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Preface.


Although the author would prefer the latter, this book could be defined as either a defensive critique or a critical defence: defensive because the book is an attempt to demonstrate the relevance of a historical-materialist approach to historical analysis, and of Marx’ analysis of capitalism; critical because that attempt involves the rejection of main elements in Marx’ own conception of historical materialism as well as his expectations and predictions that capitalism will (save for the possible common ruin of the struggling classes) be superseded by socialism and eventually communism, and of a number of ideas and arguments in subsequent Marxist writers.


Establishing and criticising Marx’ determinism is not, in fact, the principal aim of the book; nevertheless, much space is devoted to it, for two reasons. Firstly, with some simplification, three main positions on Marxian determinism can be identified within the Marxist or historical-materialist tradition: one that Marx was a determinist and was right to be one, and hence determinism presents no problem to historical materialism; one that Marx was not a determinist, and hence determinism presents no problem to historical materialism; and one, which is argued below, that Marx was indeed a determinist and was wrong to be one, and hence determinism does present a problem to historical materialism.


On the latter assumption, it is obvious why the first of these positions must be criticised. The second one is, for one thing, demonstrably wrong – or at least its adherents have the difficult task of explaining why Marx repeatedly predicted the inevitable supersession of capitalism by socialism if he did not in fact consider it inevitable. Perhaps more important, the failure to recognise the problem and its roots in Marx’ conception of historical development cannot but hamper attempts to develop historical materialism into a theoretical edifice which is both tenable and empirically relevant, establishing a firm link between its most abstract theses and the most successful Marxist historiography; the insistence on Marx’ conception of the dialectic of forces and relations of production as the motive power of historical development and transformations will be positively fatal to that endeavour.


It should be emphasised that the argument below is not based on any intrinsically new ideas: insofar as it is original to any extent it is due to the combination of ideas adopted from others, although the responsibility for their interpretation and application of course rests solely with this writer. The following ones inform the very approach to the problematic as well as the argument of the book:




	The motive power of historical development and transformations is the interaction between social circumstances and agency constituting the actual process of historical eventuation (an idea saturating the best Marxist historiography).


	Agents’ responses to their “lived” reality (the ensemble of objective circumstances affecting them), and hence agency in the said interaction, depend on the experiences of their “lived” reality which agents articulate (another idea which is found “in the practical state” in the most cogent Marxist historiography, and explicitly argued by E. P. Thompson).


	Historical determination must to a large extent be conceived of as the limitation of a field of the possible within which several outcomes may be possible and more or less probable (Erik Olin Wright’s “structural limitation” is an explicit conceptualisation of this idea of determination).


	Social theory must ultimately (as Maurice Dobb and Gordon Childe have stated) be judged by its ability to account for the actual historical record.





If the second of these ideas is given a somewhat original twist, especially in its combination with the third one, this is due to the degree of importance attached to agents’ articulation of their experiences and responses, and the open-endedness of historical development thus constituted by agency: in other words the impossibility of deriving the fate of a mode of production or a type of society from a structural analysis of it. This should not be construed as some kind of voluntarism: the very notion of agents’ experience of their “lived” reality only makes sense on the assumption that this experience and the process of its articulation are to some extent determined by that reality. But it also leaves room for thinking of this process as an active practice on the part of agents – not one eventuating in the reflection of objective truth or inevitable delusions about it, or one dictated by discursive patterns which somehow impose themselves on agents. Just like the analyst, other agents, too, have to find out about their social circumstances and how to handle them – more or less (in)completely and approximately, and in conditions imposed on them by the same given circumstances.


This is the basic approach to accounting for the failure of Marx’ expectations and predictions on the fate of capitalism, an approach implying the distance between structural and historical analysis and the impossibility of dismissing the former out of hand if predictions based on it are confounded by the latter. Hence again both critique and defence: the rejection of Marx’ prediction that capitalism will inevitably be superseded by capitalism and eventually communism does not imply the rejection of his analysis and critique of capitalism as an exploitative, alienating and crisis-ridden mode of production which must be superseded if exploitation, class conflict, alienation, crises and environmental destruction are to be overcome. Nor does it imply any failure to recognise that the structural analysis of Capital is necessary to understand the nature and developmental logic and tendencies of capitalist accumulation and hence capitalist society, and the limits and pressures they impose on agents’ experiences and actions.


The period of gestation has been a long one since that day in the spring or summer of 2000 when – in the prosaic situation of serving as an invigilator – the author was struck by the difference it makes to history that we act on what we think about the world and our possibilities rather than on the objective facts about them, and jotted down a note to that effect. From then on working on this idea was a matter of spelling out its implications, confronting it with other interpretations of social practice and causation, and establishing its claim to be considered valid and empirically relevant. Its very triviality may explain why it has rarely been made explicit, yet the failure to recognise it has marred much Marxist analysis. Apart from its relevance to the question of Marx’ expectations and their failure, the approach to historical analysis it implies seems to be exactly the one that has made the best Marxist historiographers able to make sense of the historical record, and offer a cogent account of it.


Needless to say, one incurs immense intellectual debts in the course of writing a book like this, and however much one would like to do so, it is impossible to give everybody their due in either the body of the text or perhaps oversize notes. In this case writing had to be done in between spells of unrelated work and education, and outside academia, dialogue with others being, in effect, possible solely by way of their texts. The habitual declaration that any responsibility for errors and weaknesses rests with the author is therefore exceptionally apposite.


Thanks are, as is usually the case, due to the family of a chronically absented-minded writer for moral support and angelic patience; and to the Labour Movement Library and Archives in Copenhagen for a priceless gift, the 44 volumes of the Marx Engels Werke; whatever readers will think of the argument as it is, it would have been far less well-founded without these at hand.


Apart from the lack of an academic post and the community of peers that goes with it, the ideas argued below were given a decidedly chilly reception when sketched in various essays which consequently remained unpublished and undebated. One instance of this kind of response is dealt with in the Introduction, another one in the Afterword, but obviously such considerations on historical materialism as these are unwelcome in some Marxist circles. It is easy to understand why: Marx’ expectations and predictions that the dialectic of forces and relations of production he posited as the motive power of historical development and transformations would ineluctably take the prehistory of human society, the era of class societies, to its terminus in the transition from capitalism to socialism and eventually communism imply the promise that revolutionary socialism will triumph in the end, regardless of any temporary adversity. Hard as it is to document such things, the belief that scientific Marxist socialism proves the eventual supersession of capitalism and class divisions has perhaps been its greatest attraction and given its adherents more stamina than anything else in bad times, which have been plentiful. Apart from a few examples from the last texts of Luxemburg and Lenin quoted in Part Three, ch. 2. b below, perhaps the most telling declaration of this confidence is given by Trotsky shortly before his death at the hand of a Stalinist assassin, in his testament: “I shall die with unshaken faith in the communist future. This faith in man and in his future gives me even now such power of resistance as cannot be given by any religion.”1


It would be immensely satisfactory to substantiate this faith, but given the cogent reasons to consider this impossible one has to face the fact that revolutionary socialism is confronted with immense strategic questions that are not going to be solved by inexorable future social development. It is the purpose of this book to contribute to their solution by contributing to the exploration of their nature – however incompletely and provisionally – or, if failing in that, at least to the recognition of their reality.





1 Quoted from Geras, Literature of Revolution, p. 252 (following Geras’ eloquent statement of the reason why a socialist project and Marxism as an analytical tool are worthwhile endeavours (p. 251-252)). Also quoted in Deutscher, The Prophet Outcast, p. 479-480.




Introduction.


The work embodied in the present text originally centred on the problematic of analysing the capitalist state and accounting for its concrete role and functioning in advanced capitalist societies. Considerations on various Marxist approaches to the subject led to the conclusion that it is impossible to work out a general concept of the capitalist state from which its historical functions can be derived. The social structure imposes limits and pressures on the state, but within those limits its concrete role and functioning depend on historical eventuation which is, to be sure, determined by the structural context, but neither reducible to, nor derivable from it.


Along with this, if based on a less focused exploration, university training in history and social studies as well as the experience of history from the early 1970s and on lead to the following more general assumptions:




	The actual process of history is causally irreducible to the structure of society determined by the dominant mode of production.


	Social practice, in particular, and hence the actual course of the history of advanced capitalism, cannot be derived from the structural analysis of capitalism, nor dismissed as immaterial. Practice – or agency – makes a difference to actual history, and the trajectory of the capitalist mode of production and the capitalist type of society eventuates from, and as part of, that actual history.


	Still more specifically, Marx’ expectations that the dialectic of forces and relations of production he posited as the motive power of history2 will inexorably eventuate in a transition from capitalism to socialism and eventually communism3 have not been confirmed by the actual history of advanced capitalism so far.





The question is whether this failure of Marx’ expectations and predictions about the supersession of capitalism is accountable for within a theoretical framework which is, at least in a broad but still meaningful sense, Marxist or historical-materialist, in spite of such more or less far-reaching modifications of the original, and various other, conception(s) of historical materialism as turn out to be necessary. It is argued that if the conception of the interaction between social circumstances and agency suggested below is substituted for the dialectic of forces and relations of production as the motive power of historical development, the failure of Marx’ expectations and predictions to come true can be accounted for cogently and consistently with Marx’ structural analysis of Capital (which is not to suggest that the latter is perfectly complete and correct on all points) and at least the minimum of Marxist assumptions that is necessary to answer the above question in the affirmative.


What are those assumptions? As several strands and varieties of Marxism can be identified, the answer cannot be taken for granted, but the rejection of any of the following three assumptions would, in the opinion of this writer, be inconsistent with the claim to argue within anything describable as a historical-materialist or Marxist framework or the Marxist tradition in any meaningful sense of those terms. In addition, abandoning any of these three assumptions would imply an obvious answer to the question why Marx’ expectations have not come true, whereas upholding them suggests its relevance:




	Social circumstances, including such as are due to agents’ positions in relations of production, are determinants of agents’ consciousness.


	Capitalism is an exploitative, antagonistic, crisis-ridden and alienating mode of production.


	The working class constituted by capitalist relations of production consequently has an objective interest in a transition from capitalism to socialism and eventually communism in the sense of a classless society based on the collective command of the means, process and outcome of production.





1 is defended in the discussions below, on the grounds that consciousness or ideology and its transformations are unaccountable for except on that assumption.4 By whatever conceptualisations Marx and others argue 2 in Capital and elsewhere, the historical facts of capitalist accumulation and its consequences, as well as conflicts in and over that process, would seem hard to account for except on that assumption; while 3 is taken to follow from it along the line of Wright’s argument to the effect that exploited (working-class) agents will be able to toil less and/or consume more – and overcome alienation in terms of production and generally, partaking in the collective power to determine social development – if the transition to classless society is accomplished.5


The task undertaken is, then, to account for the failure of Marx’ expectations, and spell out at least some of the theoretical and strategic implications of the argument, without the explicit or implicit rejection of any of those three assumptions.


It may be added that the working class is taken to constitute the large majority of the population in advanced capitalist societies, so that a lack of such a majority with a class interest in a socialist transformation cannot be given as a reason why such a transition has not, in fact, been accomplished, and does not seem about to be accomplished in these societies. Nor can this be explained on functionalist/teleological assumptions; firstly, positing the maintenance of the given type of society as the telos of its development is inconsistent with the historical fact of transformations; secondly, whether implying this particular telos or not, such theories subvert their own claim to recognition as true knowledge.6


Basically, this leaves the relationship between social circumstances and objective interests on the one hand and social practice on the other as the area in which a cogent answer may be found on the posited conditions. Neither the assumption that agents necessarily act on their objective interests nor the postulate that they never do will suffice: the former is gainsaid by the very historical experience prompting the question to be answered, the other seems to imply either the kind of teleological assumptions just rejected, or a more vague and implicit, conscious or unconscious prejudice “that all men and women [.....] are bloody silly”;7 and both subvert their own claim to be valid as the exemption of intellectual analysts themselves from either teleological determination or silliness is left unexplained.


Although the question of state analysis has left its stamp on the course and subject matter of the argument, the focus therefore shifted to the relationship between structure and history, and between structural and historical analysis; and hence inevitably to the relationship between social structure and circumstances on the one hand and human practice, or agency, on the other. More and more agency eventually came to the fore as the causal factor making the difference between structural and historical analysis. Actually, the question of state analysis is a convenient point of departure here because it makes it possible to demonstrate the problems of passing from abstract/structural analysis to empirical/historical analysis in the context of a substantial problem rather than as part of an abstract exchange on theory. One fundamental premise of the argument of the present text was thus made rather obvious by the problems involved in Marxist debates on the state of the 1960s and 1970s: that the ultimate test of the relevance of abstract or structural analysis is its ability to inform and guide historical analysis in a consistent way – even if the relationship between these levels of analysis may be rather complex.


The said problems also demonstrate that neither the questions enumerated above, nor several points argued below, are unique to the present text. To give one obvious example, the idea that the future course of history is predictable (“historicism”) has been criticised and dismissed before, inside and outside the Marxist tradition.8 In fact one possible point of criticism is the triviality of the suggestion that agency must be taken into consideration as a determinant, and that historical analysis is (for that reason) irreducible to structural analysis. It appears less trivial, however, if one considers a. the fact that Marx’ “final conclusions”9 on the fate of capitalism are drawn from structural analysis;10 b. the kinds of competing modes of explanation of Marxist and post-Marxist trends from the 1960s on – the logic-of-capital trend, “Althusserian structuralism” and “discourse analysis” – as well as e.g. Luxemburg’s and Lenin’s arguments on reformism, or the attempts to defend Marxian historical materialism in Laibman and Cohen discussed in Part Four, ch. 1. c-d below.


The attempt in the present text to give reasons why Marx’ “final conclusions” must indeed be dismissed, and to hold on to the crucial insights offered by his analysis of capitalist accumulation is one of three possible ways of responding to the failure of these conclusions to be borne out: to try to establish what is relevant in Marx and the Marxist tradition, and remedy the major weaknesses. The latter endeavour is more or less one of elaborating the implications of Thompson’s argument on experience and agency in particular, and the approach of “Anglo-Saxon” Marxism in general.


A second possible response is to conclude that historical materialism and the analysis of Capital are altogether irrelevant; and the third one to ignore the failure and its implications. The latter is not a figment of imagination. On rejecting a short sketch of some main lines of the argument to be elaborated in the present text,11 the editor of the journal Science & Society sent three reports on it, one of which merits quotation at full length:




This paper is a statement (similar to many in the literature) of an antideterminist, anti-teleological and anti-reductionist historical materialism, whose foil is some version of the theory that is presumably “pro” all of those qualities. What emerges, as always in abstract discussions of this sort, is a position that seems to be so constrained in what it is able to assert, so (almost) “frightened” away from distinctive Marxist claims regarding productive forces dynamism, determination by the mode of production in the last instance, the centrality of class within the maze of social identities and contradictions, etc., that one wonders why one would continue to adhere to the “Marxism” label for what emerges as (an alternative set of qualifying adjectives) eclectic, indeterminist, and anti-theoretical. The best part of this paper, in this reader’s view, is the use of E. P. Thompson for the distinction between objective circumstances and events, on the one hand, and the lived experience of those circumstances and events, on the other. Things don’t just “happen” to people (e.g., exploitation); they are appropriated into consciousness, experienced, in specific ways. This is, I think, a fruitful line of thought: to take Thompson’s thinking about community and culture into the core of historical materialist theory (and so make that theory less, well, poverty-stricken). The effort here, however, is just a sketch, and is problematized by the author’s casual, and largely unexamined, assumption that “traditional” historical materialism has “failed”, presumably because the time line for the development of consciousness and agency leading toward socialist revolution has turned out to be longer than we had thought, and hoped for.12





The whole first part – almost one full half – of the report is simply a dismissive sneer. Then the very pivot of the allegedly “eclectic, indeterminist, and anti-theoretical” argument is singled out for praise as being fruitful and able to enrich historical materialism – while, it seems, its fundamental implications for that same historical materialism (or more precisely Marx’ expectations) are disregarded.13 And finally, in that baffling last sentence, all that is “fruitful” in the paper is effectively brushed aside, as the reader suggests that there is really no problem with “traditional” historical materialism (and hence, by implication, in the history of (at least) the last century or so) in the first place, only a little retardation: more patience, comrades, and less nonsense about icebergs in the Atlantic! The Titanic is, alas, somewhat delayed, but sure to arrive safely in New York sooner or later.


Against this, one may quote a more sober assessment of the consistency of the historical record up to 1953 with Marx’ expectations, also suggesting the complex relationship between social circumstances and agency:




[.....]. By the turn of the century great labour movements had sprung up all over Western Europe, which marched under Marxist banners and solemnly vowed to use their first opportunity to carry out proletarian revolutions.


Yet this apparent success of Marxism was spurious. More than a hundred years after the message of the Communist Manifesto had first resounded throughout the world not a single proletarian revolution has triumphed in the West. Not even a single full-scale attempt at such a revolution, an attempt genuinely backed by a majority of the working class, has taken place in the West, apart from the Commune of Paris, defeated in 1871.


Instead Marxism has spread to the East; and by the efforts of the intelligentsia and a young and small working class it has conquered primitive peasant nations, from whom it had expected little or no response, and whom it had not considered capable of initiating a socialist order. At the middle of this century Marxism has become in a sense displaced from the West and naturalized in Russia and China. Where it has survived as a mass movement in the West, in France and Italy, it has done so in its ‘Orientalized’ form; and it exists there as a broad reflex of the Russian metamorphosis of Marxism.14





The period since then has seen nothing closer to a revolutionary situation in advanced capitalism than May 1968 in France, the comment of one observer on this and other upheavals at that time being that,




The student rebellions were thus disproportionately effective, especially where, as in France in 1968 and in the ‘hot autumn’ of Italy in 1969, they released huge waves of working-class strikes which temporarily paralysed the economy of entire countries. And yet, of course, they were not genuine revolutions nor likely to develop into such. For the workers, where they took part in them, they were merely the opportunity to discover the industrial bargaining-power they had accumulated without noticing over the past twenty years. They were not revolutionaries.15





Before the next turn of the century, “real existing socialism” in Eastern Europe had collapsed ignominiously and been superseded by capitalism, while the Communist mass movements of France and Italy had crumbled, and private business initiative been combined with the continuation of the authoritarian “Communist” regime in China.


Brief as the paper was, some care was taken to point out what was suggested and what was not, and what the argument did and did not imply. Thus, the logic of capitalist accumulation (causal relations, pressures, trends, probabilities, limits) is not supposed to be superseded or rendered invalid by, but to interact with, agency, so that its impact on historical eventuation is modified within the field of the possible it delimits.16 To use – with due reservations – a metaphor or allegory,17 the exposition of the structure or logic of the mode (or capitalist accumulation) is like a presentation of the English language with every irregularity of grammar and spelling left out. Actual English usage of course involves a large number of such irregularities, but all the same the logic of grammar and communication is at work in the articulation of discourses. Such real-life discourses are different from those that may be theoretically articulated according to the totally regular “structural” language; but the logic of the latter is recognisably similar, and enlightening as to the actual usage.


Basically Marx’ expectations (which are also those of “orthodox” historical materialism) are considered to have failed for two closely related reasons: firstly, the difference and distance between structural and historical analysis; and secondly, the distance between agents’ positions in the structure of classes etcetera on the one hand and their articulation of experiences and responses on the other, and the possible distance between their objective interests and their actions. This does not mean that the relationship between class positions on the one hand and experiences and responses on the other is held to be arbitrary, but that actual experiences and responses cannot be considered derivable from class positions and objective interests. Agents’ positions in classes, fractions etcetera do set limits to their possible experiences and responses, “and make some of those possible forms more likely than others, but they do not rigidly determine in a mechanistic manner any given form of political and ideological relations.”18


This is implied by the suggested conception of agency, and is at the same time one reason why historical eventuation is irreducible to structural determination. Agency, including struggles over the articulation of experiences and responses, has a real scope within the structurally determined limits, and with the structurally determined probabilities, and may therefore make a real difference in terms of actual historical development. Because of this, and the sheer complexity of historical determination, it is possible to account for historical development, but not to predict it except (and with the necessary qualifications) within a very narrow scope and space of time.


However, the failure to recognise that, whatever its faults, the paper dealt with a real and crucial issue cannot be put down to stupidity. The author of the quoted report on the paper is (like those of the other reports) probably an intelligent person. The problem is rather that of a psychological barrier: a refusal to face the failure of Marx’ expectations, which also promised the workers’ movement(s) a certain victory, and its causes and implications. Hence the insistence that these expectations will eventually come true, and the willingness to ignore the actual history of advanced capitalism with the experience of bourgeois and reformist hegemony; of Fascism, Stalinism, post-Stalinism and the debacle of “real existing socialism”; the disorganisation of the working class, not least in the USA; and the failure of the polarisation envisaged by Marx to materialise.


It is easy enough to sympathise with this response: this writer would have been far happier to confirm the inevitability of a transition to socialism and eventually communism than to question it; unfortunately, such confidence blocks any progress towards the overcoming of the very real problems involved. If the present text offers no specific answers to the questions implied by that task, it does at least point to the problematic, and may perhaps provide a few pointers; realising the problem is one precondition for solving it. If the insistence on historical materialism in some sense of the term as an explanatory framework is another, the recognition of its limits as well as its scope is necessary too.


The conception of agency, experience and response, and of the interaction between agency and social circumstances, suggested below should make it possible to uphold the explanatory value of such concepts as relations and modes of production and types of society while substituting historical necessity by historical possibility (limits, potential, pressures, tendencies, probabilities), and hence the positing of historical laws by that of historical generalisations. On these premises, history can be seen as a structured and open-ended process of eventuation; a process irreducible to any single explanatory principle or causal factor (let alone telos), but not inexplicable and amorphous. It is possible to link structural and historical analysis and to situate agency as part of the process of history: both determined by and determining its actual course.


In different ways, “Althusserian structuralism”, the logic-of-capital trend and “discourse analysis” as elaborated by Laclau & Mouffe all fail to establish a cogent link between the analysis of structure and that of history. And so did the classical conception of historical materialism in Marx and Engels, and, more specifically, Marx’ analysis of Capital – as evident from the failure of the expectations expressed in his “final conclusions” on the fate of capitalism. This is evidence of the fundamental problem of classical historical materialism: an unresolved tension between historical laws and historical practice, between determinism and indeterminacy, between structure and agency, and between structural and historical analysis. The argument below on this tension may be summarised as follows:




	There could be no development of the forces of production, and hence no dialectic of forces and relations of production if not for the specific nature of human agency allowing human agents to respond to their given circumstances by developing their productive forces.


	This creative ability in human agents implies an element of unpredictability, a potential for intrinsic newness, which renders historical prediction doubtful.


	
Teleological assumptions may overcome that tension or doubtfulness by positing that regardless of the possible ruin or stagnation of individual societies it is the way of Providence or History or whatever that the overall history of human (class) societies will develop according to the dialectic of forces and relations of production.


	Marx and Engels did not argue in teleological terms, which they explicitly and repeatedly rejected, referring to Darwin’s theory as having delivered the deathblow to teleology in natural science and providing a basis in natural history for their views.


	Darwin’s theory cannot, however, in either its original or its neo-Darwinian form, provide such a basis, as it does not imply any given or inherent overall direction of development.


	In the absence of teleological assumptions – which are, to be sure, inherently untenable – Marx and Engels are, in effect, left with no other basis of their expectations and predictions on the supersession of capitalism than their confidence that agents with an interest in a historical transformation will indeed have (or develop) the will and capacity to accomplish it.


	Again, however, that confidence is rendered doubtful by the specific nature of human agency and the historical record both generally: the possibility of stagnation and insufficient class capacities for transformation, and specifically: the case of capitalism so far.





In effect the present text pivots on this tension and its implications. This involves a series of questions which between them imply the necessity of an extensive rewriting of historical materialism:


Firstly, again, whether the failure of Marx’ expectations is explicable in Marxist terms, or demonstrates their irrelevance.


Secondly, what is the relationship between the structure of classes and interests on the one hand and agents’ consciousness and practice on the other, especially between agents’ objective interests and their consciousness and practice?


Thirdly, what is the relationship between social structure and circumstances, agents’ consciousness and practice, and historical eventuation?


Fourthly, may (structural) determination in the last instance be so conceptualised as to make sense of such relationships, and of the structurally determined role of the state, especially relative to the structure of interests, in a consistent and empirically relevant way? In other words, how can the process of historical eventuation be grasped and accounted for as open-ended, unique and determined by structure?


Fifthly, what are the strategic implications of the argument?


Related to all these questions is that of how the antagonism between capital and labour is kept within such bounds as not to disrupt the social structure. For all its influence on recent debates, the Gramscian notion of hegemony, or consent, does not provide a satisfactory answer here, especially not in its “discourse-theoretical” sense.19 “Hegemony” is itself an aspect of the question rather than the final answer to it. As such it is part of a wider context of which structural conditions form a crucial part. Consequently, neither hegemony nor the role and functioning of the state can be adequately explained except with reference to those conditions.


It should be added that the investigation of this and the other questions does not, as one prejudice on Marxism has it, start from the assumption that objective interests are inevitably acted on, subsequently resorting to various ad hoc explanations to account for the failure of this to happen (a failure which according to the same prejudice demonstrates the pipe-dream nature of “objective interests”). Marx’ expectations do not imply any such assumption, nor does the conceptualisation of the relationship between structure and social circumstances on the one hand and agency on the other suggested in the present text.


In this writer’s opinion historical materialism has enormous potential as an approach to social studies, not least that of history. For several reasons, however, and in spite of much brilliant work, this potential has only been partially realised. A full realisation would involve critical reflection, correction, the filling of gaps, and work on and from empirical material old and new, as well as problematics rising from all stages of both capitalist and non-capitalist history: persistent work in a vast number of fields, drawing on a large number of analysts debating continuously and creatively, combining labours at all levels of abstraction. In other words, it requires a broad and sustained Marxist trend in – and not least across – the fields of social analysis. There are many and complex reasons why such a deep-rooted tradition has not developed, and why the Marxist tradition that does exist has taken the forms it has, and they cannot be exhaustively dealt with here. On the other hand, some important ones are so well-known that a mere sketch will suffice.


The political and strategic aspect of historical materialism, as a theory of and for the struggle against the capitalist social order rather than merely a theory about the latter, is of course an integral and essential part of the Marxist tradition. In itself this may not involve larger problems than does the isolation of theory from such topics, or its explicit or implicit deployment in defence of the status quo. Nevertheless, the political implications of historical materialism have had some indirect, detrimental effects. In the first place, it has for this and other reasons been a marginal trend within the institutions of higher education and study in the advanced capitalist countries, fluctuations of intellectual fashions notwithstanding. Secondly, and contributing to that weakness, subordination to ideological expediencies and apologetic abuse blighted historical materialism in the countries where bourgeois institutions and ideology were no obstacles: the restrictions on its development imposed by bureaucratic fiat and the curbing of intellectual freedom in the “socialist” countries are too well-known to call for further comment.


In advanced capitalist countries historical materialism has not usually been subjected to the same kind of thing, although bureaucratic censorship on students and studies inside the relevant institutions should probably not be underrated. Even when not officially or unofficially banned or harassed, a historical-materialist approach to social analysis has nevertheless been a liability, though not necessarily one impossible to overcome. Consequently, the larger part of resources has been applied to other fields of work; and there has, doubtlessly, been a very real incentive to jettison or emasculate historical materialism in order to accommodate to one’s intellectual habitat and workplace.


Moreover, this state of things has been reinforced by the general ideological climate of post-war advanced capitalist societies, with their well-entrenched bourgeois hegemony. This hegemony has also meant that organisational frameworks for radical socialist theoretical work outside universities and similar institutions have been few and marginal – except in the case of some Communist Parties inside which, however, political expediency as well as bureaucratic pressure and censorship have curbed creativity, though less so in some fields than others. In short, historical-materialist theoretical work has been subjected to pressures and discouragements of various sorts, as well as of course substantial criticism. To a large extent it has been marginalised and isolated, vogues for it short and intermittent: a broad and stable basis for its development has been lacking.


Even if this representation may be unsatisfactory and perhaps onesided, it does contain a great deal of truth. And theory has inevitably been marked by its circumstances. In the first place, historical materialism has inevitably been hampered by a sheer scarcity of theorists to carry on the necessary work. In addition to this, however, it has been affected by being forced onto the defensive – though the picture is no doubt complex in this regard. Firstly, although selective the attitude towards the legacy of classical Marxism has often been at bottom defensive and conservative. Anderson has noted that, “in the post-war epoch, the best and most original work” in the field of studying classical Marxism has, in Western Marxism, “usually taken the form of ingenious reinterpretations of one canonical text or author, Marx or Engels or Lenin, to refute conventional notions about another, often with the aim of combating bourgeois criticisms or misinterpretations of Marxism as such.”20 Secondly, the situation delineated above has had the double effect of turning the most theoretically elaborate contributions away from the fields of economics and politics towards those of philosophy, culture and method and making them draw on a number of non-Marxist trends in these areas – which has made Anderson observe that, “the dangers involved in a prolonged recourse to pre-Marxist philosophical traditions need no emphasis: the overwhelming weight of idealist or religious motifs within them is well enough known.”21


Apart from, probably, a general failure to face a number of novel theoretical and historical developments squarely and deal adequately with them, one rather obvious consequence was the underdevelopment of Marxist political theory, including the analysis of the state and phenomena such as bourgeois democracy.22 When systematic work in that field began, and the format of Western Marxism was thus transcended, the character of the latter still made itself felt in important ways. Both “continental” Marxist approaches to the analysis of the state discussed below: that of state derivation based on the ideas of the logic-of-capital trend influential in the Federal Republic and Denmark especially in the early 1970s, and that of Poulantzas based on “Althusserian structuralism”, bear witness to this; although they also, in taking on the problem of the contemporary capitalist state, represent a real development away from the “prolonged and intricate Discourse on Method”23 of Western Marxism.


Firstly, both plead specific – and mutually exclusive – readings of Marx, supposedly rediscovering and presenting the true Marxian problematic and method, as their justification;24 consequently they both fall within the category described by Anderson as “a priori conceptual schemes for the understanding of history, not necessarily inconsistent with empirical evidence, but always undemonstrated by it in their mode of presentation.”25 Thus the contrast between “Western” Marxism on the one hand and “Anglo-Saxon” Marxism with its empirical and historiographic leanings26 on the other is still true. Secondly, the motifs mentioned by Anderson have indeed, as will be demonstrated below, informed the explanatory patterns of both the logicof-capital trend and “Althusserian structuralism”, whether directly or indirectly, appearing in the shape of teleological assumptions constituting the kind of explanation which is described as quasi-religious in the present text.27


Whatever simplifications the distinction between “Anglo-Saxon” and “continental” Marxism involves, the differences between the two became visible as soon as Marxist analysis of the state was revived in the late 1960s, the famous Poulantzas-Miliband debate28 demonstrating the weaknesses and strengths on both sides. If Miliband’s The State in Capitalist Society adduced a mass of empirical evidence but was not grounded on an explicit conceptualisation of social structure and the place of the state in it, thus failing to answer some crucial questions about the relationship between classes and state unambiguously, Poulantzas’ Political Power and Social Classes with its “Althusserian-structuralist” approach strictly subordinated historical fact to explanation by reference to the place of the state in the axiomatically defined context of structural causality, settling similar questions by abstract fiat.


Thus, the point in discussing the said “continental” trends and contrasting them with “Anglo-Saxon” Marxism becomes apparent. The logic-of-capital trend and “Althusserian structuralism” are immensely different theoretical entities. But there are some underlying similarities between them, related to the features of “Western Marxism” touched upon above and relevant in the present context. Contrary to the “Anglo-Saxon” approach as exemplified by Miliband, both started out by defining the place or role of the state within an abstractly conceptualised social structure; both, in effect, conceptualised that structure as ruled by a teleological logic of causation, and the state as functioning according to this logic; and both, in their different ways, foundered on the impossibility of integrating empirical history into this pattern of explanation.


If empiricism and formalism are seen as opposite poles, “empiricism” denoting the idea of theory as an accumulation of “data” unmediated by theoretically constructed concepts, and “formalism” the construction of theory by means of a purely logical deduction of the implications and mutual relations of axiomatic concepts,29 “Anglo-Saxon” Marxism is closer, in its practice, to the empiricist pole, while the logic-of-capital trend and “Althus-serian structuralism” are markedly formalist – though the extremes of empiricism and formalism will rarely be found in their purity, and the contrast is not quite symmetrical and thus should not be pushed too far.30


This will be discussed and documented in detail below; it should then become apparent, too, that if work originating from “Anglo-Saxon” Marxism tended to neglect the question of a general theorisation of the state and its place in the social structure (and thus the conceptualisation of that structure), implicitly “mistaking a more or less synchronic description and/or historiographic account of an actual event for an adequate explanation of that event”, both the approach of state derivation based on the logic-ofcapital trend and “Althusserian structuralism” were, explicitly or implicitly, guilty of “invoking one plane or axis of theoretical determination to explain everything about the state and politics” and “subsuming a particular description and/or history [.....] under a general principle of explanation as one of its many instantiations” – guilty, in Jessop’s terms, of reductionism and subsumption as opposed to the empiricist error of “Anglo-Saxon” Marxism.31


If the empirical and historiographic leanings of “Anglo-Saxon” Marxism have made some real achievements possible within this tradition, the lack of a systematic general theorisation of the capitalist state is still a grave shortcoming. A general definition of the place of the state as part of the structure of capitalist society is a necessary condition of an adequate understanding of the subject. This is especially true of the strategic implications of the theory: the question of reformist or revolutionary policies is also, and crucially, a question of structural limits to the actions of the state. Therefore, the attempts at such general, and necessarily abstract, definition involved in state derivation or Poulantzas’ Political Power and Social Classes are not in themselves to be condemned: the point is whether any given conceptualisation is tenable and usable as a framework for empirical analysis. As argued below, neither state derivation nor the “Althusserian structuralism” in Poulantzas pass that test. But the problematic of the general definition remains.


Hence the question is not one of a straight choice between “Anglo-Saxon” Marxism and “continental” variants such as those discussed here. Nor do the methodological and other differences involved allow a simple combination of them. As a consequence, the discussion below must involve theorisation about method and the concept of determination as well as social structure, classes, state, and ideology and politics. To highlight the problems involved, state derivation and “Althusserian structuralism” are discussed in the first chapter. Before embarking on the critique of those approaches, however, a brief survey of the subject matter and overall structure of the present study may be helpful.


In its various forms and guises the question of the relationship between social structure, and objective circumstances in general, on the one hand and social practice on the other has vexed Marxism since the incipience of that tradition.32 In a context somewhat different from the present one, Anderson has in fact pointed to it as a “master-problem”:




[.....]. What was this problem? Essentially, the nature of the relationships between structure and subject in human history and society. Now, the enigma of the respective status and position of these two was not a marginal or local area of uncertainty in Marxist theory. Indeed, it has always constituted one of the most central and fundamental problems of historical materialism as an account of the development of human civilization. We can see this immediately if we reflect on the permanent oscillation, the potential disjuncture in Marx’s own writings between his ascription of the primary motor of historical change to the contradiction between the forces of production and the relations of production, on the one hand – think of the famous 1859 ‘Introduction’ to the Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy; and to the class struggle, on the other hand [.....]. How are these two distinct types of causality, or principles of explanation, to be articulated in the theory of historical materialism?


On this score, classical Marxism, even at the height of its powers, provided no coherent answer. The political antinomies to which the persistent elusion or suspension of the question gave rise were, of course, widely and passionately debated: economism on the one side, voluntarism on the other. [.....] The same unresolved issues have haunted Marxist historiography as much as Marxist politics. The extensive contemporary discussion of Edward Thompson’s work, for example, has largely focused on the role of human agency in the making or unmaking of classes, and the advent or supersession of social structures, whether of industrial capitalism or a socialism beyond it.33





The argument below turns on the question of the nature of the determination of agency by social circumstances, and the consequent nature of their interaction, which has been neglected in the Marxist debates on this “masterproblem” and is crucial by way of its solution as well as the problematic of Marx’ expectations and predictions, and indeed historical materialism as a theory or hypothesis on human history.


The less “open” the determination of agency is taken to be, the more one approaches the reduction of agents to mere character masks or supports of their positions in the social structure; this may be taken to imply either their revolutionary role, or one determined by the telos of the maintenance of the structure, but in any case involves a determinist approach. At the opposite pole the conception of agency as autonomous effectively implies an idealist one. To avoid both extremes a causal relationship involving both the structural limitation of the possible and relative autonomy must be hypothesised; but how is it to be understood and accounted for, and what are its implications in terms of the nature of agency and its interaction with social circumstances, and hence that of the process of historical development?


Meanwhile, from the tendency towards reification, and the concomitant reduction of practice to an effect of the causality supposedly inherent in structure, which is so unmistakable in “Althusserian structuralism” the pendulum has swung in the direction of reducing social structure and social conditions to the effects of discursive or political practice34 with the “discourse analytical” notions that, “necessity only exists as a partial limitation of the field of contingency”,35 and “political practice constructs the interests it represents”.36 The distance travelled from “Althusserian structuralism” to “discourse analysis” may perhaps be illustrated by the fact that Poulantzas could write, in 1969, that,




[.....]. The relation between the bourgeois class and the State is an objective relation. This means that if the function of the State in a determinate social formation and the interests of the dominant class in this formation coincide, it is by reason of the system itself: the direct participation of members of the ruling class in the State apparatus is not the cause but the effect, and moreover a chance and contingent one, of this objective coincidence.37





While in Hegemony and Socialist Strategy published in 1985, Laclau & Mouffe claimed in explicit opposition to Poulantzas that,




[.....]. The autonomy of the State as a whole – assuming for a moment that we can speak of it as a unity – depends on the construction of a political space which can only be the result of hegemonic articulations. And something similar can be said for the degree of unity and autonomy existing among the different branches and apparatuses of the State. That is, the autonomization of certain spheres is not the necessary structural effect of anything, but rather the result of precise articulatory practices constructing that autonomy.38





As part of the argument below, the notion of teleological causation in the logic-of-capital trend and “Althusserian structuralism”, the Marxian hypothesis on the inevitability of a socialist transformation, “discourse analysis”, and the reduction of political and ideological struggles and forces to expressions of the divisions and struggles of classes are all rejected. If, simplifying matters somewhat, “discourse analysis” tries to overcome the weaknesses of the other ideas on this list by following through the implications of the notion that discursive practices determine the social,39 the present text may be said to constitute an attempt to follow through those of the twin notions of (structural) determination in the last instance and relative autonomy, and of the conception of agency and its interaction with social circumstances, to evade the weaknesses of “discourse analysis” as well.


The “critical reflections, corrections and filling of gaps” necessary for this task basically take place by means of three interrelated theoretical elements: 1. the definition of determination in the last instance (Part One, ch. 1. c). 2. the conceptualisation of agency, involving agents’ articulation of experiences of, and responses to, their “lived” reality (Part Two, ch. 1). 3. the conceptualisation of classes and interests (Part Two, ch. 3), in particular the conclusions on the nature and limits of class as a determinant of agency. This allows for the irreducible, overdetermined and open-ended eventuation of social practice and the limits imposed on its potential development by the objective nature of “lived” reality. Social structure, objective conditions and class positions can thus be accorded a status as determinants, and causal contingency avoided, without relapsing into the equally barren alternative of structural (class) reductionism.


In consequence of this, history, with the constitution and supersession of social forms, is taken to be a unique and open-ended process of eventuation, irreducible to the causal efficacy of the social structure as defined by a dominant mode of production, yet determined in the last instance by it: as long as it remains dominant, the mode in question imposes conditions of the material reproduction of society which must be fulfilled on pain of the extinction of society; conditions for production and agents’ social life and hence the articulation of their experiences, conflicts, social identities, and such responses as may appear relevant to them – whether or not in keeping with their interests; conditions for what is there to be maintained, transformed, and abolished, and how; and a context in which the effects of practice eventuate.


So, the dominant mode of production and the type of society it defines impose conditions on which they are to be maintained, developed and abolished, including the potential subjects or forces of change, and a range of possible types of society which may come into being as viable alternative frameworks for the material reproduction of society. There is thus a limited range of ways in which the social structure may be maintained or transformed, and history develops through the interaction between social circumstances and agency, though this does not imply either the maintenance or the supersession of the social structure, or the crystallisation of any specific social identities, as the inevitable outcome. Hence, while history is irreducible to structural effects, the latter (and objective conditions in general) are in their turn irreducible to discursive practice: so that history and social practice itself must be accounted for in terms of the interaction between irreducible objective conditions and social practice, historical eventuation being openended, though not incidental. From this point of view, the merit of “Anglo-Saxon” Marxism as compared to “continental” trends of the kind discussed below – and whatever the shortcomings of analyses of the state informed by it – is precisely its sense of the irreducible, complex and unique process of actual, empirical history as the ultimate object and touchstone of theory.


Apart from his historical analysis, Thompson’s conception of “experience”, most systematically set forth in The Poverty of Theory, is a major influence here. It remains an open question whether he would have agreed with the way it is elaborated and employed in the present text. As will be seen (Part Two, ch. 3), his conclusions from it as to the concept of “class” are not adopted. What should be emphasised is that the suggested approach to the problematic of agency, and historical analysis, proposing the interaction between social circumstances and agency as the motive power of historical development, is nothing new: if it has not been spelled out systematically, it has certainly been applied very successfully by historians, with Thompson as a prominent example. To confront alternative approaches effectively, however, such a systematic elaboration of its main lines is needed, and attempted here. The assertion is made that the view proposed in the present text offers a more consistent and – if very abstract in itself – empirically relevant framework for the analysis of history and, hence, the role and functioning of the state in advanced capitalism, than the alternative ones rejected. Therefore, the case for this view combines with the themes and questions quoted above to shape the course of the argument.


Part One of the study deals with questions of method and approach. It opens with some observations on state derivation and “Althusserian structuralism”, including the collapse of the latter and the problem of determination which is closely involved in that theoretical development. Moreover, the determinist predictions found in the work of Marx are discussed, arguing that both the attempt and the failure to predict the fate of capitalism involve an underestimation of agency as a determinant of historical eventuation.


Part Two outlines the conception of agency and its relationship to structure, and the nature of that structure in advanced capitalist societies. Thus, it deals with the conceptualisation of relations and mode of production, type of formation, and the articulation of economic, political and ideological levels and aspects; and with the problem of defining a social class, and how class analysis is linked to historical explanation. Against this backdrop, a critique of “discourse analysis” is made, and the discussion on structural and historical analysis in Marx concluded.


With bourgeois hegemony, the disorganisation of the working class and the isolation of class struggle, and the problematic of class power as overall themes, Part Three attempts to spell out some of the implications. The sketching of a Marxist theory of political parties and the attempt to demonstrate that empirical analysis of reformist and bourgeois parties fits consistently into the framework of the general theory are central to the argument. Illuminating important aspects of Marxist political science, this also bears out the conception of structure and agency, and the possibility of linking structural and empirical analysis in a mutually rewarding relationship of complementarity. The problematic of the state as part of the social structure is dealt with, while that of “the welfare state” provides another test case. Finally, some remarks are made on the theoretical implications of the argument.


The first chapter of the closing Part Four concludes on the question of historical materialism while the rest of it centres on the problem of socialism, and the transformation and abolition of the state. While this enormous and complex problematic cannot be discussed at all exhaustively, it is possible to give a number of clues and to point out some particularly crucial difficulties as objects of future work in theory and practice. To assist readers in following the overall line of argument of the text as a whole, some of its major points may be summarised as follows:




	Social processes are an integral part of historical development; hence causal explanations of social processes are only relevant insofar as they are relevant as causal explanations of historical development: there is no such thing as a social process taking place outside or beyond the actual concrete process of historical development.


	
Social practice is not articulated according to the objective reality of agents’ “lived” reality – the ensemble of their actual circumstances whether realised by agents or not – as such, but according to the experiences of it that agents articulate, and to which they respond.


	Hence “lived” reality is a determinant of agents’ experiences and responses, but these are irreducible to this determinant, as well as to agents’ objective interests as constituted by their “lived” reality.


	Historical development is a process of interaction between social circumstances on the one hand and agency (experiences and responses) on the other, eventuating in modified or transformed social circumstances, experiences and responses, which is never totally predictable from its given determinants: history is an open-ended process of a unique kind because of the causal irreducibility of agency to social circumstances.


	Because of this irreducibility of agency, no class analysis starting from agents’ positions in relations of production can avoid arbitrary definitions of classes and their boundaries if politico-ideological criteria of class positions are introduced.


	Because of the causal irreducibility of agency, structural analysis such as that of Capital, in which agency is explicitly and deliberately abstracted from, on the one hand, and historical analysis, in which it is not, on the other are complementary in the sense that there is no simple continuity between them, and the conclusions derivable from one are not necessarily transferable to the other, while both are necessary to grasp the nature, or logic, of the structure as well as its actual historical development: both remain valid on their own terms despite the discontinuity between them, as long as that discontinuity is itself accountable for in a way which is consistent with both as well as logically.


	Empirical history and the failure of Marx’ predictions and expectations on the supersession of capitalism by socialism and eventually communism may both be accounted for in terms of the interaction between social circumstances and agency; Marx’ predictions and expectations cannot be validated by his analysis of Capital, because this analysis abstracts from agency as an irreducible explanatory factor in order to unveil and criticise the structural logic immanent in capitalist accumulation; but neither Marx’ critique of this logic as absurd and dehumanising, nor his identification of the potential for the said supersession is confounded by this limitation of his approach.


	As theoretical practice is an aspect of agency and the process of historical development, any explanation of social processes effectively reducing agents’ consciousness to mere effects of circumstances external to agency – whether some telos of social processes, or “discourse” – is caught up in a paradox insofar as it does not allow for any consistent explanation why it may itself be valid, and how meaningful argument on its validity is possible; the Marxian historical-materialist hypothesis on the end of class society is one of the approaches to social and historical analysis caught in this paradox, because it is, in the final analysis, only coherent on teleological assumptions which imply the said reduction of agents’ consciousness.





The Afterword and the five Appendixes added to the text serve three purposes. Firstly, to document and comment on the reception which a couple of sketches of the ideas argued below met with when attempts were made to get them published and discussed (Afterword and Appendixes One and Two); if nothing else, this serves to highlight, and possibly correct, some misapprehensions on the part of readers, and to point to certain problems concerning the debate on historical materialism. Secondly, to offer some evidence of Marx’ determinism in addition to that given in the text itself (Appendix Three). And thirdly, to touch on some discussions which are relevant to those in the text, but did not fit readily into it (Appendixes Four and Five).


Perhaps one terminological issue should be settled from the outset: the assertion that Marx was a determinist does not imply any suggestion that he was a fatalist believing that capitalism would be superseded by socialism and eventually classless communist society no matter what agents will or will not do; “determinist” refers to his expectations – and predictions – that capitalism will be superseded by socialism and eventually classless communist society because the development of capitalist society will force the working class to accomplish a socialist transformation. These expectations and predictions provide the link between agency on the one hand and the conception of the dialectic of forces and relations of production as the motive power of historical development and transformations on the other; and the pivot of the argument below is precisely that agency as a historical determinant renders such expectations untenable, and that the interaction between social circumstances and agency must be substituted for the dialectic of forces and relations of production as the motive power of historical development if the unique process of that development is to be grasped – as an open-ended process.


The argument that the interaction between social circumstances and agency should be substituted for the dialectic of forces and relations of production posited as the motive power of history in Marx40 obviously has both a positive and a negative, critical edge. It should therefore be made absolutely clear that the positive one is the most important, and that it is not argued that either Marx’ critique of capitalism or the objective of a transition to socialism and eventually communism defined by the collective command of the means, process and outcome of production should be dismissed.


The critique of Marx’ historical-materialist hypothesis is nothing new or particularly original; nor is it the main purpose of the present text. Even so, it is necessary to demonstrate why the conception of the dialectic of forces and relations of production as the motive power of historical development in general and the transition from one mode of production and type of society to another in particular is indeed untenable: not least because the implications of abandoning it are admittedly pessimistic insofar as they bear upon Marx’ – and later – expectations that history will indeed move towards the supersession of capitalism by socialism and eventually communism because of that dialectic. However, although this inevitably makes the argument of the present text controversial, a hypothesis or theory on the motive power of historical development cannot be judged on its more or less encouraging implications: the purpose is to state the case for the interaction between social circumstances and agency in terms of its ability to account for actual historical development which has been demonstrated by the most cogent Marxist historiography.


It is no mere coincidence that a historian has in fact explicitly stated that any historical change must “[.....] be explained in terms of the intentions (both conscious and unconscious) and actions of the historical agents, of the determinants of those intentions, the constraints of their actions and the consequences (intended or unintended) of those actions” – that is, that the motive power of historical development is the interaction between social circumstances and agency, not the dialectic of forces and relations of production posited by the “classical” Marxist historical-materialist hypothesis cogently criticised by the same historian.41 There are, however, two reasons for pursuing the argument: firstly, that the nature of agency and its implications need to be dealt with more systematically and explicitly; and secondly, that the problem of Marx’ expectations and historical materialism in general has been dismissed far too cursorily by some writers.42


It probably goes without saying that much expounded below is incomplete and approximate. No single text can deal exhaustively with problematics such as bourgeois democracy, ideology, the relation between structure and agency, or the analysis of the state in advanced capitalism. Throughout the emphasis is on problems rather than analysts; thus, there is no attempt to give a systematic introduction to writers, parts of whose work are discussed, or a definitive presentation or assessment of any such body of work as a whole. Various contributions are discussed when considered relevant in the context in question, with the limits imposed by time and space: the discussion is definitely highly selective.


The three “Marxist assumptions” made above leave room for considerable disagreement on the nature of Marxism and the Marxist tradition, and do not amount to a definition of either except in the sense that it seems meaningless to claim an affiliation to them if these assumptions are rejected, whereas it might be argued that one would have to accept them in some specific sense, or along with others such as those sketched in Marx’ “15 sentences” in his 1859 “Preface” to A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy, or perhaps the very expectations which are taken to have failed. In the present context the point is solely that they may be taken to constitute the minimum criteria of a context of “Marxist concepts”, not a definition of Marxian, or in a broader sense “true”, Marxism.


In the same vein there is no attempt to argue the consistency of anything put forward in the text with the “classical” Marxist heritage: this question is irrelevant to that of validity, and consequently there is no reason to get entangled in the intricacies of Marxologist and other interpretations by pursuing it.43 Hence the excellent advice has been taken to “detach the question ‘What is authentically Marxist?’ from the question ‘What is authentically scientific?’”,44 and to draw on any text, “classic” or otherwise, according to its merit and relevance and nothing else.


As for the Marxist tradition as a whole, it is such a heterogeneous body of theory, with such ill-defined boundaries and so many rifts,45 as to render any claim to orthodoxy futile, even if one would want to make it. Whether or not the assumptions, conceptualisations, arguments and conclusions of the present text are judged by readers to be truly Marxist ones is not important: the point is what substantial elements of Marx’ analysis and critique are retained or abandoned, and whether the suggested conceptualisation of historical eventuation is in fact valid in terms of its helpfulness in the task of accounting for the actual historical record. As Dobb put it, “The justification of any definition must ultimately rest on its successful employment in illuminating the actual process of historical development”.46 Or, in the words of V. Gordon Childe, “To me Marxism means effectively a way of approach to and a methodological device for the interpretation of archaeological and historical material and I accept it because and in so far as it works.”47


Finally it bears repetition that while the argument on the substance and consistency or inconsistency of authentic Marxian historical materialism is not the main subject of the present text, it is nevertheless obviously important not just because of its relevance to the argument on the nature of historical development and transitions, but in its own right too, not least because this materialism should not be rejected out of hand in its entirety because of its demonstrable weaknesses; while on the other hand defenders of Marxism have, as noted above and exemplified below, sometimes tended to downplay or ignore those weaknesses, or dismiss them too hastily.


This in its turn raises the question how to read the relevant evidence. Readers should indeed bear in mind that any reading and account of Marx (and Engels) – and any choice of quotations to document it – will to some extent be selective and one-sided because of the vastness and heterogeneity of the textual corpus: texts finished and published by Marx and Engels in their own lifetime, manuscripts left in various states of incompleteness, topical speeches and articles, private letters, elaborate analyses, observations made in passing, scrapped sketches etcetera. Written throughout half a century and dealing with a vast range of subjects at different levels of abstraction at different points in time in different situations, it is not to be wondered that it contains contradictory views. Nevertheless Marx’ expectations on the transition from capitalism to socialism and his historical-materialist hypothesis are rather constant over time and throughout a number of finished, central texts, including attempts on his and Engels’ part to explicate their general theory or hypothesis, thus allowing one to consider the hypothesis as the “classical” or “orthodox” Marxian and Marxist historical materialism. In other words it is possible to identify “force of production determinism”48 and the expectations and predictions more or less directly based on it as central and continuous elements in Marx’ historical materialism and work in general as well as in subsequent Marxism without excluding the possibility that Marx and Marxists may be cited to contrary effect.


Whenever various contributions in or outside the Marxist tradition are criticised, an endeavour is made to provide adequate substantiation and argument. While this undoubtedly renders the book more cumbersome than it might otherwise have been, it seems necessary to do so in order to avoid the kind of aridly dismissive polemic so sadly familiar in and about Marxism, and to enable readers to form a well-founded judgment. For similar reasons no attempt is made to confront non-Marxist views:49 such a dialogue would prove sterile unless based on careful analysis and discussion of various theories, taking full account of their peculiarities. Apart from being beyond this writer’s capacity, such an enterprise would vastly exceed the scope of the present study. Moreover, it would seem a more interesting project once Marxist analysis in the fields investigated here has been developed so far as to be able to confront alternative ones on more points of substance as well as abstract theses. One purpose of the discussions below is to contribute to the collective effort at such development.
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3 E.g. Marx, Das Kapital, 1, p. 790-791.


4 Cf. the discussion on the “discourse analysis” of Laclau & Mouffe in Part Two, ch. 4 below.
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Part One: Questioning the Capitalist State and


Society.




1. The Marxist Debate on the State from the 60s to the


80s: Derivation and Structural Causality.


a. State Derivation.


The approach of state derivation [Staatsableitung] had a noticeable impact in the Federal Republic of Germany and Denmark during the 1970s. It never gained much ground in the Anglo-Saxon countries, but is still worth examining: the functionalist-teleological and formalist tendencies common to “Al-thusserian structuralism” and state derivation – different as they are in other respects – stand out with particular clarity in the latter, which is succinctly defined by Flatow & Huisken:




To satisfy the requirements of a “derivation” of the separate form of the bourgeois state from the concept of capital [der Besonderheiten des bürgerlichen Staates aus dem Begriff des Kapitals] (“Capital”, vols. 1-3) means to determine the systematic context from which this “political” sphere arises from the “economic” forms [.....], and to demonstrate the necessity of the development of that form of the bourgeois state which has hitherto been described as the particularisation [Besonderung] of the bourgeois state or as the doubling of bourgeois society into civil society and state [.....].50





Before going into the methodological implications of this, it is useful to examine the state derivation of Blanke, Jürgens & Kastendiek51 which explicitly deals with the problem of the relationship between such derivation and historical analysis. Here the state is derived “as a necessary form in the reproduction of society itself”52 from the analytical starting-point of simple commodity production.53 Arguing that a separate instance is necessary to guarantee the freedom and equality of commodity producers entering into exchange relations, Blanke, Jürgens & Kastendiek arrive at the general form of the state being an extra-economic force basing its actions on the specific monetary and/or legal form of social relations or creating such relations for the purpose of its interventions. Proceeding to a consideration of capitalist relations of production, where labour-power is exchanged as a commodity,54 they conclude that the state protects the rights of both capitalists and workers insofar as they exchange commodities, i.e. sell and buy labour-power, the labour-capital relation being upheld exactly by this “neutral” mode of intervention.55


Having derived the form of state, Blanke, Jürgens & Kastendiek address the problem of “system-limit” and “limit of activity”.56 The point is that while the “system-limit” to the range and modes of state action follows from the derivation, historical conditions – such as the struggles of the working class – for its concrete actions do not. Empirical analysis is, therefore, irreducible to derivation.57 However, their discussion of the “limit of activity” reveals contradictions that may be summed up as follows:




	As we shall see, the starting point of simple commodity production is legitimate on the methodological assumptions of the logic-of-capital trend in Marxism. But it involves a problem inasmuch as the form of state is derived before considering the capitalist mode of production. Thus Jürgens, Blanke & Kastendiek beg the question whether the specific nature of capitalism calls for a specific concept of the state rather than relating the state as derived from simple commodity production to it.


	According to the derivation state interventions must be based on the monetary and/or legal form. Consequently, the facts of extralegal interventions and state enterprises cannot be accounted for.58



	According to the derivation the state protects the rights of sellers of labour-power as well as those of capitalists.59 Turning to the analysis of “system-limit” and “limit of activity”, Blanke, Jürgens & Kastendiek nevertheless argue that the state does intervene in the sphere of private property, e.g. by suspending the right of workers to sell their-labour power at the best price obtainable.60 Whatever the merits of their discussion on the conditions for state interventions in this field it flatly contradicts the derivation of the supposedly necessary form of the state. In other words, the two components of the analysis, one derived one not, tend to fall apart.


	The idea of combining derivation and empirical analysis implies a paradox. For if derivation is the guarantee that concepts are valid, how can empirical analysis (involving concepts that are not derived) be methodologically legitimate? And if it is legitimate, why is derivation necessary in the first place?





To work out the implications of this paradox it is necessary to look into the methodological tenets underlying the maxim of state derivation. Ultimately this maxim rests on the conception of the logic of capital as no mere formal but rather a real logic [Reallogik]. That is, a logic that does not merely guide the analysis of social phenomena, but rules their very development. According to this notion the task of science is to reconstruct the stages of that movement of the real in theory and present them as produced by the logic, i.e. in their necessary sequence, in the Darstellung (exposition, representation). This is to be discerned from the process of research by means of which the conceptual point of departure of the Darstellung is found: significantly the exact nature of this research remains obscure.


The most prominent Danish protagonist of the logic-of-capital trend, Hans-Jørgen Schanz,61 explicitly endorses this idea, stating that if theory is to grasp the real political economy of society, it cannot be based on concepts that are not “the abstract determinations of and in the real object itself.”62 This distinction between real and formal abstractions63 obviously implies that the object of theory is moved by a logic pushing its development in a definite direction, the abstractions/concepts being actual forms brought into being in the course of this process because necessary to its progressive unfolding. Schanz argues that such a motive power of history is indeed established by the introduction of commodity exchange and the consequent establishment of exchange value as a functioning social determinant.64 He expounds the nature of the logic ruling history by analysing, among other things, the necessity of the appearance, as exchange value, of the abstract human labour embodied in a commodity.65


A single commodity, when seen in isolation, embodies value (abstract human labour), but only latently. The exchange of commodities, however, implies that they have something in common which makes them commensurable. This, identical quantities of which must be exchanged, cannot be use value (concrete human labour), as the exchange only makes sense if the use values concerned are dissimilar. What is common and regulates the proportions of use values exchanged must, therefore, be abstract human labour, value. “Thus, we have seen that the abstract contradiction which was implied by the commodity-producing labour and only allowed value to exist latently now, through reflection in another commodity, finds a form in which it can express itself”.66


What kind of real logic does this reasoning imply? It only makes sense on the assumption that the Reallogik is an intentional logic. One cannot argue that exchange value is explained by the fact that value needs it in order to appear, unless one takes it that the logic ruling the real development of the concept aims at this appearance (as a necessary stage in the development of capital). The words just quoted from Schanz might, as they stand, be read as a statement (put in somewhat metaphorical words) that value does “express itself”, or surface, if and when commodities are exchanged – and otherwise not. But such a statement would obviously not explain why commodity exchange, or any other social phenomenon, actually arises in history; it would merely describe one of its effects. Schanz does, indeed, state that the logic expounded in his analysis carries the direction of development latently within itself and is thus intentional in its form of development;67 this contention he supports with the argument that,




[.....]. The analysis of the commodity demonstrates – in the problematic of the value-form – that a logic bearing the hallmarks of the subject-form is in fact constituted here [.....] after which the (to be sure unconscious) form of intention can no longer be regarded as something external or alien.68





From this it is evident that the whole argument for the validity of the reconstruction of the logic of capital in the Darstellung is circular: the Darstellung is supposed to demonstrate that the logic is intentional, but only makes sense itself on the assumption that the logic is intentional, which hence forms the necessary basis of the argument for its own validity.69


On similar grounds the notion of real abstractions must be rejected. Schanz states that these abstractions do not appear in the Darstellung as the immediate products of the real movement itself: the Darstellung is a reconstruction, in the medium of thought, of the real movement, whereas the logic of the two is supposed to be the same.70 But this amounts to saying that these abstractions are real insofar as they correspond to determinants active in reality. As reality cannot be grasped except by way of reconstructing it in thought, the Darstellung cannot serve as an independent measure of the validity of the concepts it expounds, and by which it is ruled itself.71 Thus the distinction between real and formal abstractions collapses, as the special relationship of the former to reality turns out to be impossible to validate by any extra-theoretical means: the value of abstractions must be measured by their usefulness as analytical tools – in this sense all abstractions are inevitably formal.


“Real abstraction” is thus a misnomer: reality does not produce abstractions;72 abstractions are necessarily articulated by human agents – who may be prompted to articulate them as the necessary means of accounting for reality in a cogent and consistent way according to the available evidence (which is itself interpreted by means of, and testing, concepts). Therefore, the ability of the theory to account for, make sense of, (aspects of) reality is the touchstone of the validity of theory and the abstractions/concepts that are parts of it, abstractions/concepts being always and inevitably human artefacts, conceptual/ideational tools. As argued at greater length in Part Two, ch. 2. c and Part Three, ch. 8. d below, no final proof of the validity of any concept, theory or knowledge can ever be given. It may be noted in passing that another assimilation of theory to reality only adds to the confusion, inviting though not actually arguing a similar fallacy on the validity of theory:




[.....]. In Marx [.....] human practice is determined as constituted by ideas and action and thus differs from that of the animals by being intentional. It must, then, be laid down that thought and hence also scientific thought is a constituent part of reality – an element of social reality. (Through the supersession of the distinction between theory and reality the basis for speaking of an objective, neutral science contemplatively observing society is superseded too. The science about society is part of the latter.)73





Thought/theory is obviously part of social reality, but only as ideas/con-cepts, never in the sense of being part of extra-ideational reality, nor as part of that reality about which they are ideas/concepts. Thus, the considerations on theory just quoted are thought about thought which constitutes their object, and the considerations are no more a part of their object than a book on the battle of Poltava is part of the battle of Poltava. The distinction between thought/theory and its object remains. And, therefore, the existence of thought/theory as social reality cannot serve as an argument for its validity as thought/theory about that reality.


Bryderup & Nielsen do not explicitly argue the validity of theory from their assimilation of it to reality. They do, however, argue that the concepts of theory should be real abstractions which they explicitly state are not made by the scholar, in effect implying that they are somehow “given” to the scholar by social reality which has produced them as concepts – thus rendering the question of their validity meaningless.74 But this is to trust to revelation: it can never be cogently demonstrated that some concept appearing in the mind of somebody does not originate there, but – by some unexplained process of articulation – in reality. It is necessary to maintain, as does Schanz, that abstractions are made by the theorist, but then their status as “real”, or more correctly useful or relevant, will depend on the validity of the theorist’s thinking rather than guaranteeing it. Apart from the fact that it is hardly helpful to write of thought/theory and reality in such a general and abstract way as Bryderup & Nielsen do, it is necessary to insist on the distinction between (specific) thought/theory and its (specific) object: if that distinction is blurred, the question about the validity of thought/theory relative to its object in effect becomes meaningless. Obviously thought/theory does not develop unaffected by society or vice versa, but that does not make them identical, or cancel the boundary between thought/theory and its object, or the possibility of invalid thought/theory.


These problems of the logic-of-capital trend have not been elaborated for their own sake, but as forebodings of more permanent and fundamental issues of method, teleology and determinism in historical materialism to be discussed in the present text. Meanwhile, the brief examination of Schanz’ exposition demonstrates that the logic of state derivation as carried out by Blanke, Jürgens & Kastendiek and others is the same as that set forth in his analysis of the necessary appearance of abstract human labour as exchange value. Apart from belonging to this explicitly teleological problematic the maxim of deriving the state in this manner is based on very doubtful theoretical foundations. Moreover, Schanz is facing the same problem of non-derivational analysis as Blanke, Jürgens & Kastendiek.


Rejecting the notion that all social phenomena are reduced to the logic of capital in its purity, Schanz draws two lines of demarcation. Historically speaking, the logic of capital was introduced with commodity exchange, which is also the point of departure of the derivation made by Blanke, Jürgens & Kastendiek. In passing, given that both Schanz and Blanke, Jürgens & Kastendiek attempt to reconstruct the logic of Marx’ analysis of Capital, it is perhaps legitimate to refer to Marx’ statement in Capital, vol. 2, that simple commodity exchange may take place on the basis on non-capitalistic production:75 although such references do not in themselves settle questions of substance, this may at least be taken to suggest that Marx did not assume such an inexorable logic of development from simple commodity production to the capitalist mode as that posited by Schanz.


In any case, according to Schanz the logic of capital is active in commodity-producing societies only; once established, this logic develops through the unfolding of the capitalist mode of production which is consequently the only mode ruled by a logic of development determining its course and form of development and thus producing a history in the strict sense.76 Moreover this logic does not reduce everything in capitalist society to itself: the specific properties of phenomena subordinated to the logic are not obliterated, empirical history being more than the development of the logic in its purity. On this dimension, then, society may be seen as consisting of a. the circuit of capital itself, expressive of the pure logic, and b. social phenomena outside this circuit but inside the totality of capitalist society; these phenomena are subordinated to capital and serve its reproduction (in this context the state plays an important part) without being absorbed by it.77


This obviously renders analysis of pre- or post-capitalist societies as well as the totality of capitalist society itself problematic. Having rejected concepts produced outside the theoretical reconstruction of the logic of capital, Schanz is left without a methodological basis for conceptualising such objects of analysis.78 Neither productive power and relations of production, proposed as “basic concepts” for understanding history,79 nor the application of concepts from the analysis of capitalism by way of analogy80 can take us very far: to conceptualise specific modes of the former or to establish the scope of the latter (let alone what is outside that scope) nothing less than basically autonomous sets of concepts are needed. Consequently Schanz is unable to overcome the paradox inherent in his argument no less than in that of Blanke, Jürgens & Kastendiek: if the totality of capitalist societies, including e.g. concrete functions of the state, and non-capitalist formations are to be analysed, the demand that concepts are derived from (the Darstellung of) the logic of capital must be relinquished. But if it is relinquished, as it should be, there is no reason why any concepts must be derived. And thus, the idea of state derivation as a way of conceptualising the place of the state in the structure of capitalist society must be relinquished too. Such derivation is neither necessary, nor based on tenable methodological assumptions.


b. “Althusserian Structuralism”.


The problem of joining abstract, or structural, and concrete analysis together, or connecting the logic or causality held to rule social development with concrete history and class struggle, clearly showed the cloven hoof in the paradox of derivation. However, as its impact has been much more profound in the case of “Althusserian structuralism”81 and the concept of structural causality, these should be examined before spelling out its implications. The point is that the approach and problematic giving that work its specific, “structuralist” nature – centred on the said concept and its implications – are untenable. In this context it should be noted that problematics utterly inconsistent with this concept are present side by side with it in the expositions in question. While this might seem to indicate that the argument below is one-sided and arbitrary, the case is, as will become apparent, one of real incoherence in the texts rather than the notion of structural causality being more sophisticated than immediately apparent – such sophistication being ruled out by the very logic of this concept of causation. Its exact nature is, then, the first question to be considered.


Demonstrating that the concept of structural causality advanced in Reading Capital, and adopted by the early Poulantzas, constitutes a teleological (or functionalist) principle of explanation meets with the difficulty that Althusser is strikingly vague as to the nature of this kind of determination.82 In the first place, however, the very notion of a structure determining its parts83 seems to indicate a functionalist explanation of these parts, their necessity for the structure constituting the necessary and sufficient condition of their existence. Otherwise the reference to structural causality would seem an empty gesture. Secondly, the role of ideology as what has been described as “a kind of systems maintenance device embodied particularly in ‘Ideological State Apparatuses’ which ensure the reproduction of the social structure”84 in a later essay by Althusser85 fits in well with such an interpretation. Thirdly, there are in fact a few clues in Reading Capital itself. Thus, it is said that each of the elements constituting the “decentred structure” is “the condition of existence of all the others”.86 The explanation of feudal labour rent87 seems to be functionalist in this sense. And, finally, Balibar's discussion of “reproduction”88 as well as those few and metaphorical remarks of Althusser's dealing with the question89 tell the same story.


To start with the latter, the metaphor of “the capitalist system as a mechanism, a machinery, a machine, a construction”90 is significant, as the parts of a machine are determined by their necessity for the functioning of the whole mechanism according to its purpose.91 In addition, the capitalist system is described as




[.....] an objective system governed in its most concrete determinations by the laws of its erection (montage) and machinery, by the specifications of its concept. Now we can recall that highly symptomatic term ‘Darstellung’, compare it with this ‘machinery’ and take it literally, as the very existence of this machinery in its effects: the mode of existence of the stage direction (mise en scène) of the theatre which is simultaneously its own stage, its own script, its own actors, the theatre whose spectators can, on occasion, be spectators only because they are first of all forced to be its actors, caught by the constraints of a script and parts whose authors they cannot be, since it is in essence an authorless theatre.92





This passage brings together the teleological assumptions and the consequent reduction of social agents to mere “supports” (bearers, or “Charactermasken”93) of relations in the formation. Althusser speaks, for example, of:




[.....] the fact that the structure of the relations of production determines the places and functions occupied and adopted by the agents of production, who are never anything more than the occupants of these places, insofar as they are the ‘supports’ (Träger) of these functions. The true ‘subjects’ (in the sense of constitutive subjects of the process) are therefore not these occupants or functionaries, are not, despite all appearances, the ‘obviousness’ of the ‘given’ of naïve anthropology, ‘concrete individuals’, ‘real men’ – but the definition of these places and functions. The true ‘subjects’ are these definers and distributors: the relations of production (and political and ideological social relations). But since these are ‘relations’, they cannot be thought within the category subject.94





Likewise, according to Balibar,




[.....] Marx formulated the very concept of the dependence of the forms of individuality with respect to the structure of the process or the ‘mode’ of production. His terminology itself is marked by the epistemological fact that in the analysis of the ‘combination’ we are not dealing with concrete men, but only with men insofar as they fulfil certain determinate functions in the structure: – bearers of labour power [.....]; – representatives of capital.95





The early Poulantzas, too, rejected the notion of agents as subjects of history and creators of structures, emphasising the “essential fact” “[.....] that the agents of production, for example the wage-earning labourer and the capitalist, as ‘personifications’ of Wage-Labour and Capital, are considered by Marx as the supports or bearers of an ensemble of structures; [.....].”96 Besides quoting part of the above passage in Althusser,97 he suggested that,


It seems, then, that we can only make a radical critique of any “anthropologism”, [.....] if we clearly distinguish structures and social relations [.....], the latter designating the distribution of supports to social classes. [.....] In social relations, the relations of production correspond to the social relations of production: but we can also speak in all strictness of political ‘social’ relations and of ideological ‘social’ relations.98


Surely all this amounts to far more than a mere ““flirt” with structuralist terminology”, even if it is admitted that the flirt went beyond acceptable limits.99 Whatever the exact relationship of this approach to “structuralism” in some sense or other,100 its implications for the conception of the relationship between structure and social practice are far-reaching indeed – and central to those of social formation and determination as well.101


The description of the structure as eternal in Spinoza’s sense102 bears out that the purpose or telos in question is the reproduction of the structure.103 The function of the parts constituting the capitalist social formation is, then, to maintain the “system” of the formation dominated by the capitalist mode of production. Similarly, basing himself on Marx’ analysis of the reproduction of capital Balibar argues that “in a single movement, reproduction replaces and transforms the things, but retains the relations indefinitely”,104 generalising that, “Each mode of production continually reproduces the social relations of production presupposed by its functioning”.105 This conceptualisation is described as one “of the effectivity of the structure of the mode of production”, and referring to “the eternity of the mode of production”.106


Evidence of the same kind of explanation (or concept of determination) is found in the early Poulantzas’ concept of the state as having “the particular function of constituting the factor of cohesion between the levels of a social formation”;107 his remark that this function “takes on different forms according to which mode of production and social formation is under consideration”;108 his approving reference to Bukharin who “formulates very strikingly the conception of a social formation as a system of unstable equilibrium inside which the state plays the role of ‘regulator’” or, as Poulantzas himself puts it in the preceding sentence, “[.....] we should concentrate on the formulation of the state as the organization for maintaining both the conditions of production and the conditions for the existence and functioning both of the unity of a mode of production and of a formation”;109 his treatment of the absolutist state;110 and his statement that, “Strictly speaking, there is no technico-economic, ideological or ‘political’ function of the state: there is a global function of cohesion which is ascribed to it by its place [.....].”111


It is the conceptualisation of the state according to this “Althusserianstructuralist” notion of determination – “a type of relation inside which the structure in dominance governs the very constitution (the nature) of the regional structures, by assigning them their place and by distributing functions to them”112 – that lies at the bottom of his critique of Miliband. Against the approach of Miliband’s The State in Capitalist Society (establishing the links between the state and the capitalist class) Poulantzas argued, in the passage quoted in the Introduction above, that,




[…..]. The relation between the bourgeois class and the State is an objective relation. This means that if the function of the State in a determinate social formation and the interests of the dominant class in this formation coincide, it is by reason of the system itself: the direct participation of members of the ruling class in the State apparatus is not the cause but the effect, and moreover a chance and contingent one, of this objective coincidence.113





To counter any illusions about class struggle having at least some autonomous effects here, he added that,




[…..]. If Miliband had first established that the State is precisely the factor of cohesion of a social formation and the factor of reproduction of the conditions of production of a system that itself determines the domination of one class over the others, he would have seen clearly that the participation, whether direct or indirect, of this class in government in no way changes things.114





No space between structural and historical determination in the functioning of the state, and consequently no efficacy of struggles to influence it, is left here. The capitalist state functions the way it does, thus serving the interests it serves, because it serves the telos of maintaining that structure of capitalist society of which it is part.


c. The Question of Transformation and the Collapse of “Althusserian Structuralism”.


If the approach of the logic-of-capital trend involved serious problems concerning historical analysis, this is no less true of “Althusserian structuralism”. Firstly, as pointed out by Hindess & Hirst,115 this conception of the structure as, by definition, producing its own conditions of existence renders it impossible to account for the transition from one mode of production to another.116 Secondly, the question of structure and social practice inevitably arises: if teleological structural causality is a fact, social practice must be either strictly subordinate to it, or ineffectual. As with the logic-of-capital trend, history is assumed to move in a certain direction, with no room for historical conditions or social practice leading it astray or the state being dysfunctional, or inadequate, with regard to the telos. Determinism is the inescapable consequence of teleology.


In both cases, then, the implication of the initial assumption is a conception of the social whole as sutured, to use a phrase of Laclau & Mouffe’s.117 Hence teleological conceptions of the social whole are legitimate objects of the critique mistakenly aimed at the notion of “determination in the last instance” in general by Cutler et al.:




[.....]. The thesis of determination in the last instance by the economy defines a theoretical space for other determinations to intervene at the superstructural levels. These other determinations are real and they have their effects on the economic base, the superstructure ‘reacts upon it as a determining element’ (Capital, vol. 3, p. 791), but they are inessential. Determination in the last instance therefore allows classical Marxism to bring together rationalist and empiricist conceptualisations so that while empirically given variations may be recognised, and accorded some significance, the essential features of the social formation are nevertheless thought to be determined by the dominant relations of production. Features not determined by the economy are recognised and deemed inessential, and therefore ultimately ineffective, in one and the same movement.118





If this passage deals with determination in the last instance by the economy rather than such causal relations in general, and turns on the features of a social formation at a given point in time, the argument is nevertheless true of teleological conceptions of the historical development of society: whatever its empirical variations, the basic course of history will be determined by the telos.


The “Althusserian-structuralist” assertion that agents are the mere supports of their places in the structure of the formation is, then, a logical consequence of its teleological premises. The notion of the state as a regulator in a system of unstable equilibrium may, of course, be taken to mean that the state intervenes to ensure the reproduction of the structure whenever the latter is threatened by the effects of social practice/class struggle.119 Firstly, however, this still implies that social practice cannot actually transcend the limits of structural causality. Secondly, it implies that the functioning of the state is never (in the long term) dysfunctional or inadequate with regard to the maintenance of the structure. Thirdly, this in its turn implies that the social practice supporting the function of the state will actually conform to this adequacy and functionality. And fourthly, apart from the postulate of structural causality no reason is given why the state will intervene whenever necessary to maintain the cohesion of the mode of production and the social formation.


In any case the logic of that postulate is inexorable: either social practice is ruled by structural causality and compatible with the maintenance of the structure; or that causality is ineffective, and the limits to social practice and the maintenance or non-maintenance of the structure must be explained in other ways. The idea that the structure may be transcended because of class struggle is simply irreconcilable with the concept of structural causality. As Mouzelis succinctly noted, “If classes and class practices are effects of structural determinations, then struggles between bearers of structures cannot have any autonomous effectiveness either.”120


Althusser’s response to this problem is well-known too, not least from his debate with John Lewis.121 The importance of class struggle, always recognised in principle,122 was increasingly emphasised at the expense of structure; but the question of how to integrate this point of view with the “structuralist” framework in a consistent way was never answered:




[.....]. Althusser did attempt to adjust his theory by belatedly granting space to the role of the ‘masses’, who, he now conceded, ‘made history’, even if ‘men and women’ did not. But since the overall direction of Althusser’s enquiries was neither corrected nor developed, the introduction of the problem of the historical subject into the machinery of structural causality set out in Reading Capital simply resulted in incoherence. No new synthesis comparable to his earlier work appeared. The consequence was the progressive effacement and dissolution of Althusserian Marxism, as a current, by the mid-seventies.123





In the same way Stuart Hall has noted a tension in Poulantzas’ Political Power and Social Classes between structure and practice as explanatory frameworks, “every element appearing twice, once as the ‘effect of the structure’, once as the ‘effect of a practice’.”124 If such a double framework is not necessarily inconsistent – as hinted above practice/class struggle may be thought of as explaining ways or elements in which structural causality manifests itself – the fact remains that Poulantzas saw eye to eye with Althusser in defining the object of political practice as “the place where relations of different contradictions finally fuse, relations which specify the unity of the structure; it is the starting point from which it is possible in a concrete situation to decipher the unity of the structure and to act upon it to transform it.”125 This was a theory divided against itself from the beginning.


The tension is also apparent from the very fact that the state is conceived both as the particular objective of political practice, and as having “a global function of cohesion which is ascribed to it by its place”.126 If structural causality is effective in ascribing this role to the state, how is it possible that “political practice, whose objective is the state, brings about transformations of the unity and is thus the ‘motive force of history’”?127 The problem of the relationship between transformation and structural causality and the teleological-functionalist nature of the latter both become very clear in Poulantzas’ account of the absolutist state: that this state presents characteristics of a capitalist state before their presuppositions are present in the social formation128




[.....] can be explained by the functions of the state during primary accumulation of capital. In fact, these functions of the state (expropriating small landowners, financing, supplying funds for starting industrialization, attacking seigneurial power, breaking down commercial barriers within the national boundaries, etc.) can be performed only by a state with a capitalist character [.....].129





The arbitrariness of this allegation that, “The function of the absolutist state is precisely not to operate within the limits fixed by an already given mode of production, but to produce not-yet-given relations of production [....]: its function is to transform and to fix the limits of the mode of production”, i.e., this substitution of a future mode for the one in existence as the telos of structural causality, is as patent as the functionalist nature of the “explanation”.130
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