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PHILOSOPHY



Hegel and Aristotle were certainly philosophers, but in what sense was Karl Marx? Marx wrote a good deal that has a philosophical look about it; but he was also brusquely scornful of the philosophic mind, and declared in his celebrated eleventh thesis on Feuerbach that ‘the philosophers have only interpreted the world, in various ways; the point, however, is to change it’.1 One might riposte that it would be hard to change a world which we did not understand, were it not for the fact that Marx himself would surely agree. He is not out to replace ideas with mindless action, but to fashion a kind of practical philosophy which will help to transform what it is seeking to comprehend. Social and intellectual change go together: ‘Philosophy cannot realize itself without the transcendence of the proletariat’, he writes, ‘and the proletariat cannot realize itself without the realization of philosophy.’2 His second thesis on Feuerbach runs:


The question whether objective truth can be attributed to human thinking is not a question of theory, but a practical question. In practice man must prove the truth, that is, the reality and power, the this-sidedness of his thinking. The dispute over the reality or non-reality of thinking which is isolated from practice is a purely scholastic question.3


This special kind of action-orientated theory is sometimes known as ‘emancipatory knowledge’, and has a number of distinctive features. It is the kind of understanding of one’s situation that a group or individual needs in order to change that situation; and it is thus among other things a new self-understanding. But to know yourself in a new way is to alter yourself in that very act; so we have here a peculiar form of cognition in which the act of knowing alters what it contemplates. In trying to understand myself and my condition, I can never remain quite identical with myself, since the self which is doing the understanding, as well as the self understood, are now different from what they were before. And if I wanted to understand all this, then just the same process would set in. It is rather like trying to jump on one’s own shadow or yank oneself up by one’s hair. And since such knowledge also moves people to change their condition in a practical way, it becomes itself a kind of social or political force, part of the material situation it examines rather than a mere ‘reflection’ of or upon it. It is knowledge as an historical event rather than as abstract speculation, in which knowing that is no longer clearly separable from knowing how. Moreover, to seek to emancipate yourself involves questions of value, while knowing about your situation is a matter of factual comprehension; so here the usual distinction philosophy acknowledges between facts and values becomes interestingly blurred. It is not just that this kind of knowledge can be put to valuable use, but that the motivation for understanding in the first place is bound up with a sense of value.


The eleventh thesis on Feuerbach, then, is not just some sort of philistine appeal to turn from abstract speculation to the ‘real world’, though there was a streak of this brisk anti-intellectualism in the early Marx. Such an appeal forgets that without abstract concepts there would be no real world for us in the first place. The irony of Marx’s gesture is that he makes this demand as a philosopher, not just as a political activist. He can thus be said to join a distinguished lineage of ‘anti-philosophers’, one which includes Kierkegaard, Nietzsche, Heidegger, Adorno, Benjamin, Wittgenstein, and in our own time such thinkers as Jacques Derrida and Richard Rorty, for whom there is something fundamentally awry with the whole philosophical enterprise of their time. For these men, philosophy itself, not just this or that topic within it, has become a deeply problematic pursuit. They therefore want either to transcend the whole project for reasons which remain philosophically interesting, or to find some way of recasting it in a new key entirely, an aim which for many of these thinkers means forging a new style of theoretical writing. Most of them are out to deflate the metaphysical pretentions of philosophy, outflanking them with something apparently more fundamental: being, power, difference, practical forms of life, or in Marx’s case ‘historical conditions’. An anti-philosopher of this kind differs from a mere opponent of philosophy in much the same way that an ‘anti-novel’ like Ulysses differs from a non-novel like the telephone directory.


Why was Marx so sceptical of philosophy? For one thing, he saw it as starting from the wrong place. Philosophy did not begin far back enough. The fashionable German philosophy of his day – Idealism – began from ideas, seeing consciousness as the foundation of reality; but Marx was aware that just for us to have an idea, a good deal else must already have taken place. What must already have happened in order for us to begin to reflect? We must already be practically bound up with the world we are pondering, and so already inserted into a whole set of relations, material conditions, social institutions:


The production of ideas, of conceptions, of consciousness, is at first directly interwoven with the material activity and the material intercourse of men, the language of real life. Conceiving, thinking, the mental intercourse of men, appear at this stage as the direct efflux of their material behaviour. The same applies to mental production as expressed in the language of politics, laws, morality, religion, metaphysics, etc. of a people. Men are the producers of their conceptions, ideas, etc. – real, active men, as they are conditioned by a definite development of their productive forces and of the intercourse corresponding to these, up to its furthest forms. Consciousness can never be anything else than conscious existence, and the existence of men is their actual life-process.4


We should note here that while Marx wants, epistemologically speaking, to bind consciousness and the material world closely together, there is a political sense in which he wants to loosen up that relation. For him, as we shall see, we are most human and least like the other animals when we produce freely, gratuitously, independent of any immediate material need. Freedom for Marx is a kind of creative superabundance over what is materially essential, that which overflows the measure and becomes its own yardstick. It is just that, for all this to happen in society, certain material conditions are first required; so that the very ‘excess’ of consciousness over nature which Marx regards as a hallmark of our humanity is itself, ironically, a materially conditioned state of affairs. Where consciousness and social practice converge most obviously for Marx is in language itself:


Language is as old as consciousness, language is practical, real consciousness that exists for other men as well, and only therefore does it also exist for me; language, like consciousness, only arises from the need, the necessity, of intercourse with other men. (GI 51)


But if language arises from need, as a necessary dimension of collective labour, it does not remain leashed to that necessity, as the phenomenon known as literature bears witness.


When it comes not just to ‘consciousness’, but to the systematic sort of reflection known as philosophy, then this clearly requires specialists, academies and a host of allied institutions, all of which can ultimately be funded only by the labour of others. This is one aspect of what Marx means by the division of mental and manual labour. Only when a society has achieved a certain economic surplus over material necessity, releasing a minority of its members from the demands of productive labour into the privilege of becoming full-time politicians, academics, cultural producers and so on, can philosophy in its fullest sense flower into being. Now thought can begin to fantasize that it is independent of material reality, just because there is a material sense in which it actually is:


Division of labour only becomes truly such from the moment when a division of mental and manual labour appears. (The first form of ideologists, priests, is concurrent.) From this moment onwards consciousness can really flatter itself that it is something other than consciousness of existing practice, that it really represents something without representing something real; from now on consciousness is in a position to emancipate itself from the world and to proceed to the formation of ‘pure’ theory, theology, philosophy, ethics, etc. (GI 51)
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