its full
potential in social life, which, in the famous lines from the Contract,
“instead of a stupid and unimaginative animal, made him an intelligent
being and a man”. Life in society, the relations of man with his own kind,
are the condition for the development of our highest faculties, such as
reason and consciousness."” Whereas for Locke the ‘state of nature’ con

tains ‘more’ than life in society, in which ‘civil liberty is narrower than
natural liberty as measured by the law of nature alone’,“ to Rousseau on
the contrary, as P. Burgelin has rightly emphasized ‘man’s “present"
nature is infinitely greater than “natural man”."“’

The main consequences are these. Firstly, to Rousseau freedom is no
longer liberal freedom or individual freedom ‘from’ society, but freedom
realized in and through the latter. This means that man is liberated by

" ‘La dialcctiquc de la souverainc libcné dans le Comrat social’, in Dijon, op. cit.,
p. 124.
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liberating society, that his freedom is not an area which ‘excludes’ others,
but is achieved with the ‘positive’ implication of freedom for all: and from
this, as we shall see, there comes a new relationship between freedom and
equality. (‘According to Rousseau,’ Burdeau observes,“ ‘freedom is not
the residue of some primitive anarchy nor the faculty of opposing some
rights against the initiatives of power: it is not a sheltered garden, an
enclave of individual autonomy in the web of social regulation.') Secondly,
while to Locke and Kant and to the whole liberal-natural-law tradition in

general, the contract ‘is not an innovation in the natural-legal order but
tends only to consolidate it, to realize it in a more perfect and rational
form’, to Rousseau on the other hand, ‘the contract means the renuncia
tion of the state and freedom of nature, and the creation of a new moral
and social order?“

I shall return to these questions later. I wish now to turn to an exami
nation of the kind of philosophy of history which stands at the centre of
the Discourse on Inequality. A vast interval, says Rousseau, separates man's
loss of his primitive animal condition and the transition to modern ‘civil
society’. The phases in this interval have been usefully summarized by
Starobinslti.“

(a) Man, who in the ‘state of nature’ lived in isolation and had a few
elementary, easily appeased needs, discovers the utility and elfectiveness
of labour. Without yet having given up their primitive dispersal, men
begin to associate, to collaborate occasionally and to create a degree of
provisional order.

(b) A first revolution comes about, according to Rousseau as the result
of technical progress. Men begin to build themselves shelters. Families
begin to stay grouped together. Humanity enters the patriarchal period.
If there is a golden age worth regretting, Rousseau thinks it is this.

(c) just as man lost the idle condition of the ‘state of nature‘, giving
himself up to labour and to thought (to the use of reason, which together
with language develops from the consolidation of the first social rela
tions), so now he comes to a new fall which wrenches him from the
happiness of the ‘patriarchal’ state. By an ‘unhappy chance’ men discover
the advantages of the ‘division of labour’, which enables them to pass
from a subsistence economy to an economy of productive development.
The appearance of metallurgy and agriculture amounts, says Rousseau, to

" ‘Le citoycn selon Rousseau‘, Dijon, p. 224.
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a great revolution. ‘It was iron and corn which first civilized men, and
ruined humanity.’ Now producing more than they really need, men vie
for the surplus. They want not only to use things but to possess them.
They want not only present goods, but the abstract tokens of possible and
future goods.

(d) We have therefore reached the unstable situation, already described
by Hobbes, in which the war of all against all necessitates the creation of
a civil order. With their security threatened, men come together to com
plete their socialization. But the move goes wrong. The Discourse shows
us the conclusion of a ‘contract’ which is an iniquitous contract. Instead
of founding the just society, it perfects and consecrates ‘the bad social
ization’ (Burgelin).

There are three essential points arising from Rousseau’s description of
the course of history, which I have just described, and we should now
concentrate on them. They are: Rousseau’s view of history; his view of
the role of the rise of private property; and finally his view of the nature
of modern ‘civil society’.

On the first point, Starobinski‘s position should at once be noted. For
Rousseau, he says, history is ‘essentially degradation. Salvation cannot
then come in or through history, but by opposition to destructive develop
ment. By exalting Geneva as an example, and offering himself as one,
Jean-Iacques invites us to believe that there is an exception to the general
corruption in small cities faithful to their principles, and in the brave
spirits who stand apart. . . . Rousseau is therefore in his day the most
important witness to the discovery of history and temporality, not
through any theory of progress but through his horrified consciousness of
the simultaneous risk and promise of temporal existence.’37

Starobinski’s interpretation undoubtedly has more than one argument
on its side, but it rings perhaps with too contemporary a Stimmung. What
truth there is in the statement that Rousseau sees no prospect for sal
vation in history can be explained other than ‘existentially’ — it can be
done with historical arguments, as I shall try to show. Moreover, in my
opinion, the rather widespread explanation of Rousseau's attitude to
history as an echo, in rationalist terms, of the Christian conception of the
fall and redemption is also unsatisfactory.

J. H. Broome has maintained this in Roumau, a Study ofhi: Thought“ —
a book which, with its strong liberal stamp, shows little understanding of
Rousseau — but in a feeble and conventional manner. There is, however,

'7 ibid., pp. lxvi.ii—i.x. " London, 1963, pp. 48-9.
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a noteworthy essay on the subject by Lionel Gossman, ‘Time and History
in Rousseau’.3” Gossman resolutely rejects the interpretations of Rousseau
in terms of romantic sensibility, and affirms that his tragic ambiguity
towards history, like all his other contradictions, is ‘no accidental spiritual
dilemma, the offshoot of an “interesting" psyche, but the expression in
the work of an unusually sensitive and original thinker of a crucial moment
in the history of society and of the human spirit’.“’ Rousseau is neither a
primitivist nor a mystic trying to flee from history and immerse himself
in a kind of timeless We1ta1I;“ on the contrary, he has an ‘acute awareness
of history as the mode of being of all things’. ‘Rousseau, the explorer of
the individual in all his richness, found that the individual could fulfil
himself only in relations with others, only as part of a wider (social) whole
beyond himself.’” Rousseau’s ‘modern sensibility’ arises from conflict
with the society of his own times (‘Rousseau’s unhappiness has, in the
first instance, a specific cause in the alienation and dehumanization that
he observes in the social world and experiences in his own life’“). It is
an effect of the antagonistic and divided character of this society. Rous
seau’s historical pessimism must be explained, says Gossman, by his
negative attitude towards economic progress and ‘capitalist development’.
This pessimism, although it is a contradictory element in the historical
orientation of Rousseau’s thought, still does not prevent Rousseau from
looking for a solution to man’s problems in history itself. (On Rousseau's
attitude towards capitalist development, a number of studies, to which I
shall shortly return, are worth noting: B. de Jouvenal, Rousseau the
Pessimistic Evolu!ionisI;“ Iring Fetscher, Rousseaus politisrhe P/iilosophie :
zur Geschichte des demoleratischen Freihei!sbegrM_fs;“ jean Fabre, Reuliré
er uropie dans la pensée politique de Rousseau,“ Launay and Bronislaw
Baczko, Rousseau er Faliérmtion sociale.‘7)

As for the second theme I have extracted from the Discourse, the idea
of private property, it should be sufficient to recall the famous statement
in the Discourse itself:

The first man who, having enclosed a piece of ground, bethought himself of
saying, This is mine‘ and found people simple enough to believe him, was the
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real founder of civil society. From how many crimes, wars and murders, from
how many horrors and misfortunes might not any one have saved mankind, by
pulling up the stakes, filling up the ditch, and crying to his fellows, ‘Beware of
listening to this impostor; you are undone if you once forget that the fruits of
the earth belong to us all, and the earth itself to nobody.’

It now remains for us to look at the third point: Rousseau’s analysis of
‘civil society’. But here a broader investigation is called for.

ROUSSEAU AND SMITH

I have already observed that the Discourse on Inequality contains a critique
of the division of labour and the transition from a subsistence economy
to an economy of productive development. This kind of question, which
(I think) is only just beginning to be appreciated in the literature on
Rousseau, undoubtedly represents a focal point for research on the
Genevan philosopher. What is unique in this respect in Rousseau’s posi
tion can be brought out quite clearly by comparing him with Smith. The
‘Early Draft’ of The Wealth of Nations, which was discovered and pub
lished for the first time in 1937, is presumed to date from 1763. In two
points at least it seems to give evidence of knowledge on Smith’s part of
the Dircourse on Inequality. Smith presents Rousseau’s argument that
inequality or difference in talents (which is very small, or almost non
existent, in the ‘state of nature’) must basically be considered as a product
of history and an effect of the development of the social division of labour,
and he presents it in almost the same terms. ‘In reality the difference of
natural talents in different men is perhaps,‘ he says, ‘much less than we
are aware of, and the very different genius which appears to distinguish
men of different professions when grown up to maturity, is not, perhaps,
so much the cause as the effect of the division of labour?“ If they had all
done the same work and performed the same functions, such a deep
differentiation of character and attitudes would not have occurred (Smith
uses the example of the porter and the philosopher). In evidence of this:
‘A much greater uniformity of character is to be observed among savages
than among Civilized nations.'"

From this initial point of contact, however, the two thinkers go in
opposite directions. For Smith the division of labour is the basic means

" Adam Smith, ‘An Early Draft ofPart of The Wealth afNa!ian.t (c. 1763)’, in William
Robert Scott, Adam Smilll ax Student and Prafmor, Glasgow, 1937, pp. 315-56, hem
inafter referred to as Draft. This quotation is from p. 341. “ ibid., p. 34.2.
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for increasing the productivity of human labour. Since the development
of this productivity is the essential condition for the improvement or
economic progress of a country (or strictly speaking ‘one’ of the two con
ditions, together with the one represented by the ratio between the people
in a nation who are occupied in useful or ‘productive’ labour and those
who are not), Smith makes the development of the division of labour
coincide with the development of human civilization. ‘What is the work
of one man in a rude state of society’, he says in The Wealth of Nations, ‘[is]
generally that of several in an improved one. In every improved society,
the farmer is generally nothing but a farmer; the manufacturer, nothing
but a manufacturer."°

Iron and corn are for him as for Rousseau the protagonists of historical
development. But there is a difference; whereas in Rousseau civilization
goes together with the ruin of the human race (‘it was iron and corn,
which first civilized men and ruined humanity’), for Smith the opposite is
true. Not that he does not see the shadows surrounding the light, for
Smith is no blind apologist for the rise of bourgeois society. In the Draft
he already recognizes the division into classes and ‘oppressive inequality‘.

In a Civilized Society the poor provide both for themselves and for the
enormous luxury of their Superiors. The rent, which goes to support the vanity
of the slothful Landlord, is all eamed by the industry of the peasant. . . .
Among savages, on the contrary, every individual enjoys the whole produce of
his own industry. There are a.|nong them, no Landlords, no usurers, no tax
gatherers.

For Smith the wage labourer or productive worker who

bears, as it were, upon his shoulders the whole fabric of human society, seems
himself to be pressed down below ground by the weight, and to be buried out
of sight in the lowest foundations of the edilice. . . . In a Society of an hundred
thousand families, there will perhaps be one hundred who don't labour at all,
and who yet, either by violence, or by the orderly oppression of law, employ a
greater part of the labour of the society than any other ten thousand in it. The
division of what remains, too, after this enom-nous defalation, is by no means
made in proportion to the labour of each individual. On the contrary those who
labour most get least."

But although he sees the deepening of social inequality, Smith is
absorbed above all by the idea of economic development. The division of

“' Adam Smith. Th: Wultlt afNuion.t, ed. Cannan, London, I961, p. a.
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labour determines such a great increase in wealth that, despite exploita
tion and inequality, the benelit becomes ‘general’ i.e. it extends to all
classes. He says that ‘a common day labourer in Britain or in Holland’
has not only more wealth and goods than ‘the most respected and active
savage’, but even in the case of the ‘lowest and most despised member of
Civilized society’, thanks to prodigious economic development, ‘his
luxury is much superior to that of many an Indian [i.e. North American
Indian] prince, the absolute master of the lives and liberties of a thousand
naked savages’.52

It is a fact that Rousseau did not even remotely perceive this problem
of development. ‘Rousseau,’ writes Iring F etscher, ‘who still adhered to
a completely undynamic view of economics, was convinced that one man’s
wealth arose directly from the impoverishment of another.’5" The Projet
de Constitution pour la Cone, Fetscher adds, clearly shows how ‘reaction
ary’ was his ‘economic plan’; and in fact Rousseau’s programme here
foresees a regression from a developed market economy to the economic
self-sufficiency of small tenant farming.“

Although Rousseau's France is in no way comparable to Smith's
England, which was already on the threshold or even at the take-off point
of the ‘industrial revolution’, and although the backwardness of French
society must be taken into account in an appreciation of Rousseau's
thought, it is well known that the first analysis of modern capitalism had
in fact been developed in France (although as Marx pointed out it still
wore a ‘veil of feudalism’) and that Rousseau had responded precisely to
this analysis — i.e. physiocracy - with a complete fin de non—m:ev0ir.
Henri Denis has shown, in particular, the distance between Q1esnay’s
contribution to the Encytlopédie and Rousseau’s articles on ‘Political
Economy’.“

Yet despite this insuperable limitation, it is true that from another point
of view Rousseau's argument does contain an analysis of ‘civil’ or bour
geois society. The comparison with Smith can be of service again here.
Smith attributes the division of labour to one of man's ‘innate’ attitudes.

The division of labour is, he says, ‘the necessary, tho’ very slow and
“ ibid., pp. 328 and 323.
" Iring Fetscher, ‘Roussau‘s Concepts of Freedom in the Light of his Philosophy
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gradual consequence, of a certain principle or propensity in human
nature’. This ‘propensity, common to all men, and to be found in no
other race of animals’ is ‘a propensity to truck, barter and exchange one
thing for another’.“

For Smith, these exchange or trading relationships provide the only
context in which a society truly conforming to the ‘nature’ of man, that
is bourgeois ‘civil’ society, can really develop. (‘Every man’, writes Smith
in Book I, Chapter 4, of The Wealth of Nations, ‘thus lives by exchanging,
or becomes in some measure a merchant, and the society itself grows to
be what is properly a commercial society.’) They are, as Smith saw clearly,
relationships based on selfish ‘interest’. Man, who has ‘almost constant
occasion for the help of his brethren’, would expect it in vain ‘from their
benevolence only’. ‘He will be much more likely to prevail if he can
interest their self-love in his favour, and show them that it is for their own
advantage to do for him what he requires of them.’ Smith adds: ‘It is not
from the benevolence of the butcher, the brewer and the baker that we
expect our dinner, but from their regard to their own interest. We address
ourselves, not to their humanity, but to their self love, and never talk to
them of our own necessities, but of their advantages.’“

The model of society that emerges from these pages is extremely im
portant. Relationships between men are relationships of interest, of
mutual ‘competition’. What unites men is not their ‘humanity’, a ‘co
operative’ or associational link but, on the contrary, the fact that each
makes the other into the ‘means’ or instrument for the satisfaction of his

own interests. ‘Society, as it appears to the economist,’ says Marx in the
Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844, ‘is civil society [die
biirgerliche Gesellschaft], in which every individual is a totality of needs
and only exists for the other person, as the other exists for him, insofar
as each becomes a mean for the other.’“‘ Further on, commenting on just
the passage of Smith which we have been looking at, Marx adds: ‘Division
of labour and exchange are the two phenomena in connection with which
the political economist boasts of the social character of his science and in
the same breath gives expression to the contradiction in his science — the
establishment ofsociety through unsocial, particular interests.’"

This contradiction, in which social relations — as commercial or trading
relations and therefore relations in which one man's gain is another man's
loss and vice vcrsa — are discovered to be ‘unsocial’ relationships, is

“ Dr-fl. pp. 338-9. " ibid._ p. 340.
“ Moscow, 1959, p. I19. " ibid., p. 12.4.
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resolved by Smith by the use of ‘philosophy’, that is by recourse to the
metaphysics of natural-law utilitarianism. Although each individual
pursues only his own interest, the ‘invisible hand’ of competition and the
market finally composes the conglomeration of conflicting private
interests, in the ‘harmony’ of the common and general interest. The only
power which can bring men together and make them relate to each other
is that of their ‘own good’, their individual advantage, their private
interests. But, Marx notes with irony,

each looks to himself only, and no one troubles himself about the rest, and just
because they do so, do they all, in accordance with the pre-established hannony
of things, or under the auspices of an all-shrewd providence, work together to
their mutual advantage, for the common weal and in the interests of all.“

A short aside, before going back to Rousseau. The plan of society
developed in Wealth of Nations is the same as that found in Kant. Com
petition is the basis of ‘civil society’. This form of society into which
‘nature’ forces the human species is the ‘only’ order which guarantees
human progress and civilization. Such are the fourth and fifth theses of
the Idea of a universal history’/itom a cosmopolitan point qfview (1784):

By this antagonism, I mean the unsotial sotiability (imgesellige Ceselligleeit) of
men; that is, their tendency to enter into society, conjoined, however, with an
accompanying resistance which continually threatens to dissolve this society.
The disposition for this lies manifestly in human nature. Man has an inclination
to socialize himself . . . He has, moreover, a great tendency to individualize him
self by isolation from others, because he likewise finds in himself the unsocial
disposition of wishing to direct everything merely according to his own mind;
and hence he expects resistance everywhere just as he knows with regard to him
self that he is inclined on his part to resist others. Now it is this resistance or
mutual antagonism that awakens all the powers of man, that drives him to
overcome all his propensity to indolence, and that impels him through the desire
of honour or power or wealth, to strive after rank among his fellow men — whom
he can neither bear to interfere with himself, nor yet let alone. Then the first
real steps are taken from the rudeness of barbarianism to the culture ofcivili7a
tion. . . . Without those qualities of an unsocial kind, out of which this antagon
ism arises — which viewed by themselves are certainly not amiable but which
everyone must necessarily find in the movements of his own selfish propen
sities — men might have led an Arcadian shepherd life in complete harmony,
contentment and mutual love, but in that use all their talents would have for
ever remained hidden in their germ. As gentle as the sheep they tended, such

'° Man, Capital, Vol. I, op. dt., p. 176.
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men would hardly have given for their existence a higher worth than belonged
to their domesticated cattle. Thanks be then to Nature for this unsociableness,
for this envious jealousy and vanity, for this unsatiable desire of possession, or
even of power! Without them all the excellent capacities implanted in mankind
by nature would slumber eternally undeveloped. Man wishes concord; but
Nature knows better what is good for his species, and she will have discord."

The argument could not be clearer. Firstly, ‘civil society’ is the society
of progress: ‘only in society, and precisely in that society in which there
is both the greatest liberty conjoined with a general antagonism of its
members, and on the other hand the strictest definition and security of
the limits of such liberty, so that it may coexist with the liberty of others‘
is there progress, that is the ‘further development of [man's] natural
capacities’." Secondly, the law of this progress is the law of competition:
‘in such a complete growth as the Civil Union’, Kant says, the com
petitive impulse of men gives the best results, for ‘it is with them as with
trees in a forest; for just because everyone strives to deprive the other of
air and sun, they compel each other to seek them both above, and there
they grow beautiful and straight, whereas those that in freedom and apart
from one another shoot out their branches at will, grow stunted and
crooked and awry’.“ Thirdly, this law of the forest is also the law which
moves civilization forward: ‘All the culture and art that adorn humanity,
and the fairest social order, are fruits of that unsociableness which is
necessitated of itself to discipline itself and which thus constrains man,
by compulsive art, to develop completely the germs of his nature.’“

I regret having to lean so heavily on quotations, but there is a part of
the preface to Nareisre (1752) where Rousseau replies to Kant thirty years
in advance. This passage contains the essence of Rousseau's critique of
modern bourgeois society.

Our writers all consider the chef d'oeuvre of the politics of our century to be
sciences, arts, luxury, commerce and other ties, which tightening the bond: of
roriety among men by penonal interest, place them all in mutual dependence,
and give them reciprocal needs . . . obliging each to concur in the good of others
to achieve his own. . . . These ideas are undoubtedly pleasant, and presented in
a favourable light. But, examining them tarefully and impartially, many draw
backs are to be found which modify the advantages at first apparent. For it is an
astonishing thing to have made it imponihlebor men to live together without being
rorutantly on their guard, ururping each other’: placer, deceiving, betraying and

" _Kant, Printiplel ofPaIiIiu, Edinburgh, 1391. PP- '°‘l ‘" Ibid., p. I1. " ibid., p. 13. H ibid.



Rousseau as Critic of ‘Civil Society’ 161

destroying each other! From now on we must guard against being seen for what
we are; for, where two men have common interests, a hundred thousand may be
opposed to them, and the only may to succeed is to deceive or ruin them all. Such is
the unhappy source of violence, betrayals, and all the horrors compelled by a
state of things in which every man who pretends to work for the fortune or
reputation of others, is trying only to lift his above theirs, at their expense.

This is evidently the exact opposite of the arguments advanced by
Smith and Kant. In Kant, we find praise of competition, of mutual un
sociability and the resulting desire for ‘honour, power and wealth’; in
Smith, praise of ‘commercial society’, where everyone can satisfy his own
needs, not by relying on the ‘humanity’ of others, but by interesting ‘their
self love in his favour’, and showing that ‘it is for their own advantage to
do for him what he requires of them.’ In Rousseau, on the other hand, we
find a critique of the very point on which this society tests, the division
and opposition of private interests; a critique of competition, in which one
man’s success is another man’s ruin; a critique of the general deceit
which must preside over these relations in which everyone, in order to
live, needs to bring others down for his own advantage. To complete the
examination of texts: Marx's 1844 Manuscript on Human Requirements

. and the Division of Labour opens with an unconscious return to
Rousseau’s critique:

. . . every person speculates on creating a new need in another, so as to drive
him to a fresh sacrifice, to place him in a new dependence and to seduce him
into a new mode of gratification and therefore economic ruin. Each tries to
establish over the other an alien power, so as thereby to find satisfaction of his
own selhsh need. The increase in the quantity of objects is accompanied by an
extension of the realm of the alien powers to which man is subjected, and every
new product represents a new potency of mutual swindling and mutual plun
dering.

I would like to attempt a provisional systematization of the series of
relations briefly analysed here. In Iring Fetscher’s essay (which seems to
me, I should add, to contain more new ideas than most recent studies of
Rousseau), the author draws attention to these two points: 1. that the
physiocratie thesis of the relationship between ‘private interests’ and
‘general or common interest’ is analogous, as we already know, to the
theory of‘harmony’ which Smith was to develop; 2. that precisely in this
thesis we should see Rousseau’s main reason for refusing to accept the
physiocrats’ arguments. Fetscher concludes on this point with the words
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that ‘Rousseau judged bourgeois society by moral categories, the physio
crats by economic categories.’“

There is some truth in this information, but only if it is correctly
understood. F etscher is basically saying: Rousseau rejected the physio
cratic doctrine of laimr-fair: because, given the ‘reactionary’ character
of his economic views, which deny ‘development’, he never believed that
free enterprise could produce a ‘general’ enrichment, but rather held that
the ‘individual’ always grew rich at the expense of his fellows; whereas
the physiocrats were for the greatest use of capital because, as the first to
assert that there was ‘economic development’, they saw its ability to
produce ‘general’ well-being.

The backward and backward—looking character of Rousseau’s economic
views is beyond question. In a fragment relating to the Social Contract he
even went so far as to state that ‘in everything depending on human
industry, it is essential to be careful to proscribe every machine and every
invention which might shorten labour, reduce the number of workers and
produce the same result with less trouble’. But if Rousseau’s views in this
field should certainly be rejected, it is also true that capitalist ‘economic
development’, though representing a ‘general’ advance of society, has
failed to produce the enrichment of all at cost to ‘none’, but has taken
place at the expense of the ‘wage labourer’ the ‘productive worker’ who
‘bears, as it were, upon his shoulders the whole fabric of human society’,
and, says Smith, is ‘pressed down below ground by the weight, and . . .
buried out of sight in the lowest foundations ofthe edifice’.

In the Physiocrats and in Smith, the phenomenon of impending
‘economic development’ obscures (without completely obliterating) class
differences and hence social inequality. On the other hand, Rousseau’s
insensitivity to the phenomenon of ‘development’ sharpens his dramatic
perception of the new ‘social inequality’ which is emerging and prevents
him from seeing the progressive significance of the rise of industrial
capitalism and the concomitant rise of bourgeois ‘civil society‘. Lastly,
Marx, who inherited the analysis of ‘economic development’ worked out
by Smith, and that of ‘social inequality’ developed above all in France,
l.|l1ll‘lCd and combined the two arguments. Capitalist development is
pregressive; it therefore advances the ‘whole’ of society. On the other
hand, if the modern wage labourer is indisputably better off and more
advanced than the savage described by Smith, it is also true that his
social condition is continually ‘getting worse’. This is not because of the

“ Fetscher, op. cit., p. 54.
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truth of the theory of the ‘absolute immiseration’ or secular impoverish
ment of the masses (which would contradict this recognition of ‘develop
ment’) it is, as Marx explains in typically Rousseauesque style, because
inequality and poverty are not measured by ‘absolute’ yardsticks, or in
terms of metahistorical, abstract needs, but ‘in relation’ and therefore
proportionally to the conditions and prospects of others.

An appreciable rise in wages presupposes a rapid growth of productive capital.
Rapid growth of productive capital calls forth just as rapid a growth of wealth,
of luxury, of social needs and social pleasures. Therefore, although the pleasures
of the labourer have increased, the social gratification which they afford has hzllen
in comparison with the increased pleasures of the capitalist, which are inaccessible
to the worker, in comparison with the stage of development of society in general.
Our wants and pleasures have their origins in society; we therefore measure
them in relation to society; we do not measure them in relation to the olzjects which
serve _h2r their gratification. Since they are of a social nature, they are ofa relative
nature.”

noussmu AS CRITIC or ‘civn. SOCIETY’

The critique centres on themes already stated in the preface to Narcisse.
The society arising out of the dissolution of patriarchal conditions of life,
under the impact of the division of labour and the development of private
property, ‘gave rise’ says the Discourse, ‘to a horrible state of war.’ All
the natural qualities which had previously lain unused and unawakened
now came into play. And, ‘these being the only qualities capable of
commanding respect, it soon became necessary to possess or affect them’.
Hence there arose the necessity of appearing to be what one is not. The
corrupt and deceitful man of modern ‘civil society’ was born.

To be and to seem became two totally different things; and from this
distinction sprang insolent pomp and cheating trickery, with all the
numerous vices that go in their train.

The cause of this corruption lies in the fact that relationships between
men are ‘exchange’ relationships, that is — as Rousseau explains with a
formulation similar to Smith's — relationships in which each individual
must make the others his ‘tools’, and in which, he

must now, therefore, have been perpetually employed in getting others to
interest themselves in his lot, and in making them, apparently at least, if not

" Marx, Wage labour and Capital, in Selected Wort: in one Volume, op. cit., pp.
84- 5.
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really, find their advantage in promoting his own. Thus he must have been sly
and artful in his behaviour to some, and imperious and cruel to others; being
under a kind of necessity to ill-use all the persons of whom he stood in need,
when he could not frighten them into compliance, and did not judge it his
interest to be useful to them."

These exchange relationships

inspired all men with a vile propensity to injure one another, and with a secret
jealousy, which is the more dangerous, as it puts on the mask of benevolence, to
carry its point with greater security. In a word, there arose rivalry and com
petition on the one hand, and conflicting interests on the other, together with
a secret desire on both of profiting at the expense of others. All these evils were
the first effects of property, and the inseparable attendants of growing in
equality.

According to the Discourse, from this permanent state of competition
and social conflict, ‘when men are forced to caress and destroy one
another at the same time; when they are born enemies by duty, and

'7 At this point the reader's attention should be drawn to an error shared by Rousseau
and Smith: the identification of the ‘division of labour’ and ‘exchange’. ‘Society’ and
‘social division of labour’ are the same thing. Living in society, in fact, means living
within a division of labour, where, unlike Robinson, who must do all his work himself,
everyone labours for others as they labour for him. This division of labour or ‘co-opera
tion' is inevitable in any society. And it naturally presupposes a ‘mutual dependence‘ of
all the members of the society, as if they were, for example, in an orchestra. The ‘par
ticular’ historical form of the social division of labour which is called ‘exchange’ and
presupposes ‘commodity’ production is quite a different matter. In this case the men
who attend to the different labours are independent ‘private’ producers, each of whom
decides on his own account how much of what to produce. Here the social bond, the
mutual integration of their labours is not immediate but is realized only indirectly,
through ‘exchange’ and the ‘market’. The social division of labour has the nature of
‘competition’ rather than co-operation. Mutual dependence tums into the dependence
of all on the ‘market’, whose workings escape the control of society. Smith always con
fuses the two, because for him the only possible society is the society of commodity
production, ‘commercial society’, the society of exchange (bourgeois society is for
Smith ‘natural’ society). Rousseau often if not always confuses them. The result is at
times that rather than criticizing the social relationships ‘of exchange’, he unwittingly
criticizes social relationships as such, the mutual connection and interdependence of
men. The critique of a ‘determinate’ organization of society then becomes the critique
of satin} in general. And Rousseau inevitably Finds himself driven, against his inten
tions, to counterpose life in solitude and life in society. This explains why the thesis
that Rousseau upholds ‘unsocial’ life, although it does his thought some injustice, still
has a certain foundation. It is my impression that some uncertainty about the relation
ship between ‘division of labour‘ and ‘exchange’ is also to be found in Mars.



Rousseau as Critic of ‘Civil S ooiety’ 165'

knaves by interest’, there arises the last of the stages of historical develop
ment summarized above. With their very security threatened, men draw
together to complete their socialization. Rousseau shows us the con
clusion of a ‘social contract’ between them. But the opportunity is
bungled. Rather than abolishing the state of competition and inequality,
the contract confirms and reinforces it with the power of ‘law’.

In Rousseau’s account, the expedient of the contract is thought up by
a rich man to the detriment of the poor. The former addresses the latter
as follows:

‘Let us join’, he said, ‘to guard the weak from oppression, to restrain the
ambitious, and secure to every man the possession of what belongs to him. . . .
Let us, in a word, instead of turning our forces against ourselves, collect them
in a supreme power which may govern us by wise laws, protect and defend all
the members of the association, repulse their common enemies, and maintain
eternal harmony among us.‘

The result, says Rousseau, was

the origin of society and law, which bound new fetters on the poor, and gave
new powers to the rich; which irretrievably destroyed national liberty, eternally
lixed the law of property and inequality, converted clever usurpation into un
alterable right, and, for the advantage of a few ambitious individuals, subjected
all mankind to perpetual labour, slavery and wretchedness.

The ‘strength of all’, the ‘public power’, is thereby placed at the
service of private property. It became the instrument legalizing each man
in the possession of his own — the rich of their wealth, and the poor of
their poverty. The law, the common rule, thus becomes ‘the law of
property and inequality’. ‘According to Rousseau’, Jacques Dehaussy
commented at Dijon,“ ‘this is the objective of all existing civil societies.
In effect they stabilize and give a legal status to inequalities originally
based on force, ensuring that they are allowed an almost indelinite legal
development.’ Dehaussy concludes:

For the rest, in transposing the dialectic of relations of forces from the
individual sphere to the collective sphere ofsocial classes, the Marxists, especially
Lenin, are saying nothing else when they see in the institutions of modem
‘bourgeois’ States (constitutions, laws, collective labour contracts, etc.), which
appear uninvolved in class struggle, the means for attenuating such struggles —
attenuations from which only the proper-tied classes gain.

“ Dijon, p. :16.
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Apart from these considerations, which support what I said at the
beginning, namely that while in the 1912 Rousseau celebrations the
dominant theme was Rousseau and Kant, in 1962 this was often replaced
by Rousseau and Marx, the section of the Discourse I have just examined
raises a serious problem of interpretation.

The Discourse on Inequality is generally taken to be a document of the
period in which Locke and his Treatise on Civil Government had their
greatest influence on Rousseau. On the other hand, the Social Contract is
taken to be evidence of a considerable shift by Rousseau towards the
thought of Hobbes, whom he had previously criticized in the harshest
terms. This view, strengthened by all Rousseau's declarations of esteem
and appreciation for Locke in the second Discourse, has been advanced
anew in one of the most important works produced since the Second
World War: R. Derathé's].-]. Rousseau et la science politique de son temps."
Now, though great caution is called for here, it seems to me that — irrespec
tive of how aware Rousseau may have been of it — the ‘evil contract‘
described in the Discourse has many features in common with the ‘com
pact’ which Locke makes the origin of ‘civil government’.

The men of the ‘state of nature’ are for Locke the holders of innate
‘original’ rights, ‘moral’ subjects who are already perfect and complete.
But as Polin7° says, Hobbes and Locke work from the same basic premise:
that man is really wicked and evil. Natural freedom, then, degenerates
into caprice and oppression. No one is secure in his own possessions.
Therefore men decide to give up a part of the limitless freedom which
they enjoyed in the ‘state of nature’ and to establish a common power,
which will guarantee each of them in the undisturbed exercise of his
rights, above all the ‘right of property’.

The basic features that emerge from this construction should at least be
noted.

(a) The social state arising out of the contract is the state of nature
itself, only confirmed and made compulsory by law. Positive laws con
secrate and strengthen natural rights, that is the rights of man ‘inde
pendent‘ of society. They protect but cannot violate them. Freedom is
the right to be separate from others, freedom ‘from’ society. When the
State invades the sphere of private rights, it loses its legitimacy and the
contract is broken (the right of resistance).

(b) The contract does not really create a ‘society’ but only a ‘State’.
More precisely, the society which is created by the contract is only a

" P-ris. I950. '° Polin, op. cit., p. 1435.
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‘formal’, juridical society, with no ‘real’ association at its base, no effective
community of interests, but only unsociability and the competition of
private interests. The unifying or common moment is no more than this:
that everyone agrees (the contract!) that, within the limits of the law,
everyone should pursue his own particular interests. The agreement,
therefore, the moment of ‘general’ or common will, is only ‘negative’: the
positive content is not general, but is constituted by individual or pre
social interests. ‘The community as such,’ says Polin, ‘can only exist, so to
speak, in a provisional way, in the act by which it acquires a government:
as a community it is unable to survive over time. Ultimately it is even
incapable of any will or act other than the will and act of acquiring a
government.“

(c) At the basis of this whole construction aimed at guaranteeing indivi
dual freedom by law, lies ‘property’, the property which for Locke is
always linked with liberty.

For Locke freedom is identical with the property of oneself: being free means
disposing of oneself without anyone having the right to violate or limit this
right. It is therefore clear that man, as master and proprietor of his own person,
. . . carries within himself the basis of his own property just as he carries the
power to establish it in fact.” . . . The right of property is the first right, the right
without which there would be no proprietors of other rights.” . . . The reader of
Locke has the impression that not only is property presented as the means to
liberty and the point of its application, . . . but that property is dearer to Locke’s
heart than liberty. Liberty, as he understands it, is the liberty of property which
incorporates the whole human person. In this sense it could be said that liberty
is defended to guarantee property and not vice versa. Liberty of property has
the advantage over the property of liberty."

(d) Freedom of property, which has now been found to be the basic
‘right of man’, for the protection of which Locke’s compact establishes a
society, is compatible only with ‘formal’ equality. Equality can only be the
equality of all ‘before the law’, that is the right ofall to be ‘free’ and hence
to dispose freely of their property - be they landowners, merchants,
bankers or mere workers who own only their labour power (Strand
Treatise, chapter 5, article 50). ‘Real’ equality, on the other hand, is in
compatible with freedom. Yet for its free development the latter requires
‘inequality of property’ and therefore competition: ‘an important obser
vation‘, Polin comments, ‘because it appears to condemn the concomitance

'” ibid., p. ao8. 7' ibid., p. 159.
7' ibid., p. 26o. 7‘ ibid., p. 181.
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of the ideals of liberty and equality — for liberty to appear, it does of
course require civil equality among individuals, but also at the same time
actual inequality of possessions’.7‘

Now it is enough to take a look at the Discourse on Inequality to see that
the main supports of this construction are already being criticized by
Rousseau. In the Discourse, the law is considered to be the guarantee of
private property; the ‘common rule’ of ‘civil law’ as mere means to re
inforce inequality and make it irrevocable. Moreover, Rousseau under
stands the ‘formal’, i.e. negative, character of the society established by
the contract (negative because free of general positive content).

Society consisted at first merely of a few general conventions, which every
member bound himself to observe; and for the performance of covenants the
whole body want security to each individual.

Rousseau further observes:

what particular interests have in common is so little that it never counter
balances what they have in opposition.

Certainly, in so far as Rousseau’s text combines in the same critique
two such different historical objects as ‘civil society’ proper on the one
hand, and the institutions of the arm"-en régimc on the other, it was in
evitable that the line of the Discourse should occasionally be ambiguous
and contradictory. Still, it seems to me that my anti-Lockean hypothesis
is shown to be not far from the truth, on the one hand by the increasingly
widespread awareness of the preparatory nature of the Discourse in
relation to the Contract (as against the traditional line of interpretation
which often contrasted the ‘liberal’ Rousseau of the earlier work to the
‘totalitarian’ Rousseau of the second); and on the other by the recognition
which seems to have prevailed definitively in recent years, of the seriousness
of the reasons — their ‘objective’ rather than merely ‘temperamental’
character — for Rousseau’s break with the liberalism (derived from Locke)
of even the most radical of the philosoplzcs, particularly his break with
Diderot.

On the last point, there is a very interesting and comprehensive essay
by Jean Fabre," which not only analyses the different philosophical
premises of the two thinkers (such for example as the opposition between

"‘ ibid., p. 174.

"‘Dcux fréru enncmis: Diderot ct Jun-]wquu' in Diderot srudin. Vol. III,
Otis Fellows and Gina May. Geneva, 1961, pp. 1554:],
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their concepts of ‘nature’ arising from the antithesis between Diderot’s
mechanistic materialism and Rousseau’s spiritualism)," but also stresses
their different attitudes towards society, demonstrating in particular that
with the passing of the years Diderot had increasingly felt ‘growing in
him to the point of obsession, that care for bourgeois worth and position
from which he had never been free’."

In Diderot Studies, Vol. III, we should also note G. R. Havens’ essay,
‘Diderot, Rousseau and the Discours sur l’ine'galz'te"7° (see also Havens’
article on the ‘Hardiesse de Rousseau’ in Europe, November—December
1961 — a special issue on the Genevan philosopher). In this essay a careful
comparison is made of the orientations of the two philosophers at the time
of the writing of the second Discourse, bringing to light in particular the
different view of the ‘natural man’ revealed by Diderot’s article on ‘Droit
naturel’°° (a view which, of course, remains entirely within the natural
law framework, and is influenced especially by Pufendorf). Among many
other points I cannot describe here, the author also notes Diderot’s
‘usually more conservative’“ attitude towards property.

On Rousseau’s relations with the philosop/zes, the best work is still the
old book by R. Hubert," but we should also note: J. Robert Loy’s essay,
‘Nature, Reason and Enlightenment: Voltaire, Rousseau and Diderot’
(which promises more in its title than it is able to fulfil);‘’‘' R. A. Leigh
(who is editing the new edition of the C orrespondance complete), on
‘Rousseau’s letter to Voltaire on Optimism’ (18 August 1756);“ and
finally, but only because it appeared in such a respectable place (it has
no intrinsic worth), Virgil W. Topazio’s essay, ‘Rousseau, Man of Con
tradictions“ (where for one thing it is surprising to find R. Mondolfo’s
work, Rousseau e la coscienza moderna, described as ‘recent’).

The truth is that the main reason for the break between Rousseau and
the philosopher is to be found in their differences of principle, and above
all, in their different attitude towards ‘civil society’. In an age in which all
the most advanced thinkers were interpreters of the rights and reasons of
rising bourgeois society, its prosperity and industry (and in France
struggled to give this new society adequate political forms), the

77 ibid., pp. 170-5. "" ibid., p. 195.
"' ibid., pp. 219-61. ‘° ibid., p. 251.
" ibid., p. 139. " Rousseau e!l'Encyclapldie, Paris, 1928.
"Studies on Voltaire and the Eigluenult Century, Geneva, 1963, Vol. XXVI, pp.

1085-107.
" ibid., Geneva, 1964, Vol. XXX, pp. 147-310.
" ibid., Geneva, 1961, Vol. XVIII, pp. 77-94.
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critique of ‘civil society’ in the Dixcourse irretrievably isolated Rousseau
from his contemporaries, and made his thought appear absurd and
paradoxical to them. Hume, Bordes, pére Castel, Dupan, Frederick 11,
Gauthier, Helvétius, Leboeuf, Turgot and d'Alembert were all agreed
that his work was a ‘mixture of eccentric parade and insincere sensational
ism’ (cf. Samuel S. B. Taylor, ‘Rousseau's Contemporary Reputation in
France’“). A standard vocabulary for Rousseau spread among his
contemporaries, and its most benevolent terms were: Diogénc, charlatan,
apétre a’: I'ignorance, esprit dc contradiction, homme paradoxe, ciniquc,
sophirte, misanthrope, etc." Even those who recognized his genius were
persuaded that his theses were the result of exhibitionism, no more than
artificial paradoxes made in bad faith. These paradoxes, Turgot wrote to
Hume, ‘seem to me as to you to be a game, a kind of tour de force of
eloquence . . . I think there is some charlatanry here on his part, rising
out of misguided self—love’. Lack of interest, incomprehension and silence
also greeted the Social Contract, which only began to be read after the
Revolution. (Taylor writes, ‘the myth that the Social Contract was
influential in undermining the ancien régimc and in precipitating the
Revolution has led a charmed life. It came into being with the French
Revolution itself. . .')°°

It is significant that this impression of paradox is also found in Kant’s
assessment. The first thing one feels on reading Rousseau, according to
him, is that one is in the presence of a rare intellectual penetration, a
force of nobility and genius and a soul full of sensibility. But ‘the im
pression which immediately follows is one of stupefaction caused by the
extraordinary and paradoxical views of the author. They are so far opposed
to what is generally thought that it is easy to suspect him of trying only
to display his extraordinary talent and the magic of his eloquence, of
wanting to appear the original who far outstrips his rivals in brilliance
with the startling and seductive novelty of his ideas.’”

But it should also be said that if Rousseau was not understood, this was
essentially a function of the extraordinary uniqueness of his historiatl
position. A critic of ‘civil society‘ in a period in which a critique could only
even begin to be developed by thinkers like James Steuart who, as
aristocrats at variance with the eighteenth century, were as Marx said on
‘firmer historical ground‘, Rousseau not only distinguished himself from

" ibid., Geneva, 1963, Vol. XXVH, pp. 1545-74.
'7 ibid., p. I551. ” ibid,_ P, 1563.
" V- Ddbol. [J P/u'luoplu': pntiqu dc Kant, Paris, 1926, p. H8.
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them but, despite the backwardness of his economic thought, was the
most resolute adversary of the nobility in his time. On the other hand,
although he was potentially linked by this aversion to the amien regime
with the radical intelligentsia, he dissociated himself from them, and was
hercely fought by them, over something which today must still seem a
paradox, and in a way a historical aberration: the anticipation — in the
eighteenth century — of the critique of the rising bourgeois society and its
‘social inequality’. Hence Rousseau’s extraordinary historical destiny: it
was no accident that he was execrated both by the ‘reactionary’ critics of
bourgeois society, such as Bonald, Joseph de Maistre, Seilliére and
Maurice Barres, and by the representatives of French nineteenth-century
liberalism, from Benjamin Constant to Hyppolite Taine, through Roycr
Collard, Lamartine and Barbey d’Aurevilly.

MAN'S LOSS OF NATURE, AND HIS TRUE SOCIALIZATION

The theme comes out clearly in Emile and the Social Contract. But it is
more easily understood by comparison with the ‘evil contract’ described
in the Dircourxe on Inequality. Starobinsl<i”° has a brief passage on this
contract which goes straight to the point:

Stipulated in inequality, the effect of the contract is to consolidate the privi
leges of the wealthy, and to give inequality the value of an institution: under
the guise of peace and right, economic usurpation becomes political power; the
rich safeguard their property with a right which did not previously exist, and
from then on they are the masters. This abusive contract is a caricature of the
true social pact.

The situation described by Rousseau is so far from fantasy that it
reappears precisely in The Wealth of Nationr: but with the difference that,
as he is arguing from the point of view of capital, Smith of course sup
ports ‘civil government‘.

Wherever there is great property, there is great inequality. For one very rich
man, there must be at least hve hundred poor, and the afiluence of the few
supposes the indigence of the many. The aliluence of the rich excites the
indignation of the poor, who are often both driven by want, and prompted by
envy, to invade his possessions. It is only under the shelter of the civil magis
trate that the owner of that valuable property, which is acquired by the labour
of many years, or perhaps of many successive generations, can sleep a single

'° Qaoled in Rousseau, En-in Polmwn, op. cit., pp. l.u'v-xv.
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night in security. . . . The acquisition of valuable and extensive property, there
fore, necessarily requires the establishment of civil govemment."

Rousseau’s opinion of this situation, in which ‘civil institutions’ arise
only to confirm the ‘state of nature’ and the unsocial character of private
interests, is that it makes man a ‘mixed’ creature, belonging at the same
time to ‘nature’ and to ‘society’, or rather, that it denatures man both too
much and too little. Too much, because it wrenches him from his primi
tive isolation and simplicity; too little, because, having taken from him his
first nature, it is unable to provide him with another which could make
him a social being in the full sense of the word. In Emile Rousseau writes:

He who wishes to keep the lirst place in the civil order for the feelings of
nature, does not know what he wants. Forever in contradiction with himself,
forever veering between his inclination and his duty, he can never be either man
or citizen. He can be no good to himself, or to others. He will be a man of our
ti.mes: a Frenchman, an Englislunan, a Bourgeois. He will be nothing.

The problematic of the ‘man of our time’ therefore lies in the fact that,
as Lowith has perceived," ‘the modern bourgeois is neither a citizen in
the sense of the ancient polis, nor a whole man’. He is two things in a
single person, belonging on the one hand to himself, and on the other to
the ‘civil order’. He is a man of individual and unsocial interests — a
bourgeois — and at the same time a member of the political community, a
citoyen.

In this diagnosis, all the deepest motifs of Rousseau’s thought recur
and intersect: (at) the idea that the man of the ‘state of nature’ is not a
‘man’, i.e. that the ‘state of nature’ is not already a ‘civil state’ in its own
right, merely lacking the safeguard of positive laws, but is only the
‘animal’ state; (b) the ida that in the motives that bring men to unite in
‘civil society’ (as Rousseau says in an attack on Diderot in the Geneva
Manustript, the first version of the Social Contract), ‘there is nothing
relating to the matter of reunion; far from proposing for themselves the
objective of a common happiness from which each may draw his own’
(note the critique of the purely formal or ‘negative’ nature of Locke's idea
of society), ‘the happiness of one is the unhappiness of another’ to the
extent that ‘instead of all moving towards the general good, they draw
closer together only in moving away from it’ (cf. Kant’s unguellige
Gexelligl-eitl); (e) the idea that therefore ‘it is untrue that in the state of

" Wulllr afNuionJ, Vol. II, p. 103.
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independence, reason brings us to agree to the common good’ (one again
thinks of Smith, the Physiocrats and Mandeville); (d) the idea that ‘this
supposed social treaty, dictated by nature (and favoured by the natural
law school), is nothing but a mirage’ — because ‘if the notions of the great
Being and natural law were innate in the minds of all, there be no point
at all in expressly teaching either’.

But finally, the decisive theme which emerges is that, precisely because
society is not decreed a priori by any ‘natural’ transcendental law, but is
on the other hand the only way in which man can really become ‘man’, it
must start as an ‘artificial’ or ‘moral body’ consciously instituted by men,
and therefore as a radically new order, in relation to the state of nature
(and Kant’s law of the forest), in which man is organically integrated with
his whole being and his will. In Emile, Rousseau says:

The man of nature is everything to himself; he is the numerical entity, the
absolute whole . . . Civil man is only a fraction of a whole, his value lying in his
relation to t.he whole, which is the social Body. Good social institutions are those
which best strip man of his nature, taking away his absolute existence to give
him a relative one, and transferring his relf into a common unity; so that each
individual no longer believes himself to be one, but a part of a unit, and is no
longer aware except in the whole.

As Burdeau has correctly observed,“ in the century of Diderot, Hel
vétius and Holbach, such language could not but appear ‘extravagant’.
And yet, however little the situation today may have changed in this
respect, if one thinks about it a little, the opposite assumption to Rouss
eau’s seems much more extravagant: that a ‘society’ can be built while
private interests remain ‘dissociated’. To create a society is to create a
common interest, an association or real socialization of interests. If the
common interest is restricted to the agreement or contract by which all
agree that each shall follow his own private interests, society does not
exist (it is only ‘formal’), and the socialization of man has not taken place:
he has remained in the ‘state of nature’ with the sole addition of the safe
guard of the State.

This is the basic originality of Rousseau’s ‘contract’. As Burdeau
writes,“

the Sotial Contract is not the circumspect undertaking, the procedural
bargaining, which it was in his predecessors and especially in Locke. It is not

“ Dijon, p. 221. “ ibid., p. 223.
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a matter, by the pact, of giving up some pre-existing rights in order to con
solidate others. From the moment in which he enters society, man alienates all
previous rights without restriction.

The pact, in other words, is not there to ‘safeguard’ the ‘natural man’,
but to wrench him from that state; to integrate him into society and
alienate him entirely to it; in short, to socialize him, to make a new being
of him, a ‘social being’ — ‘instead ofa stupid and unimaginative animal,
an intelligent being and a man’. According to the Conlratt,

he who dares to undertake the making of a people's institution ought to feel
himself capable, so to speak, of changing human nature, of transforming each
individual, who is by himself a complete and solitary whole, into part of a
greater whole from which he in a manner receives all his life and being; of
altering man’s constitution for the purpose of strengthening it; and of sub
stiruting a partial and moral existence for the physical and independent existence
nature has conferred on us all.

It is a fact that Rousseau sees this ‘socialization’ essentially in moral
and political terms, not yet in economic ones; he sees it as giving rise to
the volonté génirale and the 101' commun, but not to the socialization of
property too. As Jacques Dehaussy has observed,” this would seem to be
a ‘weakness in logic’. But ifone understands the real historical conditions
in which Rousseau lived and thought, one also understands that this
‘weakness in logic’ stems not so much from the limitations of his own
subjective logic as from an objective historical limitation inevitable in his
times, i.e. from the impossibility, in the conditions of eighteenth-century
France, ofthinking concretely ofa solution of that kind.

In fact, if one thinks seriously of the ‘problem of jean-Jacques’, it is
diHicult to escape the impression that everything which we see today as a
‘limitation’ of his thought is an inevitable consequence of what on the
other hand constitutes his greatest ‘merit’: the extraordinary foresight
with which, while historical conditions were not yet ripe, he sketched the
first and basic chapters of a ‘critique of modern bourgeois society’.
Rousseau's ‘organicism’, his cult of the ancient republican ‘virtues’, the
exemplary value he accords the palis, and his ‘patriotism’ too, are of course
solutions drawn from the ‘past’, and as such, incapable of giving an
answer to the problems of modern ‘civil society’. But in the eyes of
historical consideration they are in a sense compensated for, and their
meaning salvaged, by the fact on the one hand that Rousseau seized on

“ ibid., p. 140.



Rousseau as Critic of ‘Civil Society’ 175

them in a period when the objective conditions for realistically seeking a
solution ‘in advance’ did not yet exist, and on the other hand, that
behind the inadequacy of these old solutions there still flourish new
rubrics for an analysis of modern society.

The prime example of this is the much-debated chapter on ‘civil
religion’ in the Contract. At first sight, if taken literally, it seems to be (as
in part, of course, it is) a desperate attempt to reproduce in modern con
ditions the ancient unity of religion and politics. A more careful examina
tion, however, shows it to be the birthplace of the analysis of the relations
between Christianity and modern ‘civil society’ (the relationship which
— after Marx — Weber, Troeltsch and Lowith synthesized in the concept
of ‘Christian-bourgeois’ society); or, which is the same thing, the birth
place of the modern duality of citoyen and bourgeoix.

CHRISTIANITY AND POLITICS

Rousseau’s analysis develops out of one of the most important historical
problems of the Enlightenment: the question of the part played by the
rapid diffusion of Christianity in the fall of the Roman Empire. The
advent of Christianity, says Voltaire in his Essai sur les moeurs (chapter I I),
led to there being more monks than soldiers in the Empire. Divided by
the most absurd ‘theological disputes‘, these monks yet united to fight
the old religion — ‘a false, ridiculous religion, no doubt, but one beneath
which Rome had marched from victory to victory for six centuries’.
Therefore,

Scipio‘s descendants having become controversialists, bishoprics being more
solicited than triumphal crowns had been, personal consideration having left
the Hortensius and Ciceros for the Cyrils, the Gregorys and the Ambroses,
everything was lost; and if there is anything to be astonished by, it is the fact
that the Roman Empire survived even a short time longer.

The motifs in this analysis - which are completely lacking from Mon
tesquieu‘s Considérations rur [es mum de la Grandeur dos Romain: 2! dc
[cur decadence — had already been partly anticipated by Pierre Bayle in his
Penréex sur la raméle (para. 141). The Christian religion, he says, which
urges us to sulTer insults, to be humble, to love our neighbour, seek peace
and return good for evil, is quite incapable of producing good soldiers,
just as all the principles of the Gospel are ill-suited to governing the
public good.
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These arguments were criticized and rejected by Montesquieu in De
l’Esprir des Lair, Book XXIV, chapter 6 (‘Mr Bayle, after having abused
all religions, endeavours to sully Christianity: he boldly asserts that true
Christians cannot form a govemment of any duration’). Only with Vol
taire did they acquire their full polemical strength and sharpness. The
civil dissension and argumentative spirit introduced into the ancient
world by l’Infa‘me were the cause of the ruin of the Empire; but they could
not have done so much harm had not Christianity brought with it, on
the one hand, the destructive principle of the separation of man from
terrestrial things and therefore also from the prosperity of the re:
publim (‘Christianity', Voltaire says, ‘opened Heaven, but it lost the
Empire’); and on the other hand, the tendency for the Church to turn
itself into a State within a State.

In the ‘English Voltaire school’ (to use Eduard Fueter's historio
graphical categories) this interpretation culminated in Gibbon’s Decline
and Fall ofthe Roman Empire (1776), in which the problem is no longer
treated in passing or in an epigrammatic manner, but at length and as a
central theme of research. But in both Voltaire and Gibbon, the critique
of Christianity is conducted in the name and from the point of view of
‘civil society‘, in whose progress they identihed the economic and moral
progress of modern Europe and its ‘improvement’. In Rousseau, how
ever, although he has some motives broadly similar to those of Bayle and
Voltaire, a different and more complex analysis is covertly coming into
being.

The common critiail ideas are those connected with the theme that
Christianity is not of this world, as Rousseau repeatedly states in the
Geneva Manuscript.

Christianity is a wholly spiritual religion which removes men from worldly
things. The fatherland of the Christian is not of this world. He does his duty,
it is true: but he does it with a deep indifference to the success of what he under
takes. Little does it matter to him whether things go well or ill down here: if
the State is strong, he modestly enjoys the public welfare; if the State is in
decline, he blesses the hand of God which burdens his people.

And again:

Christianity preaches only servitude and dependence. The spirit of Chris
tianity is too favourable to tyranny for it not to beneht from it. True Christians
are made to be slavs. They know it and are undisturbed; this short life has
too little value for them.
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The aspects of Christianity most strongly attacked by Voltaire (who
derived his view of the world from the English empiricists and deists) are
the fantastic superstructures with which fanaticism, theological sectarian
ism, superstition and credulity have encrusted it, thus placing it in
contradiction — in ‘this’ form - with the causes of the progress of society.
In Rousseau’s argument, however, the ideal term is not modern ‘civil
society’, but It noeud et l'um'te' an Corps moral which a true society must
have in order to call itself such: he finds this not in modern conditions

but in the ‘patriotism’ of the ancients (Sparta, Rome).
This different slant to the argument is already very clear in the Geneva

Manuscript and the Social Contract, but it emerges especially sharply in
two letters to Usteri on 30 April and 18 July 1763:

The patriotic spirit is an exclusive spirit which makes us look on everyone
but our fellow citizens as strangers, and almost as enemies. Such was the spirit
of Sparta and Rome. The spirit of Christianity on the contrary makes us look
on all men as our brothers, as the children of God. Christian charity will not
allow of odious differences between the compatriot and the foreigner, it is
neither good to make republicans nor warriors, but only Christians and men;
its ardent zeal embraces indifferently the whole human race. Thus it is true
that Christianity is in its very sanctity contrary to the particular social
spirit.

The ideas are still to some extent those of Bayle and Voltaire; the
emphasis here falls on the consequences for the aims of the government of
worldly things of Christianity’s orientation towards transcendence. Yet,
setting aside the tone of religious seriousness which seems despite every
thing to be present even in these polemical pages, an idea is laboriously
sorting itself out in Rousseau’s text which seems to me to be quite new
and which would have been unthinkable for Voltaire and the philosopher
as a whole: it is the antithesis between cosmopolitanism and local society,
or to follow his text more closely, between ‘general’ society and ‘particu
lar’ society. Christianity is not only contrary to ‘the particular social
spirit‘ because it is otherworldly, but because its otherworldliness is in
itself another ‘society’.

Wider society, human society in general, is bued on humanity, on universal
well-doing. I say and l have always said that Christianity is favourable to the
latter. But particular societies, political and civil societies, have a quite different
principle: they are purely human establishments, and consequently true
Christiarury separates us from them, as from all worldly things.
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This ‘abstract’ general society, which potentially includes the whole
human race and — as the first of the Lettres dc la monmgnc says — makes
Christianity the ‘universal social institution’, is what Rousseau now
understands (by contrast with Voltaire) to be the complement and the
very basis of modern ‘civil society’, i.e. of that intrinsic dissociation by
which men live ‘both in the liberty of the state of nature and subject to
the needs of the social state‘. The ‘ideal’ society for Christianity, accord
ing to the Geneva Manuscript, is the very same ‘natural and general
society’ discussed by natural-law theory (‘the ideas of natural right and
the common fraternity of all men have spread rather late and progressed
so slowly in the world that only Christianity has sufficiently generalized
them’). And this ‘abstract’ general society, placed above particular or
‘real’ society, is only the expression of the internal contradiction which
separates modern man into bourgeois and citoym, making him on the one
hand, the member of an imaginary or unreal ‘community’, and on the
other, the egoistic and unsociable individual of the terrestrial world.
(‘Hence', says Rousseau, ‘we see what we should think of the supposed
cosmopolitans who justify their love for their country by their love for
the human race, and boast of loving all the world, so that they may have
the right of loving no one.’)

There is no point here in trying to drag from Rousseau‘s text more
delinite meanings than it can reasonably give us. The problem is only
embryonic here; the investigation still in its initial stages. But it is still a
fact that the ‘general society‘, the ‘human society in general‘, which he
sees Christianity as establishing, shifts with Rousseau from a debate
about the causes ofthe ruin ofthe anciety world, and enters the horizon of
a new problematic. Ltiwith, who has understood that ‘Rousseau‘s writings
contain the first and clearest description of the human problematic of
bourgeois society‘, has also seen this diI"l'erence of context. He affirms that
Rousseau‘s argument about ‘civil religion’ starts from the statement that
‘Christianity separated religion from politics, and proclaimed a heavenly
kingdom superior to all earthly realms‘; he understands the link between
this religious problematic and the division of modern man into lmurgeoir
and ciroym. Understanding this, he makes it possible for us to understand
that the place in which this aspect of Rousseau‘s thought can be found in
its highest and most mature form is in Marx’s The jcmish Quexlion (for
obvious reasons, we cannot deal here with the contributions of Hegel and
Feuerbach, imponant though they are).

The ‘abstract’ general society of Christianity is the very same politial
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or ‘celestial’ sphere (celestial in its separation from real ‘economic’ society)
of which Marx speaks in this text of 1843, analysing the liberal-democratic
Constitutions produced by the French Revolution:

The difference between the religious man and the citizen is the dilference
between the shopkeeper and the citizen, between the day labourer and the
citizen, between the landowner and the citizen, between the living individual
and the citizen. The contradiction between the religious and political man is the
same as that between bourgeoir and citoyen, between the member of civil society,
and his political lion slain."

Marx continues:

. . . man leads a double life, a heavenly and an earthly life, not only in thought
or consciousness but in actuality. In the political community he regards himself
as a communal being; but in civil society he is active as a private individual, treats
other men as means, reduces himself to a means and becomes the plaything of
alien powers. . . . The members of the political state are religious by virtue of the
dualism between individual life and species—life, between the life of civil society
and political life. They are religious inasmuch as man regards as his true life the
political remote from his actual individuality, inasmuch as religion is here the
spirit of civil society expressing the separation and withdrawal of man from
man. Political democracy is Christian in that it regards man — not merely one
but every man — as sovereign and supreme. But this means man in his uncivilized
and unsocial aspect, in his fortuitous existence, and just as he is, corrupted by
the entire organization of our society, lost and alienated from himself, oppressed
by inhuman relations and elements — in a word, man who is not yet an actual
species-being" [that is a truly social being].

This is obviously not the place to go into the analysis of an argument
which is, as one might suspect, rather complex. The connection between
Christianity and bourgeois society is, however, a central (if unexplored)
theme in all Marx's work, from the Manuscript: to Capital, from The
Jewish Quertion to T/ieorier of Surplur Value. Here it is only important to
note the persistence in Marx of the original Rousscauan problematic — a
persistence which, I would almost say, is the stronger for the ignorance
he always reveals of his enormous debt to the great Genevan. Man ‘in his
uncivilized aspect’, man ‘corrupted by the entire organization of our
society’, is the very man ofthe ‘state of nature’ who sun'ives, according to
Rousseau, within modern ‘civil society’, for the latter has been unable to
‘denature’ him to the point of giving him a new nature. The dissociation

" Writing: ofthe Young Marx, ed. Fasten and Guddat, op. cit., p. 226.
"’ ibid., pp. 125 and 131.
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of this man, his duplication into bourgeois and citojcn, the double earthly
and heavenly life he leads, are the result of the merely abstract, formal or
‘negative’ character of the society that emerges out of the ‘evil contract’.
All equal and all members of the political ‘community’ as parties to the
original agreement or contract, men in this way establish, however, only
an abstract or a heavenly community, because their agreement does not
represent an effective socialization of their interests and wills but only
tends to guarantee them the mutual ‘dissociation’ and separation of the
‘state of nature’.

In other words, society is born to confirm the ‘rights of man’ ‘before’
society, that is the rights directly invested in him by the transcendental, in
that all are ‘sons of God’ before they are sons of the ‘real’ society to which
they belong: so that the contract establishes not a real society but only a
‘State’ to protect the competition and struggles of private interests.

The model of the ‘Declaration of the Rights of Man’, as Jellinek has
shown," is the Christian idea that all men, as creatures of God, are born
equal. Through this ‘Declaration’, the Civiras Dei on earth has become
the social contract, and the Christian creature has been converted into the
‘natural man’ whose civil liberty ‘from’ society must be guaranteed by the
State. Marx writes:

Thus none of the so-called rights of men goes beyond the egotistic man, the
man who, in bourgeois society, is separated from the community and withdrawn
into himself, his private interest and his private choice, and separated from the
community as a member of civil society. Far from viewing man in his species
being, his species-life itself — society — rather appears to be an external frame
work for the individual, limiting his original independence. The only bond
between men is natural necessity, need and private interest, the maintenance of
their property and egotistic persons."

POPULAR SOVEREIGNTY

AND THE CRITIQUE OF REPRESENTATION

It now remains to say something about two central concepts of political
theory developed in the Contract: the concept of sovereignty and the
critique of parliamentary representation. The decisive position — further
confirmed by some of the more recent studies I have been able to examine
— still seems to me to be that of Otto von Gierke in his clasic work, The

" Di: Ertldrung in Mnutlim-and-Birga-nrlue, Munich, I927.
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Development of Political theory (On the life and work of johmmes AIthus—
ius).1°° The old natural—law the'ory presupposed a double contract: the
one by which men agree to unite to regulate their safety and preservation
by common consent, which is the pactum socieratis; and the pactum sub
jmionis, by which, after their agreement, they transfer power to the
hands of the sovereign. This ‘dualistic’ position, adopted by Pufendorf
and continuing to Locke, was rejected by Hobbes and Rousseau from
opposing points of view. Hobbes eliminated the pactum societatis, sub
suming it wholly into that of domination, so that ‘when the State is
instituted the whole personality of the people is merged in the person of
the sovereign ruler, be it the natural person of one man or the artificial
person of an assembly’, with the result that the people now become a
person, that is a subject, only through and ‘in’ the person of the sovereign,
while ‘without him it is a mere multitude, and hence it cannot be re
garded as the “subject” of any right against the ruler’.‘°1 Rousseau, on
the contrary, resolves the dualism by doing away with the pactum sub
jectionis, that is by attributing sovereignty wholly and exclusively to the
people and transforming the ‘institution of government’ — which was
originally a pact between the people and the sovereign — into a mere
‘commission’, not even a bilateral relationship, by which the sovereign
(in this case the people themselves), requires that certain officials or
‘commissars’ subordinate to it exercise various functions.

A multitude of historical references and connections can clearly be
developed on the basis of the formulation of the problem by Gierke. It
enables us to locate the central point which, despite their opposing
positions, links Hobbes and Rousseau: the fact that with them a unified
and complete concept of ‘sovereignty’ became possible for the first time.
This concept was absent in Locke, as Harold Laski in particular has
stressed?” indeed it was absent in the whole traditional natural—law
position, in which the centres of power and decision are always formally
at least double, the sovereign ‘and’ the people, and in reality infinite,
given that the hctitious generality of the people is in turn composed of
innumerable individuals, all holding innate and inalienable natural rights.
(On the medieval genesis of the modern liberal conception of the limits of
power, sce C. H. Mcllwain’s classic worl<).“”

W’ V. Gierkc, op. cit. “" ibid., p. 96.
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In this respect it can be said that, just as no study of Rousseau can
avoid taking a position on the problem of his relation to Hobbes, so
conversely, Rousseauesque elements‘seem somehow to reverberate, with
an enlivening effect, on the study of the evolution of Hobbes’s political
thought. Warrender‘°‘ notes, for example, that ‘particularly in his earlier
writings Hobbes appears almost to have foreshadowed Rousseau’s theory
of the General Will’. Davy has also developed a similar position in his
long essay in the proceedings of the Dijon seminar (‘Le Corps politique
selon le “Contrat social” de  Rousseau et ses antecedents chez
Hobbes’). Davy, who lays great stress on the modifications made in
Hobbes’s original theory by the addition of chapter 16 of Leviathan,
states that ‘the key idea of the early Hobbes was realistic and democratic
in the sense of direct democracy, as the De Cive, after the Elements,
expressly specihes’.‘°‘ He also notes — though the observation is not new,
it is even to be found in the pages devoted to Hobbes by Friedrich
Meinecke in Maehiavellism — that Hobbes makes a distinction between
‘right of nature‘ and ‘law of nature’; a distinction which with some un
certainties in terminology is to be found later in Rousseau too, making no
small contribution to the crisis he induced in natural-law thought (on
Hobbes it is also important to read the relevant chapter of C. E. Vaughan's
old book, The History afPoIitital Philosophy before and after Rou::eau‘°°).

In the same way, the link between The Social Contrart and Hobbes is
also stressed by Polin,‘°" who notes that Rousseau's thesis that popular
sovereignty is so ‘absolute’ as to be able to infringe the law it has itself
made, derives from the De Cive. It should, however, be added that Polin
himself is to be congratulated on having opportunely set limits in this
direction, by showing that Hobbes’s concept, developed between 1642
and 1651, of the sovereign as a ‘person’ ‘representing’ the rights and
strength of individuals,“ is en route for the theory of translatio or con
tenio, which came to maturity in the liberal theory (therefore in Locke
rather than Rousseau) of political ‘representation’.

To go back to Gierke, the value of his interpretation is that, despite all
his intense resistance to Rousseau’s thought, he resolutely picked out the
two key concepts of The Social Cayman: the distinction between sovereign

'°‘ The Poluiml Philoroplq of Hobbes, Oxford, 1957, pp. 129-30.
'°' Diyan, p. 73.
'°‘ Manchester, I915, reprinted New York, 1960.
"'7 ll. Polin. Poliliqur el philotnphie the.-. Tlumm Hoblm, Paris, I953, p. 143.
“‘ ibid., pp. :3: fl’.
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and government and the theory of popular sovereignty. The first point,
following directly from Rousseau’s repudiation of the pactum sulzjertionis
(‘there is only one contract in the State’, says Rousseau, ‘and that is
association: it excludes all others. No public contract can be imagined
which would not violate the first.’), amounted to a real revolution in the
field of political theory, as Gierke clearly recognizes, In fact, it implies
that the government no longer appears as the ‘receptacle’ of a sovereignty
transferred to it by the people (as is the case in Locke), but as a mere
executive organ, or precisely, a ‘commission’. As The Social Contract says,

. . . the basis of goverrunent [is] often wrongly confused with the sovereign,
whose minister it is. . . . It is simply and solely a commission, an employment, in
which the rulers, mere officials of the sovereign, exercise in their own name the
Power of which it makes them depositories. This power it can limit, modify or
recover at pleasure.

And here, Gierke comments, the ‘true basic concept’ of Rousseau’s
doctrtne, ts developing, the concept

from which there followed all the propositions first announced by him and
unheard before. For the destruction of the contract of rulership cleared the way
for the destruction of every right of the ruler; and from the permanent and
absolute omnipotence of the assemblage of the people, suspending the executive
power and the whole jurisdiction of government as soon as it is assembled, he
developed his programme of permanent rcvolution.‘°'

The second point — that Rousseau affirms the sovereignty of the people
to be ‘inalienable’, ‘untransferable’ and ‘indivisible’ — results in the
radical critique in the name of ‘direct democracy’ of the representative
State or parliamentary Government. The Contract states:

Sovereignty, for the same reason as makes it inalienable, cannot be repre
sented; it lies essentially in the general will, and will does not admit of repre
sentation: it is either the same, or other; there is no intermediate possibility. The
deputies ofthe people, therefore, are not and cannot be its representatives: they
are merely its stewards, and can carry through no definitive acts. Every law the
people has not ratified in person is null and void — is in fact, not a law. The
people of England regards itself as free; but it is grossly mistaken; it is free
only during the election of members of parliament. :\s soon as they are elected,
slavery overtakes it, and it is nothing. The use it ttukes of the short moments of
liberty it enjoys shows indeed that it deserves to lose them.

”‘ v. (iierle, op. cit., p. 98.
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It is not particularly difficult now to understand the meaning of these
theses of Rousseau’s. The theory of popular sovereignty as inalienable and
indivisible, carries with it the abolition of the pactum subjectionis as the
transmission of sovereignty from the people to the government; the
elimination of this contract of domination implies in its turn the down
grading of government from the ‘supreme power’ it was traditionally
understood to be to a mere ‘commissarial’ organ of the people. The
meaning of the theory, in short, is that of a direct resumption, on the part
of society, of the power or sovereignty which, in natural-law contractual
ism, was alienated to the separate and independent sphere of ‘politics’.
This resumption—signifying in fact the suppression of the division between
civil ‘society’ and civil ‘government’, or ‘civil’ society and ‘political’ society,
between society and State and therefore between bourgeois and citoyen — is
expressed on the one hand inthe unification (against the ‘division of powers’)
of government and parliament, of executive and legislature; and on the
other, in their ‘common reduction’ to mere ‘commissions’ or ‘working’
functions, which society not only requires some of its members to do (in
the same way as with all other work functions), but which are carried out
on behalf of and under the direct control of the mandators (the theory of
the mandat impirati/') who retain full power to effect their immediate
‘recall’.

The necessary conclusion is that the meaning of the ‘new pact’ found
ing society, the ultimate development to which all the theory of The
Social Contract tends, literally constitutes the need for the abolition or
‘withering away of the State’. Society is a true ‘society’ when it is the
expression of the ‘general will’, of a real socialiution, a real common
interest; but the overcoming of the dissociation of private interests simul
taneously implies the annulment of the ‘civil government’ or State,
whose birth is connected, as we have seen, to the need to confirm and
guarantee social inequality. The meaning of the theory is this. As for
the fact that Rousseau nevertheless continued to speak of the Etar, it can
only be explained (and A. D. Chajutinis's article, Zur politirchen Tn
minalogie ].-]. Roumau:,"° is useless in this respect) by the fact that he
was using State in the sense ofthe rivirar of antiquity, or, as _l.-]. Cheval
lierl“ observed at Dijon, that ‘strictly, in the author's terms, the State is
the congregation of mbjem, or rather the people’ and it is the people
precisely insofar as it observes the norms it has set down for itself.

"' IN’.-w Brilnigr an Lmnlur J.-r .4ufHA‘rung, Berlin, I964, pp. ar5 H’.
‘“ Dyan, p. :94.
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Let us take the argument to its furthest conclusion. My thesis is that
‘evolutionary ‘political’ theory, as it has developed since Rousseau, is
already foreshadowed and contained in The Social Contract; or to be
more explicit, that so far as ‘political’ theory in the strict sense is con
cerned, Marx and Lenin have added nothing to Rousseau, except for the
3““lY5lS (which is of course rather important) of the ‘economic bases’ for
the withering away of the State.

The immediate verification of this is to be found in the Critique of
Hegel’: 'PhiIoxoph_y of Right’. Although it was presumably written by
Marx in 1843, and therefore several years before the real birth of ‘his
torical materialism’, this work already contains the essential outlines of
all his later political theory: (a) the announcement of the ‘dissolution
(/‘hf./‘l<'7'5I471g) of the State’“2 at the same time as the ‘dissolution of civil
society’ (the fall of one implying the fall of the other and vice versa);
(b) the critique of Parliament as the ‘people in miniature’ — a concept
reminiscent, critically, of Junius Brutus’s epitome regni or, still better, of
Nicolas of Cusa’s maxim that the assembled representatives substitute for
the whole people in mm tompemiio repraesentativo;”3 (c) the recognition
of the contradiction inherent in parliamentary representation (‘the con
tradiction’, Marx says, ‘appears to be double: I. Formal. The delegates
_of civil society are a society whose members are connected by the form of
instruction or commission with those who commission them. They are
formally commissioned, but once they are actual they are no longer com
missioned. They are supposed to be delegates, and they are not. 2. Material
[This is] in regard to the interests. Here, we find the opposite of the
formal contradiction. The delegates are commissioned to be representa
tives of public affairs, but they really represent particular affairs’);
(d) the substitution of representation as a ‘working function’ for repre
sentation in the ‘political’ sense (Marx says that ‘here, the legislature is a
representation in the same sense in which every function is representa
tive. For example, the shoemaker is my representative in so far as he
fulfils a social need . . . representative not by virtue of something other
than himselfwhich he represents, but by virtue of what he is and does.’)‘“

A further verification for my thesis of the essential dependence of
Marxist ‘political’ theory on Rousseau is to be found in Marx’s work on
The Civil War in Frame, where he analyses the experience of the Paris

'" l\‘lan, The Critique of Ilrgrl'i ‘Pliiloioplq afkiglu‘, op. cii., p. izi.
"’ cf. v. Git.-rke, op. cil., pp. 143-4.
in Man, Cn'n'¢u: a/'Ilrgrl'i '(.‘rm4u ofR:glu', op. cii., pp. I1] and ii9—ao.
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Commune, and its non—State character. He emphasizes that ‘the Com
mune was to be a working, not a parliamentary, body, executive and legis
lative at the same time’, and that this required that ‘each delegate’ was ‘at
any time revocable and bound by the mandat impéranf [formal instruc
tions] of his constituents’; concluding that in these new conditions, ‘in
stead of deciding once in three or six years’ — remember Rousseau on the
English parliament! — ‘which member of the ruling class was to misrepre
sent (ver— und ztrtretcn) the people in Parliament, universal suffrage was to
serve the people, constituted in Communes, as individual suffrage serves
every other employer in the search for the workmen and managers in
his business."” Concepts, these, which, as we know, were not only
repeated word for word by Lenin in State andRcvo1ution (cf. particularly
the chapter on the ‘Abolition of parliamentarism'), but which, while
(except, I repeat, for the analysis of the ‘economic foundations’ of the
withering away of the State) they exhaustively summarize the significance
and implications of Marxist ‘political’ theory, nonetheless still clarly
remain within the horizons of Rousseau's thought. (There are some
interesting reflections on this in Guy Besse's essay, ‘De Rousseau au
Communisme’,'” in which, after examining Rousseau's ‘antiparlia
mentarism’, he writes: ‘Here the Serial Contract is undoubtedly close to
Lenin's theses, to the principles of proletarian democracy. Thus the
Social Contract, which a moment ago seemed too ‘abstract’ to us, finally,
after the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, is reunited with con
temporary experience’)

On the other hand, I think there is a further argument to support my
theory in the fact that authors like Hans Kelsen, who are a long way from
Marxism, still share some of its basic principles of political theory when
ever they return (however consistent this is with the rest of their thought)
to Rousseau's teaching. There is evidence of this in statements in the
chapter of the General Tlmrry ofLam and the State” on ‘The Fiction of
Representation’. After noting that under a parliamentary regime, ‘the
function of government is transferred from the citizens organized in I
popular assembly to special organs’, Kelsen writes that ‘this is a consider
able weakening of the principle of political self-determination‘ and that
‘it is characteristic of so-called indirect or representative democracy’,
arriving at the conclusion that ‘there can be no doubt that . . . none of
the existing democracies called “rcpresentative" are really representative‘.

"‘ Marx, Srlulnl Worh in One Volume, op. cil., pp. a9I—a.
'“ In Europe, Nov.—Dec. 1961, pp. 167-80. "" London, 1945, pp. 189 E.
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In fact, while ‘it is not enough, to establish real representation, that the
representative be elected or nominated by the represented’ but ‘it is
necessary that the representative be legally obliged to execute the will of
the represented and that the fulfilment of this obligation be legally
guaranteed’, the elective members of a modern parliament, Kelsen says,
‘are not legally responsible to the electorate’, nor does their legislative
mandate have ‘the character of a mandat impe'nm'f’.

The formula that the member of parliament is not the representative of his
electors but of the whole people, or, as some writers say, of the whole State,
and that therefore he is not bound by any instructions of his electors and cannot
be recalled by them, is a political fiction. Legal independence of the elected
from the electors is incompatible with legal representation.

Therefore,

if political writers insist on characterizing the parliament of modern democracy,
in spite of its legal independence from the electorate, as a ‘representative’ organ,
if some writers even declare that the mandat impéranf is contrary to the principle
of representative govemment, they do not present a scientihc theory but advo
cate a political ideology. The function of this ideology is to conceal the real
situation, to maintain the illusion that the legislator is the people, in spite of the
fact that, in reality, the function of the people — or, more correctly formulated,
of the electorate — is limited to the creation of the legislative organ.

Kelsen concludes with a typically Rousseauesque argument:

Legal independence of a parliament from the people means that the principle
of democracy is, to a certain extent, replaced by that of the division of labour. In
order to conceal this shifting from one principle to another, the fiction is used
that parliament ‘represents’ the people.

ROUSSEAU AND MARX

One point that is embarrassing and hard to explain in this whole affair is
that in spite of the fact of his debt to Rousseau, Marx never gave any
indication of being remotely aware of it. Della Volpe in an article in the
number of Europe already referred to (‘Du “Discours sur l'inégalité“ a
“l’Etat ct la Revolution" ‘), Rcné dc Lacharriercl" in his contribution at
Dijon,‘" B. Gagnebin in his introduction to the above—mcntioned

‘" Re-né dc Lachnn-iére has also written I book, Etude: sur la vision’: dlmacrnliqu:
(Spinau, Rousseau, Hegel, Marx), Paris, 196], but this is weak in analysis, and modes!
in cvcfy rgpcct, "' ‘Rauuuu ct le Soci1l.i.n'nc', Dijon, pp. 515-35.
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edition of the Ecrits Politiques and Della Volpe again in his contribution
to the Dijon seminar,”° have more or less extensively demonstrated this
incomprehension. It is the more surprising in the light of the fact that in
such a work as The jewish Question — literally inconceivable without
Rousseau — Marx not only refers only once to the Genevan philosopher,
but he misinterprets on that one occasion a fundamental passage from
the Contract (which I have already quoted) on the ‘de-naturalization’ that
society must carry out on man to transform him from a mere ‘natural’
man into a truly ‘social’ being.

One possible explanation of this could perhaps be found in the inter
pretation of Rousseau current in Germany at the time when Marx's
thought was formed. Hegel, for example, gave the Contract an essentially
natural-law interpretation. Rousseau, to him, is the theorist of ‘atomistic’
liberal individualism. In the Notes to paragraph 258 of the Philosophy of
Right (see also paragraph 98 of the Encyclopedia), he says that

unfortunately, however, as Fichte did later, he takes the will only in a determin
ate form as the individual will, and he regards the universal will not as the
absolutely rational element in the will, but only as a ‘general’ will which proceeds
out of this individual will as out of a conscious will. The result is that he reduces
the union of individuals in the State to a contract and therefore to something
based on their arbitrary wills, their opinion, and their upriciously given express
consent; and abstract reasoning proceeds to draw the logical inferences which
destroy the absolutely divine principle of the state, together with its majesty and
absolute authority.

(Similar opinions are also expressed in Appendix I to paragraph 163 of
the Encyclopedia).

It seems that this rading of Rousseau by Hegel may have decisively
conditioned Marx's opinion (as occurs in several other uses, not exclud
ing his view of l(ant’s Critique of Pure Reason). The ‘I857 Introduction’ to
A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy, for example, begins by
noting that the Robinsonaden of the economists, starting from the ‘solitary
and isolated hunter or lisherman' like Smith and Riardo, ‘despite the
assertions of social historians, . . . by no means signify simply a reaction
against over—rehnement and reversion to a misconceived natural life. No
more is Roussau‘s contrat social, which by mans of a contract establishes
a relationship and connection between subjects that are by nature inde
pendent, based on this kind of naturalism.’ If anything, Marx continues,

"" ‘Critique marziate de Rounau', ibid., pp. 503-I4.
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this is an illusion and nothing but the aesthetic illusion of the small and big
Robinsonades. It is, on the contrary, the anticipation of ‘bourgeois society’,
which began to evolve in the sixteenth century and in the eighteenth century
made great strides to maturity. The individual in this society of free competition
seems to be rid of natural ties, etc., which made him an appurtenance of a par
ticular, limited aggregation of human beings in previous historical epochs. The
prophets of the eighteenth century, on whose shoulders Adam Smith and
Ricardo were still wholly standing, envisaged this eighteenth-century individual
— a product of the dissolution of feudal society on the one hand and of the new
productive forces evolved since the sixteenth century on the other — as an ideal
whose existence belonged to the past. They saw this individual not as an his
torical result, but as the starting point of history!“

This rather remarkable passage recalls the real historical roots (the
development of commodity production and the resulting configuration of
all social relations as ‘contractual’ or ‘exchange’ relations) of the ‘inde
pendent‘ individual of eighteenth-century natural-law theory; and it
clearly shows how fully Rousseau has been assimilated to that tradition.
But whatever the reasons conditioning Marx’s view, it is a fact that it
acted as a retarding factor until Marxists reached the point of being able
to re-examine Rousseau’s thought. It is necessary to stress this in order to
understand correctly the originality and novelty — and not only in the
field of Italian Marxist studies — of Della Volpe’s book Roumau c Mar:r,”’
a work which has contributed considerably to the reopening of the
question of the relations between the two thinkers, so long locked up in
the archives.

Without embarking on a comprehensive examination of this book,
which I have discussed elsewhere, I should like simply to discuss an
appendix added to the later editions (in particular, to the fourth, of 1964)
which deals with the interpretation of the Discourse an Inequality. Della
Volpe’s thesis, to summarize it schematically, starts from the distinction
Rousseau introduced into his writings between ‘two’ kinds of inequality.

I conceive [says Rousseau] that there are two kinds of inequality among the
human species; one, which I all natural or physical, beause it is established
by nature, and consists in a difference of age, health, bodily strength, and the
qualities of the mind or of the soul; and another, which may be alled moral
or politital inequality (or also ‘inm'nm'onal inequality‘), because it depends on

'" Man, ‘Introduction’ to .4 Conlribulion Io III: Criliflu 0/P°l"“""l ["50"]. °P- cl‘-I

p. 188. _ '
“' I-‘int ¢d.|l.l0l'|, Rome, 1957.
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a kind of convention, and is established, or at least authorized, by the consent
of men. This latter consists of the different privileges which some men enjoy
to the prejudice of others; such as that of being more rich, more honoured,
more powerful or even in a position to exact obedience.

The conclusion of Rousseau’s Discourse centres around the argument
that a relationship or ‘proportion’ must exist between these two kinds of
inequality; and that inequality is ‘unjust’ wherever the moral or ‘political’
disparity (and hence the disparity of ‘rank’) is not proportional to ‘natural’
inequality, that is difference in talents, merit and ability. At the end of the
Discourse Rousseau writes,

it follows from this survey that . . . moral inequality, authorized by positive
right alone, clashes with natural right, whenever it is not proportionate to
physical inequality — a distinction which sufliciently detennines what we ought
to think of that species of inequality which prevails in all civilized countries;
since it is plainly contrary to the law of nature, however delined, that children
should command old men, fools wise men, and that the privileged few should
gorge themselves with superlluities, while the starving multitude are in want
of the bare necessities of life.

From this reading of the Discourse on Inequality, which once it is put
forward seems quite natural (though it is certainly not traditional), Della
Volpe draws two conclusions, which are both of great interest. The first
is that Rousseau's ‘egalitarianism’ is ‘not’ a levelling egalitarianism d la
Bubaeu/‘(with which it has often been confused), but, on the contrary, an
egalitarianism which takes into account ‘differences’ between individuals
and therefore gives rise to an equality which is not in conflict with freedom
but rather a ‘mediation of persons’ (a statement he supports with Rous
seau’s argument that ‘the rank of citizens ought therefore to be regulated
. . . according to the actual services done to the state’). The second con
clusion is that this non-levelling egalitarianism of Rousseau’s fore
shadows and brings to mind the problematic of the Critique of the Catha
Programmz, in which Marx states the necessity that in the ‘second’ stage
of socialist society - ‘communist’ society strictly speaking — the criterion
of distribution on the basis of ‘equal’ or ‘bourgeois’ rights still in force in
the ‘first’ or ‘socialist’ phase, be overcome: this for the reason that the
application of an ‘equal’ norm to ‘unequal’ persons is an evident in
justice.

‘Equal right’, according to which, in the first phase of socialism every
one is compensated according to the quantity of labour he performs, ‘is
still in principle liourgois riglu’, Marx says. Here, in effect,



Rousseau as Critic of ‘Civil Society’ 19!

the right of producers is proportional to die labour they supply; the equality
consists in the fact that measurement is made with an equal rtondard, labour.
But one man is superior to another physically or mentally and so supplies more
labour in the same time, or can labour for a longer time. . . . This equal right is
an unequal right for unequal labour. It recognizes no class differences, because
everyone is only a worker like everyone else; but it tacitly recognizes unequal
individual endowment and thus productive capacity as natural privileges. It is,
therefore, a right of inequality, in its content, like every right. Right by its very
nature can consist only in the application of an equal standard; but unequal
individuals (and they would not be different individuals if they were not un
equal) are measurable only by an equal standard insofar as they are brought
under an equal point of view, are taken from one defim'te side only, for instance,
in the present case, are regarded only as workers, and nothing more is seen in
them, everything else being ignored. Further, one worker is married, another
not; one has more children than another, and so on and so forth. Thus, with an
equal performance of labour, and hence an equal share in the social consumption
fund, one will in fact receive more than another, one will be richer than another,
and so on. To avoid all these defects, right instead of being equal would have to
be unequal.

Marx concludes:

In a higher phase of communist society . . ., after labour has become not only
a means of life but life's prime want; after the productive forces have also
increased with the all-round development of the individual, and all the springs
of co-operative wealth flow more abundantly — only then can the narrow
horizon of bourgeois right be crossed in its entirety and society inscribe on its
banners: from each according to his ability, to each according to his needsll“

Let us return to Della Volpe's two conclusions. His interpretation of
Rousseau's Disrourxe seems to me to be correct (in a sense which I shall
explain shortly): it has also been welcomed and adopted by Starobinski
in his introduction to the Evil: Politiquex volume. But I feel I have to
correct my previous agreementl“ when Della Volpe establishes a link
between the end of Rousseau's Discourse and the text by Marx reproduced
above.

I think it incontrovertible that the problematic of the Dircourxe is
centred on the ‘proportion’ ofthe two kinds of inequality, just as I think
it is also correct both that Rou$cau's egalitarianism is not a levelling one,
and that egalitarianism of such a kind is not in general a good thing. My

"’ Marx. Criliqw afllu Collin Programme, in Srltrrnl Worh_ up. cir., pp. 314‘;
"‘ cf. ‘Rousseau politioo' in Culnin r Snwla, December r96a—l"ebru.|ry :96].
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doubts centre rather on the homogeneity of the two solutions in Rousseau
and Marx, which is the point most stressed in Della Volpe’s argument.

To put it briefly, it is my contention that whereas Rousseau stresses the
need for social recognition of the individual’s ‘merits’, Marx on the
other hand appeals to social recognition of his ‘needs’. Both foresee an
equality based on the recognition of the ‘differences’ that exist between
individual and individual. But with this distinction: that Rousseau holds

it to be necessary to take individual differences into account so that society
can recognize different ‘merits’ and consequently arrange social ‘ranks’ to
conform with the ‘services’ given by individuals, and therefore with their
different capacities and products; while Marx hopes that, in the future,
society will be able to take differences between individuals into account,
precisely in order to face up to the ‘needs’ of the less gifted and prevent
the emergence of any kind of hierarchy.

Rousseau’s argument is that society should take ‘natural differences’
into account, by recognizing and in some sense confirming them. Marx
argues that society should do this not to confirm these differences but
rather so as to be able to suppress disadvantages by recognizing them, and
therefore prevent ‘unequal individual attributes and hence capacity to
produce’ operating - ‘tacitly’ — ‘as natural privileges’. This I think means
pushing the argument even beyond class differences, to confront the still
more radical question of ‘natural differences’ (Rousseau never reaches the
point of posing this question). And, obviously, not to abolish them (as
would be the case if equal production were required of all or if the social
‘task’ of the individual did not take his individual abilities into account),
but to prevent the varying individual attributes from crystallizing into
privileges (which is what Rousseau, on the contrary, could not see, in that
his polemic was conditioned by the survival in France ofthe hierarchies
and ‘orders’ of the anrien rigime and he therefore became the interpreter
ofthe thoughts and talents ofthe new man ofthe Third Estate).

As for the fact that the difference between the two types of social
recognition — the recognition of merit: and the recognition of need: — is
not an artificial difference or a small one, I think this is proved by a little
known passage of The German Idcologyl“ which anticipates and clarifies
the argument of the Critique of!/It Gollm Programme. Marx writes that

one of the mast vital principles of‘ mrnmunism, a prindple which distinguishes
it from all reactionary socialism, is its empiric view, based on a knowledge of

"‘ Man and Engels. TA: Gmun Malay, London, I965. p. 593.
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mln’s. nature, that differences of brain and of intellectual capacity do not imply

::Z’re“lt_10f:€r:}r]1C<:fs whatsoever in the nature of the stomach and of physical needs;
to his abtiimie ’a1se tenet, based upon existing circumstances, ‘to  according

' 95 1 must be changed, insofar as it relates to enyoyment in its narrower

:_:1l:3,oifnto the tenet, ‘to each according to his need’; in other words, a aiferent3°t1V1tYa Of labour, does not justify inequality, confers no privileges in
1' °5P°Ct of possession and enjoyment.

I dT_h15 means, in ‘relation to llousseau, that one cannot avoid acknow
'€ glng. the still inevitably libertarian and individualistic (and hence
insufficiently egalitarian) character of the Discourse on Inequality as com

P31'€d ‘with the later, more mature Social Contract — despite the genius of
the critique of ‘civil society’ outlined in it. And in general, one has to
aclmowledge that it is impossible, even for the greatest and most prophetic
mind, to transcend the historical limitations and causes of his own time.



Mandeville, Rousseau and Smith

I

In considering Smith’s relationship to Rousseau it is especially interesting
to read his letter of 1755 to the Edinburgh Revie1z7,1in which he enters into
3 full discussion of the Dimmrse on the Origin of Inequality. The way in
which the discussion of Rousseau’s work is introduced into the letter is
most significant. Smith recalls England's supremacy over France in
modern times, not only in the field of ‘natural philosophy’ (Bacon, Boyle,
Newton, etc.), but also in that of ‘morality’ and ‘metaphysics’. ‘The
Meditations of Des Cartes excepted,’ he writes, ‘I know nothing in French
that aims at being original upon these subjects; for the philosophy of Mr
Régis, as well as that of Father Malbranche, are but refinements on the
Meditations of Des Cartes’. In England, however, ‘Mr Hobbes, Mr Lock,
and Dr Mandevil, Lord Shaftesbury, Dr Butler, Dr Clark, and Mr
Hutcheson’, each by his own system, which is ‘different and inconsistent’
with the rest, ‘have endeavoured at least to be, in some measures, original’. 2
But this situation of English supremacy in the field of moral philosophy
has, according to Smith, been changing in recent years. ‘This branch of
the English philosophy, which seems now to be entirely neglected by the
English themselves, has of late been transported into France. I observe
some traces of it, not only in the Encyclopedia, but in the Theory of
agreeable sentiments by Mr De Pouilly, a work that is in many respects
original; and above all, in the late Discourse upon the origin and founda
tion of inequality amongst mankind by Mr Rousseau of Geneva.”

After some remarks on the relation between Rouss¢nu’s text and
Mandeville's Fable oft/ie Beet, which I shall come to in a moment, Smith
gives the readers of the Edinburgh Review an idea of the content of the
work by reproducing a few pages of extracts, specifictlly, pages H7, 126

' Edinburgh Rain, July 1755 to January I756, and edition mm: ‘A Letter to the
Au(hon'_ pp. Iai—_]5.' ibid., pp. I19-J0. ' lud
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and 134 of the first edition of the Discourse. The exceptional interest of
these extracts from our point of view is that they contain some of the
most important passages in which Rousseau summarizes and lays bare
the structure of the competitive relationships of modern ‘civil society’;
passages so vivid and significant that they are worth bringing to the
attention of the reader in the order (and translation) in which Smith
transcribed them:

He [the individual in ‘civil society’] is obliged therefore to endeavour to interest
them [others] in this situation, and to make them find, either in reality or in
appearance, their advantage in labouring for his. It is this which renders him
false and artificial with some, imperious and unfeeling with others, and lays him
under a necessity of deceiving all those for whom he has occasion, when he
cannot terrify them, and does not find it in his interest to serve them in reality.
To conclude, an insatiable ambition, an ardour to raise his relative fortune,
not so much from any real necessity, as to set himself above others, inspires all
men with a direful propensity to hurt one another; with a secret jealousy, so
much the more dangerous, as, to strike its blow more surely, it often assumes the
mask of good will; in short, with concurrence and rivalship on one side; on the
other, with opposition of interest, and always with the concealed desire of
making profits at the expense of some other person. All these evils are the first
effects of property, and the inseparable attendants of beginning inequality.

In the previous essay on Rousseau I have already noted — together with
other points of contact — the analogy there is (in structure, of course: for
they diverge radially in meaning and evaluation) between certain formu
lations in the Discount and others which appear in the Early Draft and
The Wealth of Nation: (the best example is the one in which Smith remarks
that man, who has ‘almost constant occasion for the help of his brethren‘,
would in vain expect such help ‘from their benevolence only‘; rather, ‘he
will be much more likely to prevail if he can interest their self-love in his
favour, and show them that it is for their own advantage to do for him
what he requires of them‘). At the time, however, I was unaware of the
contents of the letter to the Edinburgh Review, from which it becomes plain
that Smith had direct knowledge of Rousseau’s Dimmrse. The relation I
posited between the two authors was therefore in some sense only sup
posed or, so to speak, advanced as a mere hypothesis; whereas it is now
fully confinned.

To go back to Smith‘s letter, it is noteworthy that it establishes a
connection between Mandeville’s Fable of the Bee: and Rousseau's
Discount.
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Whoever reads this work with attention, will observe, that the second volume
of the Fable of the Bees has given occasion to the system of Mr Rousseau, in
whom however the principles of the English author are softened, improved and
embellished, and stript of all that tendency to corruption and licentiousness
which has disgraced them in their original author. Dr Mandeville represents the
primitive state of mankind as the most wretched and miserable that can be
imagined; Mr Rousseau, on the contrary, paints it as the happiest and most
suitable to his nature. Both of them however suppose there is in man no power
ful instinct which necessarily determines him to seek society for its own sake;
but according to the one, the misery of his original state compelled him to have
recourse to this otherwise disagreeable remedy: according to the other, some
unfortunate accidents having given birth to the unnatural passions of ambition
and the vain desire of superiority, to which he had been a stranger, produced the
same fatal effect. Both of them suppose the same slow progress and gradual
development of all the talents, habits and arts which lit men to live together in
society, and they both describe this progress pretty much in the same manner.
According to both, these laws of justice, which maintain the present inequality
amongst mankind, were originally the inventions of the cunning and powerful,
in order to maintain or acquire an unnatural and unjust superiority over the rest
of their fellow creatures.‘

This juxtaposition of Rousseau and Mandeville may cause some legiti
mate surprise. But restricted to the points within which Smith circum
scribed it — i.e. I. the attribution to the natural rrian of a feeling of ‘pity’
(for which Rousseau himself refers to Mandeville in the Discount) and
2. the denial of ‘original sociability’, the refusal to see man as already by
‘nature’ and therefore a priori a ‘social’ being and ‘moral’ person —
restricted to these points, as I have said, the juxtaposition Smith makes
seems well founded. But for the rest, i.e. for the substance of their views,
it is clear that Rousseau is diametrically opposed to Mandeville (Smith
himself notes that ‘Rousseau criticizes upon Dr Mandeville’).‘ ‘This
opposition emerges very clearly in the preface to Narcirrur, to which I
have referred above: here Rousseau’s critique of ‘civil society’ appears I0
be designed in direct and conscious antithesis to Mandeville’s Wl'llCl'l hecites explicitly. ,

The basic theme of these pages is the contrast Rousseau establishes
between the ties or social relationships based on mutual solidarity and
therefore on ‘good will‘, and the social relationships based rather on
competition and trade, that is on exchange and personal interest. ‘Neither

«Md. " ibid., p. i3r.
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of these bonds can be tightened,’ he says, ‘without the other being
loosened.’ A little further on he adds:

I think there is a way of judging quite accurately the morals of men in the
many transactions they have with each other: the more they trade and the more
highly they regard their industry, the more are they skilfully and successfully
cheating each other, and the more they deserve to be suspected.

The tone of the argument may call to mind what I have already said
about the backward and archaic nature of Rousseau's economic thought.
Still, the most important point is that — through his reference to Mande
ville (much more than to the Physiocrats) — Rousseau is led to discover
some of the most significant tontradictions of modern ‘civil society’: con
tradictions which, needless to add, are never denounced by Mandeville
but exalted as the motive forces of ‘modern’ development.

From this point of view, the juxtaposition of the two writers which
Smith makes has a wider and deeper meaning. Both Mandeville and
Rousseau see the laws of justice as an instrument for maintaining in
equality among men. Both think that in modern society ‘virtue’ is only a
mask hiding ‘self-love’, ‘vanity’, and the egoistic interests of men. Both
see that the mechanism of economic prosperity presupposes inequality —
i.e. wealth and dissipation at one pole of society, depravity and poverty
at the other. Rousseau writes:

A strange and tragic constitution under which accumulated wealth always
affords the means for accumulating still more, and it is impossible for him who
has nothing to acquire anything; where the good man has no means for rising
out of poverty; where the greatest cheats are the most honoured, and where it is
essential to renounce virtue to be an ‘honnéte home‘!

The viewpoint is evidently in a certain sense the same as that of Man
deville. What in modem society appears in the guise of ‘virtue’ is in
effect ‘egoism'. The ‘bourgeois’, exalted by Voltaire as the ‘honnéte
homme’, is and mnnot fail to be a ‘cheat’: not because a moralistic
critique so wills it, but because he is compelled to be so by the corn
pttilive relationships within which he operates (‘In Europe’, Rousseau
explains, ‘everything — governments, laws, customs, interest — obliges
individuals to deceive each other unendingly; they are obliged to be bad
to be good, for there is no grater folly than making swindlers happy at
one's own expense.’)

Yet. the coincidence in the two arguments comcs about on the basis
of a diametrial opposition between them. For Mandeville, the struggle of
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private interests, the seething of conflicting egos, is what gives vitality
and élan to modern society: ‘private vices’ are ‘publick benefits’; com
petition is the lever of progress; individual egoisms form the basis of
national prosperity.“ For Rousseau, on the other hand, the picture
Mandeville draws of modern society, though accurate, contains all the
arguments for its denunciation. The savagery of the man of ‘civil society’
makes Mandeville rejoice.’ ‘His ethics‘, Kaye says, ‘are a combination of
philosophic anarchism in theory and utilitarianism in practice.“ Man is
an animal in permanent conflict with his kind. For Rousseau, however,
Mandeville to some extent repeats Hobbes’s error: he mistakes man in the
state to which he has been reduced in this society, for man in general; he
does not see that ‘all these vices are not so much of man, as of man when
he is ill-governed’.

Iobserve that the world is at present ruled by a host of little maxims which
reduce fools with a false appearance of philosophy. . . . Such as this: ‘men
everywhere have the same passions, are led by the same self—love and interest;
so they are everywhere the same’.

This is true today, in this society dominated by private property, where
relations between men are based on trade and competition. However, it is
not true where — in the absence of property — individuals co-operate
towards a common end and personal interests are in solidarity with one
another.

Among the Savages [cf. Marx and Engels's ‘primitive communism‘], personal
interest has as loud a voice as with us, but it does not say the same things: love
of society and regard to their common defence are t.heir only ties: the word
properly, cause of so many crimes among our ‘honest’ people, has scarcely any
meaning for them. No arguments of interests divide them; nothing leads them
to deceive each other; public esteem is the only good to which all aspire, and
which they all deserve.

II

This link between Rousseau and Mandeville acquires its f-ull importance
in the light of Mandeville’s place in the history of economic thought and
the relations in which he stands to the founders of political economy. In

this way it in fact becomes possible to understand what I have up to now
‘B. Mandeville, The Fable of the Beer: or Private Vices, Publiek Berle,/in, with a

Commentary critical, h.istoria.l and explanatory by F- B~ KW‘: O‘t:°"_d- '914*_v°l‘ I’P. xlviil 7 ibjd_, p.  ' Ibtd., p. lVI.
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been trying to show, i.e. that Rousseau’s critique of ‘civil society’ is not (or
not only) a moralistic critique, but is above all a historically circumscribed
critique. It is a critique which, despite serious limitations and misunder
standings, has in some sense come to terms with the first theoretical
‘models’ of nascent economic reflection. But it also becomes much easier

to understand, especially bearing in mind Smith's relations with Mande
ville, that through its criticism of the latter Rousseau’s thought retains
some of its effectivity even in the face of the author of The Wealth of
Nations, thus acquiring, so to speak, a projection into the future.

The basic theme which comes out here is the complex process which
was coming to maturity, particularly in England in the last decades of the
seventeenth century and the early decades of the eighteenth, with the
zenith of the mercantilist doctrine and, simultaneously, the beginnings of
its decline. This was the time at which Mandeville too was thinking and
writing. Contemporary students have paid greater attention to the so
mlled ‘predecessors of Adam Smith” and to identifying the themes then
in process of elaboration (to be gathered up, unified and organized in the
grand schema of The Wealth ofNtm'onx); in particular, this has led them
to stress the definitive turn which was effected in that period in the
relations between ethic: and economies, between the ‘general interest’ and
the ‘private interest’.

In this case too it can of course be said: m'ht'I novi rub sole. In his
S tudier in the Theory of International Trade,” Jacob Viner has shown the
wealth and variety of ‘antimercantilist’ motifs in the works of the so-called
‘mercantilist school’: a school often traditionally considered, a little too
conveniently, as a compact, homogeneous body of thought. ‘If Adam
Srnith,' he writes, ‘had carefully surveyed the earlier English economic
literature . . ., he would have been able to find very nearly all the materials
which he actually used in his attack on the protectionist aspects of the
merantilist doctrine.'“ In the same way, ‘the concept of the “economic
man", instad of being, as is often alleged, an invention of the nineteenth
century classial school, was an important element in the mercantilist
doctrine‘."

' The clan-ic work of this kind is E. A. J. Johnson, Predeeemr: of Adam Smith (The
Growth of Britirh Eeonovnie Thought), New York, 1937, and 1965. For a critique of
Sleuan, there is an interesting essay by R. L. Med, ‘The Rehabilitation of Sir Jame!
Steuu1', i.n Eeotwnia and lleabg and Other Em}: (Studiet in the Development of
Eeortonie Thought), London, 1967.

“'  Viner, Sltdier in the Theory nflntenutiotul Trade, London, 1937.” Ibid., p. 91. ll ibid” P_ 93_
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Yet as Viner himself recognizes, at the same time, one should not
exaggerate ‘the extent to which free-trade views already prevailed in the
English literature before Adam Smith’, and it is still true that there is a
profound divergence in the methods of understanding economic activity
between the classical school and mercantilism.

Between the attitudes of the two schools toward the ‘economic man’, if the
extreme positions of both may be talten for purposes of contrast, there was this
important diB'erence, however, that the classical economists argued that men i.n
pursuing their sellish interests were at the same time, by a providential harmony
of interests, either rendering the best service of which they are capable to the
common good or at least rendering better service than if their activities were
closely regulated by govemment, whereas the mercantilists deplored the sellish
ness of the merchant and insisted that to prevent it from ruining the nation it
was necessary to subject it to rigorous control.“

This is well known as the problem of the different way of conceiving
the relationship between ethics and economics, between the interest of the
communal body and the interest of the individual, which distinguishes
the Middle Ages from the modern era proper. In medieval theory there is
no place for economic activity without a moral goal. Economics is still a
branch of ethics. The activity and interests of the individual are sub
ordinated and made to conform to the end of the ‘common good’. The
social order is seen as a well—articulated ‘organism’ whose parts contribute,
in different ways, to the common goal. All human activities are treated as
part of a single system, the nature of which is determined by the spiritual
destiny of humanity. The idea of property following from this is well
illustrated, as Tawney showed, by the question of the ‘common lands’. In
the Middle Ages, ‘the theoretical basis of the policy of protecting the
peasant by preventing enclosure had been a conception of landownership
which regarded its rights and duties as inextricably interwoven. Property
was not merely a source of income, but a public function, and itsluse was
limited by social obligations and necessities of State.‘“ In connection with
this view of property, the attitude towards pauperism seems inspired by

1aibid__ p_ 94, when in discussing Malynes, Viner also observes that ‘in extreme

cases this attitude tended to lead to wholesale denunciation of the mercha’pts:i and 1::
belief that merchants were governed only’ bl’ 5°lf"_"“°"°5‘ '-‘“d"l'y Eh‘ "2; mindmercantilist doctrine of the need for State regulauon of commerce. On crar e
Malynes, see also E. A. J. Johnson, op. cit, PP- 41—54- I

H R. H. Tawney. Religion and on km of Cam'Mh'm- 1-°“d°"» '93‘ (‘W P“"'“"°"
1926), p. 258.
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measures for aid and assistance. The dominant criterion is that of charity.
‘Peasant and lord, in their different degrees, are members of one Christian
commonwealth, within which the law of charity must bridle the corroding
appetite for economic gain. In such a mystical corporation knit together
by mutual obligations, no man may press his advantage to the full, for no
man may seek to live outside “the body of the Church”.’

After the ‘glorious revolution’, however, ‘the theory which took its
place,’ Tawney writes, ‘and which was to become in the eighteenth cen
tury almost a religion, was that expressed by Locke, when he described
property as a right anterior to the existence of the State, and argued that
“the supreme power cannot take from any man any part of his property
without his own consent".’” Here, it need scarcely be remarked, society
does not appear to be

a community of classes with varying functions, united to each other by mutual
obligations arising from their relation to a common end. It is a joint-stock
company rather than an organism, and the liabilities of the shareholders are
strictly limited. They enter into it in order to insure the rights already vested in
them by the immediate laws of nature. The State, a matter of convenience, not
of supematural sanctions, exists for the protection of those rights, and fullils its
object in so far as, by maintaining contractual freedom, it secures full scope for
their unfettered exercise."

Although he cannot be made out to be an economist stritm mun,
Mandeville is one of the chief interpreters of the new situation emerging
in the phase of the decline of mercantilism, when the motor of ‘capitalist
accumulation‘ was already at full throttle. In a particularly fine passage,
recalling a key part of Dialogue III of the second part of the Fable ofthc
Bees," Macfie has recently observed that not only is it clear that Mande
ville has a concept of ‘economic development‘, but that Smith's idea of
economic growth ‘must have drawn inspiration from this source’.” Simi
larly, after recording the contribution of such important writers on
economic matters as Davenant and North, Viner observes that ‘more
important, in preparing the way for Adam Smith, was Ma.ndeville's more
elaborate reasoning in support of individualism and lairscz fbirc, resting
on his famous argument that “private vices” such as “avarice" and
luxury were “public benefits" '; adding in a footnote, that ‘Mandeville
" ibid-. p. 255. 1' ibid., p. :39.
" B. Mandeville, op. cit., Vol. II, p. 141.

“ 2- L Made. The Indiu-‘J-ui in Society (Paper: on Adam Smith), London, 1967,p. n .
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deliberately stated his conclusions in such a manner as to make them
offensive to moralists, but Smith accepted them in substance while
finding a more palatable form for their expression’.1"

This is not the occasion to dwell on other aspects of Mandeville’s
thought. The role he played in the development of the theory of the
division of labour, and the especial influence he exercised in this respect,
too, on Smith’s thought, were noted by Marx in his time. In the chapter
on ‘The Division of Labour and Manufacture’, Marx refers to the famous
passage at the beginning of The Wealth of Nations in which Smith
describes what a great number and variety of industries contribute to the
satisfaction of the wants of an ordinary workman in a ‘civilized’ country.
Marx notes that the entire passage ‘is copied almost word for word from
B. de Mandeville’s Remarks to his Fable of the Bees: or Private Vices,
Pahliclz Benefits’.’° an observation later found also in Edwin Cannan’s
commentary“ on Smith’s text, as well as in Kaye's introduction to his
edition of the Fable.“

The same can be said for the other important aspect of Mandeville’s
thought, his theory of the function of luxury” (it is well known that this
problem was debated throughout the eighteenth century, from the point
of view of ethics as well as economics: one has only to think of Monte
squieu). The function of luxury“ was to assure a constant stimulus to
production, and so fulfil the role of the motive force of the economic
system: and if it is not in this case certain that Mandeville influenced
Smith, he certainly did, at least partially, influence Hume" (not to speak
of the influence he had on the thought of Malthus, and even on Keynes's
theory of ‘effective demand’, revealed in Chapter XXIII of the General
Theory of Employment, Interest and Money.)

To leave aside more marginal aspects and come to the heart of the
matter: the theme around which all the motifs so far described converge
and knit together is the question of capitalist accumulation. Mandeville’s

in J. vine“ op_ cit, P, 99, And cf. F. B. Kaye, op. cit., pp. cxxxix, cxl, cxli.
’° K. Marx, Capitol, Moscow, 1961, Vol. I, Cl'IIP!¢|' 14- P- 354
“ cf. A. Smith, The Wealth of Nations. ed- Edwin C='““"- L°“d°"» ‘9°4‘ ""

edition, London, 1961, Vol. I, p. 7, n.” F. B. K , o .cit., p. cxxv. _ , ,
“ ibid., p.ad:xviF,, where Kaye recalls Mandeville’s well-known influence On Vol!!!"

(Le Mondain and Defense du Mondain ou 1'/4P"l”!"¢ 4" L"-")
“ cf. Schumpeter, History 0fE‘°"0m5€ /4"0lJ'I|'-‘. °P- Ci'-- PP- 3’4'5_ '1' _ _ .

=6 cf. Johnson. op. cit., pp- 295 FR. in which he d'=°'“’°’ ““"‘° ' :"I:‘°" "f""d°
towards Mandeville. See also the whole chapter devoted to idleness an uxury .



204

work certainly does not contain an organically developed theory of
‘economic development’.‘" Yet the most significant aspects of his thought
are moving in this direction, and conspiring to the same end. The division
of labour determines the ‘skill’ and ‘ability’ of the workman, and with it
the increase in the productivity of labour. The resulting impulse towards
‘art’ and ‘ingenious labour’ shakes the mind of man out of its lethargy
and plunges it into ferment: it solicits the development of science and
technology.“ In turn, this increased productivity of labour brings an
increase in exports, which for its part implies an expansion in the em
ployment of labour in domestic manufacturing, and better opportunities
for investment. Finally, since ‘buying is bartering’, and if a nation refuses
to accept goods in payment for its own manufactures, other nations can
no longer trade with it," free exchange rather than trade monopoly is
therefore the rule. The overall outlook emerging from this mass of
correlations and effects within the system was to find its highest ex
pression in Smith: civilization is production and trade;" technical skill,
individual initiative and the spirit of competition are the legs on which the
‘civilization’ of humanity advances.

This relation of Mandeville's to the problems of ‘economic develop
ment’ is no fiction; witness the fact that the place in Capital where Marx
deals with him at greatest length is the chapter devoted to the ‘General
Law of Capitalist Accumulation."° The problem Marx confronts at the
beginning of this chapter is that of the ‘growing demand for labour
power which accompanies capital accumulation’, when the technical
composition of capital remains the same: obviously this is particularly
true before the take-off of the Industrial Revolution. In such circum
stances, Marx points out, ‘growth of capital involves growth of its vari
able constituent or of the part invested in labour—power': ‘the accumulation
of capital is, therefore, inrrtase of the proletariat'." He immediately adds:
‘Classical economy grasped this fact so thoroughly that Adam Smith,
Ricardo, etc. . . . inaccurately identified accumulation with the con

" This  simply demonstrated by the indeterrninate mrure of Mandevil.le’s concept
of ‘producuve labour‘ (not to be confused, of course, with the concept of t.he pradwtitity
of labour), I chanctertsuc noted by Marx i.n his Theories of Surplus Value, Moscow,
1964, Vol. I, pp. I71 and 376.

'7 cf. Johnson, op. cit., Chapter 13, ‘ “A;-1" md "1,-,gcn;°u5 Labour-»-I pP_ zs9_77_
" cf. M. Dobb, Sludiex in the Development of Capitalism, p. 240.
" cf. Joseph Cropsey, Politiu and Emma; (An Interpretation of the Prindpk: of

44'" 5~"''’'). The H-sue. I957. 99- 94-5.
'° Man, Capital, Vol. I, Gnptcr 15, pp. 61: E. " ibid., p. 614.
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sumption, by the productive labourers, of all the capitalized part of the
surplus product, or with its transformation into additional wage-labourers.‘
He follows this with a long quotation from Mandeville."

Looking at the passages of the Fable quoted by Marx, it is at once
clear that they propound the very ‘paradox’ on which the whole of
Mandeville’s work hinges: but this time with a particular and much more
historically determinate significance. ‘Private vices’ are ‘public benefits’ —
this means not only that good is born of evil, that the immorality of indivi
duals, their egoisms in competition with one another, produce culture
and the ‘civilizing’ of society as a whole; it also means that wealth is born
of poverty (note this new formulation), well-being from distress, that what
produces prosperity is wage labour; or again that the wealth of a nation
consists of a mass of toiling poor, a nation being the richer the more numer
ous its proletarians, the more cheap and abundant the labour that
capitalist investment has at its disposal. True wealth, in short, is not gold
or silver but labour paid by the day — the only inexhaustible gold mine yet
discovered. As Mandeville writes,

From what has been said, it is manifest, that, in a free nation, where slaves are
not allowed of, the surest wealth consists in a multitude of laborious poor; for
besides, that they are the never-failing nursery of fleets and armies, without
them there could be no enjoyment, and no product of any country which could
be valuable. To make the society happy and people easier under the meanest
circumstances, it is requisite that great numbers of them should be ignorant as well
as poor . . .3’

This is the ultimate meaning of Mandeville's ‘paradox’: what ‘economic
development’, i.e. capitalist accumulation, needs, is an abundance of
cheap wage labour; to make ‘society’ (i.e. those who do not work) happy,
the majority must be ignorant as well as poor. In short. 3 flatlon l5 “Ch
when it has at its disposal a mass of laborious poor. Find since ‘the only
thing . . . that can render the labouring man industrious. 15 3 Tllodfratc
quantity of money, for as too little will, according as his temper IS, either
dispirit or make him desperate, so too much will make him IDS‘-“Cm and
lazy . . .', it is in the interest of all rich nations that the greatest part of
the poor should almost never be idle, and yet continually spend what
they get‘. In fact, ‘those that get their living by their d3|lY l‘b°_‘“' -_
have nothing to stir them up to be serviceable but their wants which it is
prudence to relieve, but folly to cure’.". ' deville, op. cit., Vol. l, pp.

3’ For Marx's quotations from Mzndevillc. 9°‘ M“ I, .b.d 6 _
193-4 and Vol. II, p. 287. " M111. C‘P“‘l- V°l- 1. P~ 515- I i ., pp. i4 i5,
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Poverty, then, is both a necessary condition of wealth, and the source
of it. The formula is not a frivolous paradox, but expresses ‘the antagonis
tic character of capitalist accumulation',’‘ and it is therefore not surprising
that it had a very successful career after Mandeville. Destutt de Tracy,
whom Marx calls ‘the fish-blooded bourgeois doctrinaire’, puts it more
brutally: ‘In poor nations the people are comfortable, in rich nations
they are generally poor?“ And the same goes for culture as for wealth.

The progress of social wealth [writes Storch, as quoted by Marx’7] begets
this useful class of society . . . which perfonns the most wearisome, the vilest,
the most disgusting functions, which takes, in a word, on its shoulders all that is
disagreeable and servile in life, and procures thus for other classes leisure,
serenity of mind and conventional dignity of character.

In a word: development through exploitation, progress and enrichment
on the basis of social inequality, the promotion of ‘ability’, technology and
‘civilization’ by means of class oppression. These formulae also lie at the
roots of Kant’s philosophy of history: and in them — who would ever
have suspected it! — Kant reflects and expresses the meaning of historical
development on‘ the basis of capitalist conditions.

In the Critique of judgement he says:

Skill can hardly be developed in the human race, otherwise than by means of
inequality among men. For the majority, in a mechanical kind of way that calls
for no special art, provide the necessaries of life for the ease and convenience
of others who apply themselves to the less necessary branches of culture in
science and art. These keep the masses in a state of oppression, with hard work
and little enjoyment . . ."

And again there is Mandeville’s owrl argument (noted by Kant in the
Critique of Practical Reason too), in which — as it says in the last pages of
Anthropologie in pragmatischer Hinsicht — historical evolution is presented
as ‘salutary’ but also ‘rude and harsh’, and the meaning of the work
carried out by the human race down the generations seems to express ‘the
ralization of the unintended but once present never failing good from the
constantly and intemally discordant evil’." Good from evil: Mandeville’s
own formula! ‘The character ofthe human race,‘ Kant continues, ‘ . . . is
that of . . . a multitude of persons living one after another and one beside

u ibidw P‘ 646' u ibldu P- 643- '7 ibid., p. 647.
" Kant, Critique ofjudgnnenl, Oxford, I951, p. 95.
" Kim. -451570)’/0:54 in prapnatiulrn I-lr'n.n':Iu, 1798, in Wart: in six volumes, ed.

Wilhelm Wdachedal, Darrnsudt, 1964,, Vol. 6, p. 633.
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another, unable to do without peaceful coexistence, yet also unable to
avoid being constantly hateful to one another . . .; a coalition always
threatened with dissolution, but on the whole progressing towards a
world—wide civil society (cosmopolitanism)’;‘° in short, the specific
coalition or society of ungesellige Geselligleeit, unsociable sociability, the
society of rivalry and competition.

To return to Mandeville, the employment of labour is therefore as
high as possible, but wages must be kept low. Since, as Kaye also points
out,“ ‘national wealth, indeed, consists not in money, but in “a Mul
titude of laborious Poor” ’, it is clear that to Mandeville not only does the
prospect of ‘abolishing poverty’ appear ‘ruinous’, but so does the system
of aid to the poor through the old charity schools (see his Essay on
Charity, and C/zarit_y—Saho0Is). The poor — ‘the vile and brutish part of
mankind’ as defined by William Petty — must not be helped with charity
but shut up in work—houses, the concentration camps of the ‘enlightened
bourgeoisie’. Charity makes men lazy and troublesome; work makes them
sober and virtuous.

Here too we should note the change from medieval times, to which I
have already referred, in the relationship between ethics and economies.
In the Middle Ages, when ‘it was believed that the poor represented Our
Lord’, the main admonitions, writes Tawney, were directed against
cupidity without charity; now, on the contrary, they deal not only with
the ‘improvidenoe’ and ‘idleness’ of the poor, but with those who would
give them aid.“ Obviously this is a new way of looking at things:

Upon the admission that distress was the result, not of personal deliciencies,
but of economic causes, with its corollary that its victims had a legal Tight t0
be maintained by society, the growing individualism of the age turned into a
frigid scepticism. . . . That the greatest of evils is idleness, that the poor are
the victims, not of circumstances, but of their own ‘idle, irregular and wicked
courses’, that the truest charity is not to enervate them by relief, but so to
reform their characters that relief may be unnecessary — such doctrines turned
severity from a sin into a duty, and froze the impulse of natural pif)’I“'“h the
assurance that, if indulged, it would perpetuate the suffering which it sought
to allay."

This, be it noted, is the fusion of the ethic of puritariiliiri as: thg
utilitarianism of nascent political economy. Just as the mom ii! a h med
that facile indulgence was the ruin of character, so the economist 5 0“€. . ‘ lxix—Iu
‘° ibid., p. 687. H _K_‘y°' op’ m" PP" '
" Tawney, op. cit., pp. 261 and 165. " ibid., pp. 164-5 and 166-7.
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how ruinous it was in economic and financial terms. In a famous passage
of the 1848 Mam:/exto, Tawney recalls, Marx observes that ‘the hour
geoisie, wherever it got the upper hand, put an end to all feudal, patriarchal
idyllic relations, pitilessly tore asunder the motley feudal ties that bound
man to his “natural superiors”, and left remaining no other bond between
man and man than naked self-interest and callous cash payment’. ‘An
interesting illustration of his thesis’, Tawney goes on, ‘might be found in
the discussions of the economics of employment by English writers of the
period between 1660 and 1760. Their characteristic was an attitude
towards the new industrial proletariat noticeably harsher than that
general in the first half of the seventeenth century, and which has no
modern parallel except in the behaviour of the less reputable of white
colonists towards coloured labour."“

III

I shall cut short the inquiry here and draw some conclusions. Mande
vi1le's ‘paradox’ — ‘private vices’ are ‘public benefits’ - evidently means
that, though each man pursues his own rel/‘ixh interests, the total result
is national prosperity and the well-being of society as a whole. In
this sense, it has often been pointed out, Mandeville appears to anticipate
Smith’s theory of the ‘invisible hand’: an appeal to that effect of Provi
dence (an authority several times invoked in the Theory of Moral Senti
ment; and The Wealth of Nations), which miraculously brings forth
general harmony from the chaos of private interests struggling against one
another. Jacob Viner, as we have seen, viewed the relationship between
Mandeville and Smith in this light, in other words as one of continuity.
Many other authors, before and since, have done the same. In Economit
Doetrine and Method, Schumpeter — to use a well-known name — appears
to have the same interpretation:

In Mandcn'lle‘s Fable is contained the best and most lucid presentation of
the idea that the selfish interest of the individual performs a social function in
the economic sphere. Now there were suffident other sources for similar
thought, but many a phrase in Adam Smith points to the fact that he was
influenced by Mandeville in particular.“

On the other hand, two facts seem to militate against (or at least to
modify) this theory. The first is that Mandeville does not seem very

“ ‘bid-v P- 369- “ 1- 5- Schumpeter‘, Etonovnie Doctrine and Method, 1954, p. 66.
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enamoured of Providence: his relationship with Pierre Bayle is significant
in this respect, for — as Mandeville himself recognized — he used him much
more than he acknowledged in the text.“ The second is that, as is well
known, Mandeville’s paradox was heavily criticized by Smith in his Theory
of Moral Sentiments.

Although there are still undeniable points of contact between Smith
and Mandeville, I would hold that their respective theories of ‘harmony’
reveal a certain difference worthy of note. This is also important for that
complex problem (which I can only touch on here), the vexata quaestio of
the consistency or inconsistency of the Smith of the Theory of Moral
Sentiments (the theorist of ‘sympathy’ and benevolence) with the Smith of
The Wealth of Nation: (the author who states that, ‘it is not from the
benevolence of the butcher, the brewer, or the baker that we expect our
dinner, but from their regard to their own interest’; and that ‘we address
ourselves, not to their humanity but to their self-love, and never talk to
them of our own necessities but of their advantages’).

It is I think undeniable that Smith’s critique of Mandeville in this
work is weak, and characterized, I would say, by a certain rhetorical
vacuity — one, moreover, which Leslie Stephen’s severe analysis has
discovered in the Theory as a whole."

Let me say immediately that I agree completely with those who have
remarked that the Smith of the Theory cannot be reduced to the level of
a Hutcheson; and I also agree that Leslie Stephen exaggerates, at least
where he writes that ‘Smith, in fact, is a thorough representative of that
optimistic Deism which we have seen illustrated by Shaftesbury and
Hutcheson’ and concludes that ‘Hutcheson, Smith’s predecessor in the
chair of Moral Philosophy in Glasgow, was in this respect nearer to
Smith than was Smith’s friend and teacher, Hume."° In his classic 1904
introduction to The Wealth of Notionx, Edwin Cannan has shown with a

" cf. C. Louise Thijssen-Schouten, ‘La dilfusion européenne des idées dc Bayle' in
P. Boyle, Le Philotophe de Rotterdam, étudet et document: public’: roux la direction de P.
Didon, Paris, 1959, p. 157. Cf. also Kaye in the Index to the Commentary.

‘7 L. Stephen, History of Englirh Thought in the Eighteenth Century, London, 1.96.:
(first edition 1876), Vol. II, p. 65, where Stephen observes of Smith's Theor)” '- - ~ 1' {S
impossible to resist the impression, whilst we rad his fluent rhetoric, and observe his
easy acceptance of theological principles already exposed by his master Hume, that we
are not listening to a thinker really grappling with 3 dimc‘-‘I’ P"°bl°"_‘ 9° "_“’°h  '° ‘"
ambitious professor who has found an excellent opportunity for duplaymg his com
mand of language, and making brilliant lectures.’

“ ibid., p. 50.
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wealth of illustrations that even in the Theory Smith had already devel
oped an explicit critique of Hutcheson, precisely on the basis of the
argument that suflicient attention had not been given in his system to
personal interest, nor to the reasons for our approval of the more modest
virtues of ‘prudence’, ‘vigilance’, ‘circumspcction’, etc." Moreover,
except for Kaye himself,“ all the more recent authors, including Maclie,
who have tried to stress the continuity between the Theory and The Wealth
of Natiarzr, against the perhaps more traditional thesis of an antithetical
contrast between them, appear to go along with this argument.“

Nevertheless, conceding all this and recognizing that I need to go still
further into the matter, the fact remains, in my opinion, that Smith's
polemic against Mandeville in the Theory is quite weak: quite weak
because, as we shall see, he is wide of the mark. He writes:

It is the great fallacy of Dr Mandeville's book to represent every passion as
wholly vicious, which is so in any degree and in any direction. It is thus that he
treats every thing as vanity which has any reference, either to what are, or what
ought to be the sentiments of others; and it is by means of this sophistry, that
he establishes his favourite conclusion, that private vices are public benehts. If
the love of magnificence, a taste for the elegant arts and improvements of human
life, for whatever is agreeable in dress, furniture or equipage, for architecture,
statuary, painting and music, is to be regarded as luxury, sensuality, and ostenta
tion, even in those whose situation allows, without any inconveniency, the indul
gence of those passions, it is certain that luxury, sensuality and ostentation are
public benefits: since without the qualities upon which he thinks proper to
bestow such opprobrious names, the arts of refinement could never find en
couragement, and must languish for want of employment. Some popular ascetic
doctrines which had been current before his time, and which placed virtue in
the entire extirpation and annihilation of all our passions, were the real founda
tions of this licentious system. It was easy for Dr Mandeville to prove, first, that
this entire conquest [of ascetism] never actually took place among men; and
secondly, that if it was to take place universally, it would be pemicious to
society, by putting an end to all industry and commerce, and in a manner to
the whole business of human life."

It is true that a little further on, Smith recognises that there must still
be some grain of truth in Mandeville's system: ‘how destructive socver

" Cannan'| introduction to A. Smith, Wealth ofNaIi'on.r, op. cit., p.
" Kaye, op. cit., pp. cali and calii n.
" For I brief indication of this, we L. Bagolini, [4 aimpalih nella moral: I all diritla,

Bologna, 1951, pp. 95 5., as well, of course, as the older but nil] useful book by L
Limenuni, IA moral: della n'n|pau'a, Genoa, I914, pp. I87 3'.

" A. Smith, Thaw; of Moral Senliuaur, Edinburgh, 1759, pp. 435-6.
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this system may appear, it could never have imposed upon so great a
number of persons, not have occasioned so general an alarm among those
who are the friends of better principles, had it not in some respects bor
dered upon the truth’.59 And yet I persist in thinking that Joan Robinson
is right in noting that ‘after Mandeville’s sharp satire’, Smith's reply ‘is
rather flat and feeble’.5‘ It is feeble, I would add, not in style or literary
quality, but in substance.

Smith attempts to prove against Mandeville that individual passions or
interests are not always and not necessarily vices, that is, passions harmful
to the interest: of others. In and for itself this argument does not raise a
frown. In fact it is evident that no one could ever reasonably think of
banning the interests of individuals, of extinguishing their passions.
‘Among the savages’, Rousseau himself admits, ‘personal interest has as
loud a voice as with us.’ But what Smith does not see is that, inde
pendently of the degree of historical consciousness which Mandeville
himself may have had, the argument of the Fable is not an argument about
individual interests and passions in general (whatever the form of society
in which they develop), but rather an argument about personal passions
and interests when, and in a society in which, individuals are in competition
with one another. Wherever there is a cohesive community (Rousseau’s
'.tauvage.r’ or Marx's ‘primitive communism’), individual interests and
passions, far from harming anyone, can be tumed to the advantage of
others. But they inevitably become quite another thing when this com
munity no longer exists and competition is dominant. Personal interest has
a loud voice in each case, but, as Rousseau points out, ‘it doe: not say the
some things’. In the one case, individual interest, solidary and homo
geneous with the interests of others, is in fact only one aspect, or a speci
hcation, ofthe common interest; but in the other, where such a ‘community’
does not exist, it is an interest which collides with that of others and can
be achieved only by harming them: only if it operates, in effect, as im
morality and injury.

Of course he who is rich can provide himself, as Smith says, with
pleasant clothes, furniture, etc., without giving the appearance of ‘osten
tation’ or ‘luxury’. But the problem is precisely to look at the derivation
of this wealth. And since, as Smith himself recognizes, ‘in a civilized
country the poor provide for their own wants and for the immense luxury
of their masters’, and ‘the income which goes to sLLstain the pomp of the
indolent lord has all been gained from the toils of the peasant’, it seems

" ibid. “J. Robinson, Emnnmi: Philosophy, London, I964, p. 22.
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dillicult to deny the fact that this wealth, though devoted to such honest
pleasures, is a vice, in that it presupposes the ruin and oppression of
others.

‘Civil society’ is the society of free competition. In this social formation,
Kant writes, though himself extolling ‘civil society’,

animality is still earlier and fundamentally stronger than pure huma.nity in their
expressions, and the domesticated animal is of more use to man than the wild
beast only in so far as it is weakened. The will of the individual is always ready
to break out into hostility towards his fellow men, and always seeks, in its
elTort to attain unrestricted freedom, not only to be independent, but to domin
ate other beings by nature his equals."

I believe that it is precisely this wildness or animal nature that Mande
ville, ‘an honest man with a clear rnind', describes with such amazement
(and not perhaps without a touch of aesthetic pleasure). He was con
fronted with this extraordinary spectacle — stranger than the unforeseen
emergence of an atoll in the Pacific - of the full unfolding of the new
society: a phenomenon which he sees with the wondering ‘naivety’ of a
man seeing things for the first time and reporting them faithfully, but
drawing down on himself — from Smith included — the accusation of
producing a ‘licentious’ system.

There is furthermore a specific piece of evidence that Smith was wide
of the mark in his critique: when, as in The Wealth of Nations and
especially in the sections devoted to free competition, he stops discussing
human passions and interests in general and turns more directly to the
examination of individual relationships in this society, he is obliged to
return to Mandcvillc (as Cannan" and many other authors” have noted,
in relation to the passage about the brewer, the baker, etc.). He at least
has to temper and mitigate a little Mandeville's unrestrained individual
ism and the ‘naturalistic’ competition of egoisms, disguising them in
Hutcheson’s principle of ‘freedom’: as in the famous passage in which
Smith writes that

the natural effort of every individual to better his own condition, when sulfered
to exert itself with freedom and security, is so powerful a principle, that it is
alone, and without any assistance, not only capable of urrying on the society to
walth and prosperity, but of sunnounting a hundred i.mpcrtinent obstructions
with which the folly of human laws too often incumbers its operations."

“ I. Kant, .4nIhIopoIop'e, op. cit., pp. 681-1. " E. Cannan, op. cit., p. llvi.
" lnduding recently, A. L. Made, The Indinidtul in Satin}, op. cit., p. H6.
“ A. Smith, Wullla nfNui'-nu, op. cit., p. 490.
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The difference between Smith and Mandeville begins to become clear
at this point. For Mandeville, the selfish activity of man is a vice: a vice
he certainly rejoices in, as against the hypocrisy and bigotry of priests
and puritans, yet still a vice, at least in the sense that the individuals —
being in competition with one another — seem to him to be intent on
deceiving and swindling one another. For Smith, on the other hand, the
selfish activity of the individual (in the face of which, he shows, it would
be useless to appeal to ‘good will’ and ‘humanity’) tends to appear as a
positive factor, almost a ‘virtue’. This is precisely because he takes it for
granted that, in pursuing his private interests, the individual is collabora
ting in the promotion of the general interest. In the first case, negative
factors produce a positive result; in the second case, the positive result
arises from the sum of the partial factors which in themselves are already
potztive.

The consequence of this is worth further study. Mandeville does not
know, and in a certain sense is uninterested in knowing, how black turns
to white and good to evil. He restricts himself to ascertaining the a'efaeto
situation, and thus gives us a paradox, which according to the dictionary
is a ‘reasoning containing within itself a contradiction which it appears
impossible to resolve’. In short, he presents us with a problem, without
even claiming to provide an answer, already satisfied with the ‘scandal’
and intellectual provocation of simply spelling out the problem. Smith, on
the contrary (at least where he differentiates himself from Mandeville),
does give us a true theory of harmony of his own; that is, not the con
tradiction but the solution, or rather a solution without a problem, since
if partial factors (‘selfish interests’) must already be seen as positive ele
ments, the sum of them must also be positive. This is one side of the
story. The other, however — i.e. where he is under Mandeville’s influence
and holds to the contradiction the latter formulated — is that Smith brings
into his own analysis the problem, i.e. the contradictory nature of capital
ist development. Indeed, he not only brings it in but articulates and
deepens it (even if, understandably, he then often gives way to the
temptation to combine the problem with an apparent solution, by recourse
to the ‘invisible hand‘ and the intervention of Providence).

In the first case, we have Smith the scientist; in the other, the Smith
who anticipates the ‘harmonies' of ‘vulgar economics‘ and above all the
utilitarian optimism of Bentham," with its ‘felicific calculus‘ and the

" On Bentham‘: relation: to Smith, cf. Elie Hnlévy. The Growth of Philoruplnak-al
Radiealinn, 1928 (first French edition I901), Vol. 1, Pin I, pp. 3—i5|, ‘The Youth of
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banal apologetics of ‘the greatest happiness of the greatest number’. In
the first instance, Smith seems to be the heir to the highest line of English
empiricism — the line starting from Hobbes,“ the Hobbes to whom
Mandeville owes not a little. Otherwise, however, Smith appears (as
Stephen has stressed, though too one-sidedly) to follow Hutcheson — who
was in fact responsible for the famous formula, ‘the greatest happiness of
the greatest number"1 — and through Hutcheson, Shaftesbury, the
theorist of the doctrine of ‘universal harmony’. (Stephen correctly points
out that ‘the typical representatives of the two (opposed) schools of
thought [in English ethics] in the early part of the [eighteenth] century
were Shaftesbury and Mandeville’.)“ In this doctrine, with man appear
ing as a moment in the divine cosmic Totality, there can be no conflict
between ‘interest’ and ‘virtue’ (‘Thus God and Nature fixed the general
Frame, and bade Self-love and social be the same’). This is the doctrine
of ‘universal harmony’, which, as we know, links Shaftesbury to the
Cambridge Platonists, i.e. to Hobbes’s most resolute opponents.“

To conclude: there were not two theories of ‘harmony’ but one, since
Mandeville's ‘paradox’, rigorously interpreted, does not contain a theory
of ‘harmony’ proper, but if anything the opposite, if it is true, as I have
tried to show, that not only does he formulate the problem without giving
an answer, but he formulates an insoluble problem: i.e. how the common
interest can be obtained while preserving selfish interests, how society
can be preserved at the same time as unsociableness. This is a point
which I think Myrdal has understood very well — i.e. that The Fable of
the Bees does not offer a theory of ‘harmony’ (which always arises from
the denial of any opposition of interests), but that rather, ‘Mandeville, no
doubt, was among the hrst to have exposed this liction’."‘ I would add

Bentham‘. For the survival in Ricardo of the ‘theory ofharrnony', cf. Vol. III, pp. 19 if.
As for the relationship between Smith and Mandeville, Halévy‘s position on the
problem an be summed up by quoting these lines: ‘The economic doctrine of Adam
Smith is the doctrine of Mandeville set out in a fomt which is no longer paradoxical
and literary, hut rational and scientific. The principle of the identity of interests is not
perhaps a principle which is true to the exclusion of all others, but it is a principle
which can always be applied, in a general if not in a universal way, in the sphere of
political economy‘ (Vol. l, p. 90).

"cf. F. Jonas, Cmhirlue J0 Soziolagie, Hamburg, 1968, Vol. I, p. 99.
" L. Stephen, op. cit., Vol. ll, p. 5!. " ibid_, p_
" €f- 5- CI-\iiI'!‘|'. The Plamniz Rnmisuue in England, London, I953. pp. I57 ff.
“ G. Myrdal, Tlu Poliliul Elma! in the Devclopnmu of Etanomi: Tluory, p. 45.

0“ P- 443 MY"-‘ll hid 311134! noted what to my mind is the essential point — that in
the damn: of ‘harmony’. ‘the Pal-Iibility ofconllicts or interest is simply ignored‘.
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that it was no accident that Mandeville was such a resolute opponent of
Shaftesbury.

According to liberalism, writes Myrdal, ‘whenever someone increases
his income, all benefit. For he can only succeed by offering to his fellows
better and cheaper services than his rivals.’ In classical liberalism, ‘this
argument had an almost religious character. Adam Smith gave it im
mortal expression in the words that the individual is “led by an invisible
hand to promote an end which was no part of his intention".’ Mandeville,
however, in his work, ‘destroyed the unqualified doctrine as far as British
moral philosophy is concerned’, in that he brought to light the conflict of
interests, showing that ‘acquisitiveness has its roots in such immoral
qualities as the desire for power, ambition, the love of luxury, etc.’°5

Economics and ethics, in short, cannot be combined in this society.
Private interest cannot be reconciled with the common interest (or the
interest of others) but contradicts it. Since the individual cannot gain or
satisfy his own passions and interest without ruining or harming another,
it seems to me that the least we can do is to recognize with Joan Robinson
that ‘Mandeville has never been answered’, and that ‘after more than two
hundred years’ bourgeois economists are still brooding over this ‘squinting
morality’.“ The least! For the most would be to recognize that Mande
ville’s paradox — his thesis that good is born of evil and that ‘the surest
wealth lies in a mass of labouring Poor’ — is and always will be a paradox,
i.e. a rationally insoluble problem, at least until the day when it is decided
to solve it . . . practically.

In Kant’s Anthropologie there is a remark about Rousseau which I find
admirable for its penetrating understanding. He writes, ‘One should not
take the hypochondriac (ill-willed) description Rousseau gives of the
human race, as it emerges from the state of nature, as an invitation to
return to it and to the forest, but rather grasp its real meaning as an
expression of the difficulty our species has in advancing along the trail
constantly approaching its destination.’‘” A little further on, speaking of
the evils denounced in Rousseau's work, Kant points out: ‘ti1:ili:.a!ian
with inequality and mutual subjection'.“'

Carefully examined, this formulation proves all-embracing: progress
through exploitation; the development of science and technology through
wage-labour; the creation of wealth and wcll—being out of and by means
of destitution; the development ofculture, on the basis of mass ignorance

" ihid._ pp. 44—5. “ J. Robinson, op. cit., p. 23.
'7 op. cit., p. 630. " ibid., p. 314.
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and obscurantism. In a word, it is Mandeville’s own paradox (which in
Rousseau, of course, is not a cause for rejoicing but for execration): it is
the expression (still very general yet pertinent) of the antagonistic nature
of accumulation and development in the conditions of a competitive
society.

Faced with this paradox, which he was the first to sense in its ‘rational’
insolubility, Rousseau was defeated, even in his inner life. But Marx,
coming afterwards and hence in much more favourable historical cir
cumstances, was able to carry the original intuition further. Capitalist
accumulation is antagonistic in character. It is full of contradictions. The
development of capitalism cannot overcome these contradictions. But if it
does not overcome them, capitalism still ‘creates the form in which they
can operate’.

The meaning of the argument is clear. In spite of inequality and mutual
subjection, capitalism is development and civilization. The contradiction
does not paralyse it: if anything it makes it move. Capitalism is a river
which an carve out its own channel. Mandeville and Smith are therefore

in a sense right to celebrate it. On the other hand, if it is ‘civilization’, it
is still true that capitalism is so through inequality and oppression; and that
it is therefore a progress which does not humanize man but exacerbates
his predatory animal nature.

These two aspects of the contradiction, taken together, allow us to
understand both the continuing intellectual fascination that The Fable of
the Bees and The Wealth of Nations exercise on us, and the dissatisfaction
and profound moral unease they still arouse. This not only means that if
the ‘moral conscience’ of today wishes to cure its ‘squint’, it must look to
Rousseau's Discourse rather than to these two works; but also that if it
wants to complete the cure, and at the same time, find confirmation in an
understanding of the actual situation, it must go on from the Discourse to
Capital: until at last it is fully appeased, not by contemplation but by
‘subversive praxis‘.



Part Four



Lenin’s State and Revolution

The basic theme of State and Revolution — the one that indelibly inscribes
itself on the memory, and immediately comes to mind when one thinks of
the work — is the theme of the revolution as a destructive and violent act.

The revolution cannot be restricted to the seizure of power, it must also
be the destruction of the old State. ‘The point is whether the old State
machine shall remain, or be destroyed,’ says Lenin.‘ S prengen, zerbreehen,
destroy, smash: these words capture the tone of the text. Lenin’s polemic
is not directed against those who do not wish for the seizure of power.
The object of his attack is not reformism. On the contrary, it is directed
against those who wish for the seizure of power but not for the destruction
of the old State as well. The author he aims at is Kautsky. But not, let it
be clear, the Kautsky who was to emerge after 1917 (in Terrorism and
Communism, for example), but rather the Kautsky of the writings devoted
to the struggle against opportunism: the Kautsky who wants revolution,
and yet does not want the destruction of the old State machine.

At first impression the text seems an implacable but sectarian essay,
primitive, steeped in ‘Asiatic fury’ - a kind of hymn to ‘violence for
violence's sake’. What seems to emerge from it it is a reduction of revolu
tion to its most elementary and external features: the capture of the
Winter Palace, the Ministry of the Interioriin flames, the arrest and
execution of the political personnel of the old govemment. It was pre
cisely this interpretation that ensured the success of State and Revolution
throughout the Stalin era, for more than a quarter ofa century from 1928
to 1953, not only in Russia but in all the Communist Parties ofthe world.
The revolution is violence. Kautsky is a social-democrat because he does
not want violence. It is impossible to be a Communist if your aim is not
the violent seizure of power. Until 1953, any militant in a Communist
Pany (the Italian Party included) who had dared to cast doubts on this
necessity of violence would have found himself in the same position as

' Lenin, Sum and Rrvolulion, in Selected Works, op. cit., Vol. II, p. 355.
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anyone today who expresses doubts about the ‘peaceful, parliamentary
road’.

I shall not be so stupid as to suggest that Lenin was against violence.
He was in favour of a violent insurrection, just as in June 1917 he had
supported the peaceful development of the revolution. He was for one or
the other, according to the circumstances. But on one point his thought
was immutable: in each and every case, the State machine must be
destroyed.

The ways in which the revolution can be achieved are to some extent
contingent: they depend on a constellation of events which it is useless to
discuss beforehand. Nor does the amount of bloodshed in itself indicate
the thoroughness of the revolutionary process. The essential point of the
revolution, the destruction it cannot forgo (and of which violence is not
in itself a suliicient guarantee) is rather the destruction of the bourgeois
State as a power separate from and counterposed to the masses, and its
replacement by a power of a new type. This is the essential point.

According to Lenin, the old State machine must be destroyed because
the bourgeois State depends on the separation and alienation of power
from the masses. In capitalist society, democracy is, at best, ‘always
hemmed in by the narrow limits set by capitalist exploitation’. ‘The
majority of the population is debarred from participation in public and
politial life.‘ All the mechanisms of the bourgeois State are restrictions
that ‘exclude and squeeze out the poor from politics, from active par
ticipation in democracy’.' A socialist revolution that maintained this type
of State would keep alive the separation between the masses and power,
their dependence and subordination.

If the socialization of the means of production means that, emancipa
ting itself from the mle of capital, the society becomes its own master and
brings the productive forces under its own conscious, planned control,
the political form in which this economic emancipation can be achieved
can only be one based upon the initiative and self—govemment of the
producers.

Here we have the really basic theme of State and Revolution. The des
truction of the bourgeois State machine is not the Ministry of the Interior
in flames, it is not the barricades. All this may take place, but it is not the
essential point. What is essential to the revolution is the destruction of the
diaphragm that separates the working clases from power, the emancipa
tion and self-determination of the former, the transmission of power

' ibid.. pr» 333-+
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directly into the hands of the people. Marx said that the Commune had
proved that ‘the working-class cannot simply lay hold of the ready-made
state machinery, and wield it for its own purposes’. It cannot: for the aim
of the socialist revolution is not ‘to transfer the bureaucratic-military
machine from one hand to another“ but to transfer power directly into
the hands of the people — and that is impossible if this machine is not first
smashed.

These few lines require the most serious reflection: the socialist revolu
tion does not consist in transferring ‘from one hand to another’ the
military-bureaucratic machine; the destruction of the military—bureau
cratic state machine is, according to Marx, ‘the preliminary condition for
every real people's revolution’, and, comments Lenin, a ‘people’s revolu
tion’ is one in which ‘the mass of the people, its majority, the very lowest
social groups, crushed by oppression and exploitation, rise independently
and place on the entire course of the revolution the impress of their own
demands, of their attempts to build in their own way a new society in
place of the old society that is being destroyed’.‘

The sense of the passage is clear. The destruction of the old machine is
the destruction of the limits imposed on democracy by the bourgeois
State. It is the passage from a ‘narrow, restricted’ democracy to full
democracy. And, adds Lenin, ‘full democracy is not, qualitatively, the
same thing as incomplete democracy’. Behind what might seem formally
a difference in quantity, what is actually at stake is ‘a gigantic replacement
of certain institutions by other institutions of a fundamentally different
type."

The significance of the polemic against Kautsky emerges here too. The
clash with Kautsky is important because it reveals a dilemma which has
since become the crux of the whole experience of the workers’ movement
after Lenin. Kautsky wished for the seizure of power but not the destruc
tion of the State. What is essential, he said, is purely and simply to take
possession of the State machine which is already there, and to use it for
one's own ends. Anyone who reflects on the diversity of the two formulae
will find, behind the innocent verbal difference, a far more substantial
and profound divergence. For Lenin, the revolution is not only the
transfer of power from one rlass to another, it is also the passage from on;
type of power to another: for him, the two things go together because the
working class that seizes power is the working class that governs itsc]f_

' ibid., pp. 293-4.
‘ ibid., p. 195. ‘ ibid., p. 298.
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For Kautsky, on the other hand, the seizure of power does not mean the
construction of a new power, but simply the promotion to the use of the
old power of the political personnel who represent the working class, but
are not themselves the working class. For the former, socialism is the
self-government of the masses: in socialism, says Lenin, ‘the mass of the
population will rise to taking an independent part, not only in voting and
elections, but also in the everyday administration of the State. Under
socialism all will govern in turn and will soon become accustomed to no
one governing."

For the latter, socialism is the management of power in the name of the
masses. For Lenin, the socialist revolution has to destroy the old State
because it must destroy the diferente between governors and governed itself:
For Kautsky, the State and its bureaucratic apparatus is not to be des
troyed, because bureaucracy, i.e. the difference between governors and
governed, cannot be suppressed and will always survive. For Lenin, the
revolution is the end of all masters; for Kautsky, it is merely the arrival
of a new master.

I repeat, the Kautsky against whom Lenin directed this polemic was
still a Marxist, holding firmly to the class conception of the State. His
political vision, indeed, had a rigidly ouvrierist cast. As with all the
Marxists of the Second lntemational, his class position was, in fact, so
strict that it often turned into a closed corporatism. What Lenin wrote in
opposition to Plekhanov et al., on Marx's concept of the ‘people's revolu
tion', could easily have been extended to Kautsky as well.

And yet, despite its rigid class standpoint, Kautsky’s idea of power
already contained the germ of all his subsequent developments. The
State that must not be destroyed but which can be taken over and turned
to one's own ends, the military-bureaucratic machine that is not to be
dismantled but transferred ‘from one hand to another’, is already embry
onially a State ‘indifferent’ in class nature: it is a technical or 'neutral'
instrument, a mere means that can do good or ill, according to who
controls it and uses it.

Hence the theory of the simple seizure, without at the same time the
destruction-transformation of power, contains the germ of an intertlass
theory of the State. Or rather it is a perennial oscillation between two
extreme poles: a recldm subjectivism that sees the essence ofthe revolu
tion and socialism in the promotion to power of particular political per
sonnel, who are, as we know, the party bureaucracy; and an inter-class

' ibid., p. 357.
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conception of the State. The first pole gives the so-called Rakosi-type
regime: the ‘dictatorship of the proletariat’ by decree, which can then in
due time evolve towards the conception of . . . the ‘State of the whole
people’. The second pole gives the mandarins of social-democratic
bureaucracy: the Scheidemanns, Leon Blums, Mollets, Wilsons, who 
while sewing the bourgeois State, and precisely because they are sewing
the bourgeois State - believe that they are thereby serving the interests of
the whole society, the ‘general’ and ‘common’ interest.

The aim of our political struggle, wrote Kautsky, is ‘the conquest of
State power by winning a majority in parliament, and by raising par
liament to the rank of master of the government’.7 Parliament — evidently
— has existed hitherto, will continue to exist hereafter, indeed must always
exist. Not only is it independent of classes, but even of historical epochs.
This is the acme of inter-classism. Kautsky’s formula (and that of his
present-day imitators) does not suggest even as a hypothesis that the
parliamentary regime might be linked in some way to the class structure of
bourgeois society. This formula makes tabula mm of the whole of Marx’s
critique of the modern representative State. Furthermore, insofar as it is
prepared to concede that the parliamentary regime has any class character
whatsoever, it identifies this not in the regime itself 05 such but in its
abuses: electoral frauds, trasformirmo, ‘pork-barrelling’, sottogoverno, etc.“
It stresses these ‘anomalies’ all the more willingly in that they allow it to
invoke the ‘true parliament’, ‘true mirror of the nation’, which Togliatti,
too, foretold: the only utopianism which the ‘old foxes’ can envisage.

To win a parliamentary majority and convert parliament into the
master of the government. The essential question for Kautsky is who is in
control in parliament; simply a change, even if a radical one, in the
government's political personnel. That it is possible and necessary to go
further, that the essential point is precisely to destroy the distinction
between governors and governed — Kautsky cannot even imagine such a
thing. His formula is parliament as ‘master ofthe government’; Lenin's is
the people as ‘masters of the parliament’ — i.e. the suppression of par
liament as such.

We must make sure that we understand properly this Leninist critique

" ibid., p. 358.

. ' 7’fMfW'rtIinno is the process whereby opposition forces, or their leaders, are absorbed
into the ruling elite. Sonagormta is the practice prevalent in Italy, whereby the party
In power bypasses sections of the State administration by setting up parallel bureau
cratic organizations directly dependent upon itself.
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of the parliamentary system. It is not a primitive and sectarian critique,
the impotent critique of Bordiga, the denunciation of parliament as a
‘fraud’, of political democracy as a ‘fraud’, etc. This latter is the critique
that has prevailed historically in the Communist tradition. It is an
elementary critique which, failing to give a class analysis of liberal
democracy or to grasp the organic way in which its growth is linked to
that of the capitalist socio-economic order, denounces parliament and the
modern representative State in subjectivist terms as if it were an institu
tion consciously ‘invented’ by the ruling class to fool the people (rather as,
according to Voltaire, religion is an invention of the priests). The super
ficiality and impotence of this critique emerges clearly when we remember
that from it has descended precisely the nihilistic contempt for the
problem of democracy and of the power structure in a socialist society that
has permeated the whole experience of Stalinist and post-Stalinist
political circles to this day. In State and Revolution, on the contrary,
Lenin's critique of parliament succeeds for the first time - and, note, for
the first time within Lenin’s own thought (hence the crucial importance
of this text, which is far and away his greatest contribution to political
theory) — in restoring some of the basic lines of Marx’s critique of the
modern representative State. So much so that, just as on the level of
political practice State and Revolution coincides with Lenin's first real
penetration and discovery of the significance of the soviet (which had
first emerged much earlier, during the 1905 Revolution, but which he had
long failed to understand), so on the level of political theory State and
Revolution coincides with his discovery that the ‘dictatorship of the pro
letariat' is not the dictatorship of the party but the Paris Commune, the
very same Commune that, even as late as the early months of 1917, Lenin
had still regarded as only a form, though an extreme one, of ‘bourgeois
demoeratism'.

The difference between the two viewpoints is so radical that whereas
in the first case the critique of parliament becomes a critique of democracy,
in Lenin's use, on the contrary, the critique of parliament, i.e. of liberal
or bourgeois democracy, is a critique of the anti-democratic nature of par
liament — a critique made in the name ofthat infinitely ‘fuller’ (and hence
qualitatively different) democracy, the democracy of the soviets, the only
democracy that deserves the name of socialist democracy.

Marxist literature since Marx knows nothing that could even remotely
compete with the seriousness of the critique of parliament contained in
State and Rrcolutian; nor, at the same time, anything pervaded with such
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a profound democratic inspiration as that which animates Lenin’s text
from beginning to end. The ‘imperative mandate’, the permanent and
constant revocability of representatives by those they represent, the
demand for a legislative power which would be ‘a working, not a par
liamentary body, executive and legislative at the same time’ and in which,
hence, the representatives ‘have to work, have to execute their own laws,
have themselves to test their results in real life, and to account directly to
their constituents’.° All this is no ‘reform’ of parliament (as imagined in
the extremist folklore of some tiny sects, prey to party bureaucracy, but
‘implacable’ in their denunciations of Lenin’s parliamentarianisml); it is
rather the suppression of parliament, and its replacement by representa
tive organs of a ‘council’ or ‘soviet’ type: to refer again to Lenin’s own
words, it is ‘a gigantic replacement of certain institutions by other
institutions of a fundamentally different order’.

Hence the destruction of the State and its replacement by institutions
of ‘proletarian democracy’, i.e. by the self-government of the mass of
producers. Lenin’s line of thought is so rigorous that he does not hesitate
to draw the most extreme conclusions from this: the socialist State itself —

in so far as socialism (i.e. the first phase of communist society) still has
need of a State — is a remnant of the bourgeois State.

The State withers away insofar as there are no longer any capitalists, any
classes, and, consequently, no tlarr can be rupprmcd. But the State has not yet
completely withered away, since there still remains the safe-guarding of ‘bour
geois right’ [i.e. of the principle of ‘to each according to his labour’ rather than
according to his needs] which consecrates actual inequality.”

Hence ‘in its first phase . . . communism tarmar as yet be fully mature
economically and entirely free from traditions or traces of capitalism.
Hence the interesting phenomenon that communism in its first phase
retains “the narrow horizon of bourgeois right”.’ And since ‘bourgeois
right in regard to the distribution of conmmer goods inevitably pre
supposes the existence of the bourgeois State, for right is nothing without
an apparatus capable of cnjbrting the observance of the standards of right.
It follows,’ concludes Lenin, ‘that under communism there remains for a
time not only bourgeois right, but even the bourgeois State without the
bourgeoisie!’“

As we see, the level of development of socialism is here measured by the

' ibid., pp. 301-1.
‘° ibid., p. 339. “ ibid., pp. 341-3.
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level of development of democracy. The further the withering away of the
State has advanced and the self-government of the masses has been
extended, the more progress has been made in the transition from
socialism to communism. Communism is not the Volga—Don Canal plus
the State. It is not ‘swathes of forest windbreaks’ plus the police, con
centration camps and bureaucratic omnipotence. Lenin has a different idea.
But precisely because this idea is still today only an idea, we should reject
all taboos and speak frankly.

State and Revolution was written in August and September 1917 at the
height of the revolutionary process. None of Lenin's writings have a
‘contemplative’ character. This is less than ever the case with State and
Revolution. Lenin embarked upon it so as to decide what to do in the
on—going revolution. He was a realist who did not trust to ‘inspiration’, to
the political improvisation of the moment, but aspired to act with a full
consciousness of what he was doing. This was the moment and this the
man of which State and Revolution was born. And yet we only have to
look around today to see that the relation between this idea of socialism
and socialism as it exists is not much different from the relationship
between the Sermon on the Mount and the Vatican.

The answer we must accept — but which we should give thoughtfully
and calmly, without dramatization — is the answer we all know: the
countries we call socialist are only socialist metaphorically. They are
countries which are no longer capitalist. They are countries where all the
principal means of production have been nationalized and are state
owned — but not socialized, which is quite different. They are those ‘links’
in the world imperialist chain that have broken (and so far this chain has
broken at its weakest links). This is true of China, of the ‘people’s
democracies’, not to speak of the Soviet Union. None of these countries is
really socialist, nor could they be. Socialism is not a national process but
a world process. This tremendous process — which today is above all the
disintegration of the world capitalist system - is precisely the process we
are living and which, simply in terms of its totally unprecedented pro
portions, obviously cannot reach harbour in a single day. The process is
visible to everybody. Only the purblind ‘concreteness' of Social-Dcmoc
racy, convinced that it will be in the saddle for all time, an grant itself
the luxury of ignoring it. This social-democratic illusion is the fate of
anyone who thinks the idm of State and Revolution is outdated. There are
few writings more timely or more relevant. Lenin is not outdated.
National socialism, the ‘construction of socialism in one country‘, than
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are outdated. Communism, said Marx, cannot exist as a ‘local event’:
‘The proletariat can thus only exist on the 1vorla'—/tistariml plane, just as
communism, its activity, can only have a world—historical existencef”

” Marx and Engels, The German Ideology, London and Moscow, 1965, pp. 46-7.





Marxism: Science or Revolution?

Marxism as science or Marxism as revolution? There was and there still
is this alternative. To resolve it is not so easy as is often thought. I shall
begin with the first horn of the dilemma — Marxism as a science. The
broad outlines of the argument might be presented as follows. Marxism
is a theory of the laws of development of human society. In Capital, Marx
has studied and analysed the laws governing the development of capital
ist production, he has taken this ‘mechanism’ to pieces and described it.
As a scientific doctrine, Marxism essentially consists of the discovery of
objective causal relationships. It discovers and analyses the laws which
make the system work, describes the contradictions which undermine it
from within and signal its destiny. But insofar as it is a work of science
and not ideology, Capital will not allow this analysis to be tainted with
‘value judgements’ or subjective choices: instead it makes only ‘judge
ments of fact’, objective judgements, aliirmations which in the last
analysis are universally valid. Scientilic propositions are in the indicative.
They do not advance ‘choices’ or hnalities. It is impossible to deduce im
peratives from the objective and impartial statements of science. This is
the well-known argument developed_by Hilferding in the preface to his
Finance Capital (the argument of more or less all the orthodox Marxism
of the Second International), ‘Marxism is only a theory of the laws of
development of society.’ ‘These laws, which obtain their general formula
tion in the Marxist view of history, are applied by Marxist economics to
the epoch of commodity production.’ ‘Marxism, which is a scientifically
logical and objective doctrine, is not bound to value judgements.’ The
task of Marxism as a science is to ‘describe causal relationships’. Though
they are always being confused, ‘socialism’ and ‘Marxism’ are no! the same
thing. Socialism is an end, a goal, an objective of politial will and action.
Marxism, on the other hand, being a science, is objective and impartial
knowledge. One can accept the science without desiring the end. ‘To
recognize the validity of Marxism‘, says Hilferding, ‘does not at all man
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to make value judgements, much less to point out a line of practical
action. It is one thing to recognize a necessity, and quite another to put
oneself at the service of that necessity.’

This view clearly allows no room for a link between science and class
consciousness, between science and ideology, let alone for the ‘partisan
ship’ of science. _Socio-eeonomic._devclDpm¢;g_t_,‘§_e5_n as a process un
folding before the observer and the scientist like the movement of the
stars. ‘Economic laws’ are obje_c_t_ive laws, external to classes and inde
pendent of our wills  th9_._laws of nat_ure j,§£G. Stalin, Economic

Troolems of Socialism in the Soviet Union). The ‘law of value’ is like the
law of the fall of heavy bodies. More or less present in this conception is
always a ‘theory of breakdown’. The laws of the capitalist mode of
production inescapably lead the system to its end. The extinction of
capitalism is inevitable. It is made fatal and almost automatic by the
explanation of its own laws. Nuances and slight variations apart,_thi§I_a_s
more or less the view which prevailed in the Third International too.
While it existed,,§nd,a.b9ve all with Stalin, all that was added was the
criterion of ‘partisanshipggr element anyway already latent in Lenin).
But apart from the blind and sectarian way In which it wagardvancefthis

‘criterion was only juxtaposed to that of naturalistic objectivism. una
posed, never mediated writhit: i.e. united with it only ly paste and string.
’ This ‘physi_ql_ist' position, in infinitely more cultivatediiaind refined
forms, is still the dominant one among the next Marxist economists. The
case of Oskar Lange is typical, and still more so is that of Maurice
Dobb (who in general is a very serious scholar). Dobb sees the law of
‘value as a law which allows us to reconstruct, unify, order and explain all
the major mechanisms and movements of the system.

Only with the work of Adam Smith, and its more rigorous systematization by
Ricardo, did Political Economy create that unifying quantitative principle which
enabled it to make postulate in terms of the general equilibrium of the economic
system — to make deterministic statcrnents about the general relationships which
held between the major elements of the system. ln Politial Economy this
unifying prindple. or system of general statements cast in quantitative form,
consisted of: theory of value.

This pasage stresses above all the ultimatesocial negrglig of the law
of value. The law makts it posible to relate together the most important
quantitative factors of the system, to establish certain quantiftable rela
tionships between them — just as the law ofuniversal gravitation dog in its
own field (Dobb’s very example). But what does not come out here is the
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particular, ‘fetishistic’ or ‘alienated’ nature of the quantitative factors
related together by the law. For Marx, commodities and capital have not
always existed, and what is more, their existence must come to an end.
Apart from the relationships within the system, Marx analyses and
criticizes the system itself. He discusses why the product of labour takes
the form of a ‘commodity’; why human labour is represented by the
‘value’ of ‘things’; he discusses why (that is, under what conditions)
mpital exists and reproduces itself.’D9_b1_2,_iq1;Ftli§‘79ther hand, argues‘ a
little like Smith and Ricardo, _who seejthe   as:the"iiatura1_"‘_:IrId
inevitable form of the products of labour and the‘ g(_1_a__r@g{_ as n institution
which must always exist, and"  piesent the law of v§Ifi as a law_ of
permanent quantities or factors (often, iriifact’, confusinguit ‘wit‘h_,1_,he
problem of the ‘measurement’ of values).

There is no reason to dwell on this point here. Suflice it simply to note
that for Marx too the law of value is an objective law, a law operating
independently of consciousness and even ‘behind the backs’ of men;
except that for him a quite peculiar kind of objectivity is involved.‘hIt is,
so to speak, a false objectivity and_qn§_rn_1.}st be abolished. The laws
of the market’; ‘Marx writes — are a ‘natural né'c’E§§IEy"'?Bi jiinen. The
movements of the market are as unpredictable as earthquakes. But this is
not because the market is a ‘natural’ phenomenon. What has taken the
objective form here of things and interactions between things is really
nothing but the social relationships of men to each other. ‘These for
mulae,’ Marx writes, ‘bear it stamped upon them in unmistakable letters
that they belong to a state of society, in which the process of production
has the mastery over instead of being controlled by him.’ A little earlier
he had pointed out: ‘The life-process of society, which is based on the
process of material production, does not strip off its mystical veil until it
is treated as production by freely associated men, and is consciously
regulated by them in accordance with a settled plan.’ And this can
obviously come about only through revolution.

In the Rimrdian interpretation, then, the law of value tends to be
naturalized and appear as a socially neutral law. The laws of nature have
no class character. And, by the same token, the production of commodities
and the existence of a market have no class character. Hence the constant

‘familiar speeches. The ‘market’ and ‘profit’ are not se§i‘a"§'thE inevitable
survivals of bourgeois institutions in‘ the Hist  of socialist’ society,
which is par excellent: a tranrirional society, but as ‘rational criteria or
masurements of economic activity‘, as something positive which must
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always exist. There is a ‘socialist’ market and there is ‘socialist’ profit. The
revolution is not made to abolish profit, i.e. to abolish exploitation. The
revolution is made only for the pleasure of marching, well drilled and
cheering, past a speakers’ platform.

Another basic distortion, closely related to the first, is the misinter
pretation of the nature and meaning of Marx's work. or Nl_arx,p_olitic:al,_
economy is born with the extension and generali7_ation_of' commodity
production-.11}? b6ih.._i?ii.i3. 9-:*£*it=4I.i.S.:" “.14 f.di=S"ii557=7(i53I:i'5liti‘§$'!!‘.°'
progressive “extinction of its surviving. elements in the _gai_'_i§_iti_Qng[
society); which explains why all li/iIarx’s major works have the title or

' sub—title: ‘critique of political economy’. For many Marxists today, how
ever, the s true: there must always be political economy (see the
Manual ofPo!i!iml Economy produced by the Academy of Sciences of the
USSR), just as there will always be law, the State, and those who tell
the masses what the masses themselves ought to think and believe.

I must interrupt the argument developed so far in order to look at the
problem in another way and from a different angle. Open Marx's first
really important writing, the The Critique of Hegel’: ‘Philosophy of Right’.
It has a remarkable structure. Not only does the work begin with a
critique of the Hegelian philoxoply of the State, and imperceptibly tum
into a critique of the Statg but in both cases — that is, both on the ques
tion of the way Hegel sea the State, and on the qustion of the State
itself - the critique is developed by the use of a single model._§ot only
Hegel‘s reprcrenmtion of the reality of the State upside down and ‘stand?
'ing on its head’ but;  is the_a'cti1aTl?a'7'it_'y"gerierated by me
_State. ‘This uncritimT§pii'it,' IEE mysticism’, he writes, ‘isithe enigrnaof’
the modem constitution . . . as well as the mystery of Hegelian philosophy.
. . . This point of view is undeniably abstract, but it is the abstraction of
the political State as Hegel himself develops it. It is atomistic, too, but
it is the atomism of society itself. The point of View mnnot be concrete
when the object of the point of View is abstract.’ In general, an author
criticizes another by showing him an: things are IE? azsiinm‘ trsziwiéa
them. He criticizes him in IHé’n'a“ti1e oria1iey‘an.ra“ii‘:ii';'B'a‘s‘.'sBTiaI:'y’.
But here the proci:3'ui'e‘§Ee“m_s‘ib"be different: the dea'tI:"sentenceT)‘r"t_>.
nounccd on the Old  at the same time to its aye“ too.
Mari t'l06 not only vi‘a'riT lb"§lhe end of the Ffigelfahaplilotophj orthe‘
State: he wants to see the actual ‘di§olution' of the State. This again is
because he understands that not only is the philosophial representation
of reality false, metaphysical and ‘standing on its head‘ — but so is raliry
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itself, that is to say, the particular type of social regime which takes the
form of the modern representative State or parliamentary government.

There is an analogous situation in Capital. Here too Marx does not
restrict himself to criticizing the ‘logical mysticism’ of the economists,
their ‘trinity formula’: Land, Capital, Labour. '_I'hh_eir_*‘fetishism’ is
explained by the fetishism of reality itself, that is of the capit%_trr11od_
production. This is quite evident in a whole series Bf expressions. Capital
contains such phrases as: ‘the mystical character of commodities’, or ‘The
whole mystery of commodities, all the magic and necromancy that sur
rounds the products of labour as long as they take the form of com
modities'; or finally that the ‘mystical veil’ is not an invention of the
bourgeois interpreters of the ‘life—process of society which is based on the
process of material production’, but actually belongs to this process,
which therefore appear: to political economy as what it really is.

In fact, reality itself is upside down. It is therefore not just a question
of criticizing the way in which economists and philosophers have depicted
reality. It is necessary to overturn reality itself — to straighten it up and
‘put it back on its feet’. ‘Until now the philosophers have only inter
preted the world: the point however is to change it.’ In the above pages
I have looked at Marxism as a science; now I come to Marxism as
revolution.

I urge the reader not to get too excited, but to keep his eyes open and
use his head. In the argument I have just outlined there is an extremely
dubious and even dangerous point. An author criticizes another by
appealing to reality, showing him that things are not as he had described
and depicted them. This is the only correct kind of procedure. But Marx
— with Hegel as with the economists - seems to be unable to do this:
unable to, because the reference criterion — reality — is already itself a
counterfeit standard. If this were really so, Marx would only be a prophet
(which is not much), and we would be revisionists. On what basis do we say
that the reality of capitalism is upside down? According to Bernstein, on
the basis of the moral ideal. The idea of ‘justice’, Kant’s ethics, tell me that
the world should be corrected and reformed. Value and surplus value are
mere words. Socialism is the product of good wishes. Change the minds
of men! Abandon scientific socialism for utopian socialism. Reality is
not important. ‘Facts’ are of no account. Reality is denied to make room
for the realization of the ideal. Reason is Revolution. The contemporary
Bemstein seems to lie to the left — in the petty-bourgeois anarchism of
Marcusc and of all those who have taken him seriously.
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I must stop here a moment to put some order into the argument.
Reality is certainly upside down — otherwise revolution would not be
necessary. On the other hand, Marxism also needs to be a science: if not
there would be no scientific socialism, only messianic aspirations or
religious hopes. In short, if Marx is a scientist, he has to measure his ideas
and those of others against the facts, to test hypotheses experimentally
against reality. In simpler and more familiar terms, this means that when
Marx criticizes Hegel, the economists and all the reality of capitalism, he
still has to do it in the name of reality and on the basis of reality. The

. criterion of his critique, in short, cannot beithe ideal (which is still the
ideal of X or Y)‘. It most be ‘a ‘criterion d_r'awn_ from and rooted in reality.‘

: If I may summarize this b}'iéH‘y'TI’w’8ijf& that there are two realities in
'capitalism: the reality expressed by Nlzirx, and the reality expressed by’
‘the authors he criticizes. I‘sha1I"'no‘w try ‘toldcmonstrate this as simply
‘and quickly as possible, by examining the relationship between capital
and wage labour.

I shall begin by seeing how this relationship looks from the point of
view of the capitalist. The capitalist invests his money in the purchase of
spindles, cotton and labour. He finds these things on the market, that is
as commodities. He buys them as anyone might buy a whip, a horse and a
carriage. After making these purchases (suppose he buys at no more than
their actual value), the capitalist then puts the worker to work at the
spindles to transform the cotton into thread. At this point, Marx says,
‘the labour process is a process between things that the capitalist has
purchased, things that have become his property’. ‘The product of this pro
cess belongs, therefore, to him, just as much as does the wine which is
the product of a process of fermentation completed in his cellar.‘

The capitalist's eye, accustomed to synthesis and the overall view, does
not deign to distinguish between the various things he has bought. From
his point of view, wage labour is a part of capital, in the same way as
machinery and raw materials: it is the ‘variable’ part of capital, the ‘wages
fund‘, as distinct from the part invested in the purchase of means of
production. The fact that besides reproducing his own value, i.e. the
wage, the wage labourer produces surplus value, is a happy circumstance
which raises no theoretiml problem for the capitalist. To him, this
fertility of labour appears directly as the productivity of his own capital:
the apital of which labour is itselfa pan, being one of the purchases.
This is, as we know, the thesis of all non-Marxist economists, what Marx
calls the fetishism of political economy. lt is not only labour which pro
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duces value, but capital too. Wages pay for the productivity of the former,
profits pay the latter. Land produces the harvest; capital or machinery
produce profits; labour produces wages. To each his own. Then let
harmony be established once and for all, and let the factors of production
collaborate.

You will say that this is the ‘bosses’ point of view. But the important
thing to understand is that more than a subjective point of view is
involved: it is a point of view which corresponds in a certain sense to the
actual courses of things. The working class reproduces its own means of
subsistence, and at the same time produces surplus value (i.e. proht, rent
and interest); with its labour it provides the revenues of all the basis
classes of society. And — as long as it is kept down — the working class is in
fact only a cog in the mechanism of capitalism. Capital is produced by
labour: labour is the cause, capital the effect; the one the origin, the
other the outcome. And yet not only in the accounting of the enterprise,
but in the real mechanism, the working class appears only as ‘variable
capital’ and as the wages fund. The ‘whole’ has become the ‘part’, and the
part the whole. Such is the reality ‘on its head’ already mentioned: the
reality which Marx not only rejects as a criterion and yardstick, but which
he wants to overthrow and invert.

Think of the American working class. It is only a cog of capital, a part
of the capitalist mechanism. More strictly speaking, it is not even a ‘class’
(it does not have consciousness of being a class). It is an agglomeration of
‘categories’: car workers, chemical workers, textile workers, etc. When it
reacts and goes on strike, its relationship to the whole of the social
‘mechanism’ is like that ofa bilious irritated organ to the human body: it
demands no more than a pill to make it feel better. This class (though
every working class has passed through this stage, and in a certain sense
remains in it until it takes power) is, really, a part of capital: although
(leaving aside the imperialist exploitation of workers in other countries)
it is also true that the thing of which it is a part (capital) is in its turn a
part of the value produced by that working class.

The point of view adopted by Marx is in fact the expression precisely
of this other reality. Capital, of which wage labour is only the variable
component, is in reality part of this its part (which is therefore the
‘totality'): it is the product of ‘living labour‘. Without then repeating
Bernstein's moralism or Marcusc's ‘utopias‘, Marx — utilizing an aspect
of reality — ovcrthrows the arguments of the economists and points to the
overthrow of capitalism itself. Marxism is therefore science. It is an
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i analytiml reconstruction of the way in which the mechanism of capitalist
production works.

On the other hand, as well as being a science, Marxism is revolutionary
ideology. It is the analysis of reality from the viewpoint of the working
class. This in its turn means that the working class cannot constitute itself
as a class without taking possession of the scientific analysis of Capital.
Without this, it disintegrates into a myriad of ‘categories’. The working
class (dreamers awake!) is not a given factor, it is not a product of nature.
It is a destination point: the product of hixtoriml action, i.e. not only of
material conditions but also of political consciousness. In short, the class
becomes a class when, going beyond economistic spontaneism, it develops
the consciousness of being the protagonist of a revolution which emanci
pates not only the workers but the whole of society. This consciousness,
through which the class constitutes itself in political organization and
takes its place at the head of its allies, cannot be derived from anywhere
but Capital. It is in this sense, I think, that Lenin said that building the
party also requires something ‘from without’.




















	Table of Contents
	Marxism as a Sociology
	Bernstein and the Marxism of the Second International
	From Hegel to Marcuse
	Mandeville, Rousseau and Smith
	Lenin's State and Revolution
	Marxism: Science or Revolution?
	Index

