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Introduction


The subject of the present work is an exposition and critique of the views of Karl Marx and Marxists on morality and ethics. Following the introduction, I examine: morality in its bourgeois and proletarian forms, the origin and development of moral ideas, including the ideas of good and right, moral values and standards, egoism and altruism; rights and duties, justice, ends and means in the struggle for a classless society, and the role of religion and science in communist ethics. Marx’s and F. Engels’ views on morality and ethics are contrasted with some other views expressed in the writings of the French, British and German philosophical thinkers of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries in so far as these have any relevant bearing on Marxist moral attitudes.


The aim of the work is to present a full exposition of Marx’s and Engels’ ideas on morality and ethics and to indicate some of their errors and weaknesses. What distinguishes this work from others in the same field is the analysis of all major aspects of morality. There are many original points and some themes, including the origin and development of moral ideas, the ideas of good and evil, moral standards and the role of religion and science in communist ethics, are discussed in some detail for the first time. In all chapters Marx’s ideas are compared with relevant Hegelian concepts, and in some chapters with those dominating the ethical attitudes of the Age of Reason.


As the main purpose of the work is a critical evaluation of Marxist moral theory, all statements relating to the views of Marx and Engels are supported by quotations from their own writings. The views of other Marxists – orthodox and unorthodox – referred to in the text are carefully distinguished from those of Marx and Engels and are also supported by quotations from their works. Most of these quotations come from the works of Lenin which, needless to say, do not necessarily reflect Marx’s own views.


Like any philosophical system, Marxism has its own internal and external contradictions. This is due mainly to the fact that Marx has made many statements about man, morality, society, religion and politics which are often ambiguous and inconsistent. Because of ambiguities and contradictions in many of Marx’s most important ideas, there is hardly any question relating to the exegesis of Marxism that is not, as Kolakowski indicates, a matter of controversy.1 This is particularly conspicuous in the domain of Marx’s utterances about ethics and morality.


While some Marxists maintain that Marx is a moralist only ‘in a very broad sense’ but in fact is a ‘non-moralist’, others contend that he is fundamentally a moralist.2 Tucker advocates the view that Marx is ‘a moralist of the religious kind’ in whose philosophical system ethical inquiry has no place.3 Oilman, similarly, believes that Marxian ethics is a misnomer. Marx, he says ‘may be taken as being or not being, or both being and not being an ethical thinker.’4 Oilman concludes that Marx may be regarded as an ethical thinker only in so far as he expresses feelings of approval and disapproval in his works. In fact Marxist ethics is based on dialectical laws, not, as Oilman suggests, on emotivism and ‘moral sentiments’. Marx’s moral theory has nothing in common with logical positivism and ‘radical subjectivism’ and, as Makai indicates, is strongly opposed to decadent bourgeois morality, including logical positivism, in which the evaluative-normative function of individual moral consciousness becomes merely ‘a private matter’.5


There is a considerable metaphysical content in Marx’s philosophical system as a whole, and it is the presence in it of incoherent concepts that is responsible for ‘great disunity’ which, according to Lukács, exists ‘even in the socialist camp as to what constitutes the essence of Marxism’.6 While some Marxologists define Marxism as it appears in Marx’s own works, others define it as it appears in the joint works of Marx and Engels, although between Marx and Engels there are sometimes notable differences. Following the collapse of the Second International in the face of World War I, the international Marxist movement split into a variety of trends and sects, each claiming to represent ‘true Marxism’. Some modern philosophers and sociologists divide Marxism into ‘critical and scientific Marxism’.7 In opposition to ‘critical Marxists’ who link Marxism with Marx’s early humanism and moralism, ‘scientific Marxists’ see Marx as the scientific investigator of dialectical laws and associate Marxism with science and technology. While critical or humanistic Marxism is concerned primarily with culture and moral issues, including alienation, scientific Marxism focuses primarily on economic history and class struggle.


Marx himself has treated his work as being primarily critical in character. This can be seen from the titles and subtitles of all his major writings. In this respect he seems to follow I. Kant, who argued that ‘only a sober, strict and just criticism can free’ men from their ‘dogmatic illusions’.8 Yet Marx also claims to be a scientist as well. As a result, ‘scientific Marxists’ regard Marxism as a science, unlike ‘humanistic Marxists’ who prefer to treat Marxism as a critique. Some modern Marxists, however, believe that Marx has formulated ‘a theory which is both scientific and critical’.9 It is a mistake, they say, to oppose the later scientific Marx to the earlier humanistic Marx. Although the humanism of the mature Marx is in some ways different from the humanism of the early Marx, they believe that there is no essential difference between the goal of Marx’s humanism advocated in the Manuscripts of 1844 and Capital.10


A similar view is expressed in the writings of some Soviet Marxologists. M. B. Mitin speaks of ‘a single theoretical line’ that characterises Marxist humanism ‘from Marx’s Manuscripts of 1844 through Capital to the works of Lenin in which a concrete programme is given for the liberation of man from all forms of alienation’.11 Stressing the moral and humanistic foundations of science, Frolov contends that Marxism is ‘a science of man’s emancipation’ and that it ‘embodies’ humanism and morality.12 There is an assumption that there is an essential unity in Marx’s and Engels’ ideology. This unity, however, is disputed by many commentators, including some Marxists. Although the original and later versions of Marxism are not ‘wholly dissimilar in appearance’, Tucker indicates, ‘the disappearance of man and his alienation from the mature system changes the face of Marxism so considerably’ that it creates ‘the impression that we are dealing with two distinct complexes of thought’.13 Bell unambiguously speaks of a break between original and mature Marxism, believing, like Tucker, that the historical Marx has repudiated the idea of alienation because of its Hegelian overtones.14


The picture of alienated labour, reflected in the estrangement of man from his essential being, from nature and society, in the Manuscripts of 1844, has, according to Tucker and Bell, been abandoned by Marx in his mature writings. In The German Ideology Marx advocates the view that transcendental concepts of alienation are incompatible with the ideas of historical materialism. This materialism is based on the belief that ideas and concepts are not ‘mysterious forces’ but the product of ‘real, active men conditioned by the productive forces’.15 In Marx’s view, the entire movement of history gradually leads to the ‘actual act of creation of communism’. Being the last antagonistic form of socio-economic evolution, capitalism, with its immoral ideology is destined to beget, with the inexorability of a law of nature, ‘its own negation’.16


In opposition to the so-call critical Marxists who accept the continuity between original and mature Marxism, Louis Althusser believes that ‘in 1845 Marx broke radically with every theory that based history and politics on an essence of man’.17 By rejecting essentialism, he says, Marx has also rejected social atomism, ethico-political idealism, Kantian ethics and abstract humanism.18 The new reality described by Marx in his mature writings, including The German Ideology, is not man in general but human society and ‘masses’.19 For Marx, moral ideas are the product of the socio-economic relations that unite men with society. While Hegel explains the history of men with a dialectic of consciousness, Marx explains the whole process of consciousness by the concrete history of men. According to Althusser, Marx has definitely formulated ‘a new science – the science of history of social formations’ and in the form of dialectical materialism has ‘opened up a new continent for scientific knowledge’.20 As a critic of Hegelian humanism, Althusser defends scientific Marxism against humanistic Marxism, arguing that Marxism has nothing to do with woolly humanisms advocated by the bourgeois ideologists and the representatives of the Frankfurt school. It is class interest, not moral conviction, that moves ‘masses’ to change their society.


The truth is that Marx and Engels have always argued that scientific activity cannot be separated from ‘communal or social activity’ which, strictly speaking, is moral activity.21 Far from being something external or alien to science, moral and ethical problems are ‘entwined in it’.22 Although Marxism denies to morality any intrinsic force of its own, it still appeals to the moral passions of the workers and instigates them to fight for a ‘truly human morality’. By presenting proletarian moral demands in the form of scientific affirmations, Marxism thus protects proletarian moral sentiments against being discredited as mere emotionalism and, at least superficially, gives them a sense of scientific certainty. It is the unmasking of capitalist immoral practices in purely scientific terms that considerably enhances the propagandist appeal of Marx’s ideology. This appeal, in Polanyi’s view, ‘is the most interesting case of the moral force of immorality’.23 According to Marxism, however, science and ethics are closely connected, and the communist ethics expresses all human interests and moral ideas ‘most fully and scientifically’.24 In Marxist axiology moral values cannot be divorced from scientific cognition. Some values, including courage, wisdom, kindness, sociability, fraternity and human dignity, are admirable in themselves and are worth having and pursuing at all times.25


Although the relationship between the Marxism of Marx and that of other Marxists, including Engels, is important in the history of dialectical materialism, I have no intention of deciding which Marxists deviate from and which adhere to the thought of Marx. It is argued in the work as a whole that Marx’s thought is far from being unified and coherent. As a result, there are today many Marxist tendencies, trends and schools. While some Marxists maintain that Marx developed an empirical and descriptive socialist theory – which is incompatible with moral and prescriptive theories, others argue that Marx’s thought is value-orientated and that his ethics contains normative elements.26 The notion of human dignity, they say, is a central feature of Marxist ethics that can be traced in all Marx’s writings. According to the Soviet philosopher V. Tugarinov, the realisation of the Kantian principle that all rational beings should be treated as ends in themselves is also ‘the goal of communist ethics’.27 Some other Soviet Marxologists, including A. Shishkin, share the same view. Following Marx and Engels, they contend that communist morality is considerably superior to bourgeois morality.28


Since Marx’s death in 1883 much has changed in human societies, although many moral and social phenomena have remained the same. More recently we have seen the dramatic political changes in Eastern Europe and in the Soviet Union which seem to amount to the rejection of Marxism itself. The Marxist dogma that communism is the ‘last stage in mankind’s history’ has undoubtedly been seriously weakened. Marx, in fact, had no clue to what lay ahead. He was too optimistic to see that egoism, chauvinism and immoral practices -however alienating and inhuman they may be – are not easily eradicated from society. Marxist thought has entered into culture without being absorbed by it and without absorbing it. In spite of Marx’s and Engels’ belief in progress, the twentieth century seems to demonstrate that ‘real, existing man’ does not improve in any significant sense. There is still class conflict, racial hatred, mammonism, social alienation, greed, egoism, inequality and indifference to the suffering of poor and disadvantaged human beings in practically all societies. Marx’s and Engels’ belief that egoism, greed and vices are only the product of societies based on competition is impossible to defend. They have correctly observed that capitalism has created ‘a world after its own image’ and that it resembles slavery.29 There are no signs, however, that the transcendence of ‘capitalist private property’ in communist society is followed by the disappearance of alienation, greed and egoism.


Marx’s philosophy, like Hegel’s, is dogmatic, speculative and often obscure. The premises of his philosophical theory could never be ‘verified in a purely empirical way’.30 As a dogmatic thinker, Marx is far removed from Baconian empiricism and Comtean positivism. His philosophical orientation was moulded by German nationalism, especially Hegelian dialectical thinking, and the French Enlightenment. His moral views are, in many respects, similar to the views of the French materialists in the Age of Reason. Marx’s conception of alienation is a mixture of incongruous elements taken from both idealist and materialist analysis of moral evil. Most of his ideas of alienation originate from Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit. Marx’s belief in the ‘original goodness of man’ definitely has its origin in the humanism and rationalism of the French Enlightenment.31 Being the product of considerable eclecticism, Marx’s ethical and moral views are far from being coherent. They are frequently marked by serious inconsistencies.


Like Althusser, I believe that there is a break in the development of Marx’s moral ideas and that the German Ideology differs considerably from the Manuscripts of 1844 not only in scope but also in substance. Unlike Althusser, however, I argue that Marx’s moral criticism of capitalist ideology and his moral-humanistic conception of human society permeates all his writings. The normative character of Marx’s moral criticism of capitalism is evident not only in his early writings but also in his later works. The non-moral interpretation of Marx’s critique of capitalism, advocated, for example, by A. Wood, is, as Whelan indicates, ‘at variance with the strong impression that Marx’s readers receive from the moral sentiments, including attitudes of advocacy and indignation, that are frequently expressed in his writings.’32 It is true, in The German Ideology Marx and Engels develop a theory of historical materialism and sometimes represent morality as a form of ideology or ideological illusion which should have no place in communist society. Sometimes, however, even here morality is distinguished from ideology.33


Admittedly, there is a shift in this work involving Marx’s attitude towards morality but it is less radical than it appears. In my view, it is wrong to contend, as some commentators do, that Marxism rejects all morality.34 Considering Marx’s utterances about morality in The German Ideology as a whole, one is impressed by the time and energy he devotes to the analysis and critique of the morality of his time. The main target of his criticism in this work is utilitarian morality which, like the morality of bourgeois political economy, ‘expresses moral laws in its own way’.35 Utilitarianism, Marx indicates, is ‘an insipid and hypocritical doctrine’ and its hedonistic teaching must be rejected.36


Marx’s criticism of utilitarian morality in The German Ideology is reminiscent of his criticism of the ethics of bourgeois economy in the Manuscripts of 1844.37 Both forms of morality are regarded as hypocritical, vile and alienating. Although in the German Ideology Marx and Engels criticise and deride not only utilitarian morality based on class interest and egoism, but also German idealist morality, including Kant’s formalism, Stirner’s egoistic morality, religious morality and mystical ethics of ‘true socialists’, their reference in the controversial passage implying the ‘shattering of the basis of all morality’ pertains primarily to utilitarian morality.38 It is this morality that is treated as the ‘philosophy of enjoyment’ and is associated, like the morality of bourgeois political economists, with the ‘continuous subordination of pleasure to money making’ and pseudo-asceticism – a theme that permeates the Manuscripts of 1844 and Capital?39 The meaning of the phrase ‘all morality’ is easily lost, if one overlooks the fact that by ‘the morality of asceticism or of enjoyment’ Marx and Engels have in their minds, above all, the class bourgeois morality of utilitarianism which sometimes appears in the form of false asceticism as well.40


Most non-Marxist commentators agree that Marx is a difficult writer, especially when he speaks of morality, ethics and alienation.41 Many modern critics accuse him of vagueness, exaggeration, confusion and careless generalisation. Most references to ethics and morality in The German Ideology and in the Communist Manifesto are either ambivalent or obscure. As a result, if we interpret them literally, we run the risk of giving them a meaning different from that in the writer’s mind. If, however, we interpret them freely, we risk giving them a meaning which perhaps is more acceptable but may stilt be false.42 The fact remains that Marx’s conception of philosophy and morality is a mixture of incongruous elements, and, as a result, lacks coherence and clarity. In the Introduction to the Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right he speaks of the ‘negation of philosophy as such.’43 It certainly would be wrong to interpret this ‘negation’ literally, as it is obvious from Marx’s writings that he has continued to philosophise.


It is unfortunate that Marx has failed to formulate a systematic moral theory, although a kind of moral theory is implicit in his writings, including the German Ideology and Communist Manifesto. Most commentators agree that Marx has not rejected all morality but merely ‘held a view of morality in which certain traditional works and concepts did not prominently figure, while others did’.44 They also agree that Marx’s ethical theory has to be inferred from scattered remarks and from what he accepts without any question. Like Kant, Marx finds the existing moral and ethical theories to be nothing but ‘a disgusting medley’ of ideas patched up from any and every source, however inconsistent. Yet, unlike Kant, he fails to construct any systematic exposition along the lines of that in The Metaphysic of Ethics which Kant provides.


While sharing Kant’s believe that men should never be treated merely as means and that human dignity has an intrinsic moral worth, Marx categorically rejects the Kantian view that ‘empirical principles are entirely incapable of serving as a foundation for moral laws’.45 Men’s feelings and inclinations, he thinks, are relevant to their moral life.46 In this respect he follows Hegel who insists that ‘inclinations and impulses ought not be suppressed’ but harmonised ‘in conformity with reason’.47 Both Kant and Hegel contend that morality cannot be analysed in isolation from metaphysics and that the laws of morality are essentially rational. Only man knows, Hegel says, what is good; the animal is simply ‘innocent’.48 In opposition of Kant’s and Hegel’s idealist morality based on transcendental and divine laws, Marx advocates morality that has its origin in the ‘material conditions’ in which man lives and is dependent on material production and socioeconomic relations.49


Unlike Hegel who contends that all ideas, including moral ideas, possess reality independently of the material world and that they are the driving force of dialectical development in society, Marx maintains that the ideas are merely part of the material world ‘reflected by the human mind’.50 Both Marx and Engels reject the ideas, moral norms and principles based on transcendental reality. ‘We reject every attempt’, Engels indicates, ‘to impose on us any moral dogma whatsoever as an eternal, ultimate and for ever immutable ethical law on the pretext that the moral world has its permanent principles which stand above history.’51 He shares Marx’s view that moral norms and principles in class society are unavoidably relative. Class relativistic ethics, therefore, cannot have place in classless society. In the class-divided society the common interests and moral aspirations are always expressed in illusory ideals which lead to self-alienation and egoistic absurdities. By contrast, in communist society, ‘the only society in which the genuine and free development of individuals ceases to be mere phrase’ moral practices and moral norms will be based ‘on the consciousness of human dignity’.52


The main weakness of Marxist ethics is the belief that moral ideas, including the ideas of good, bad, right and wrong, and moral consciousness itself are the product of material forces and that they are determined by these forces. Paradoxically enough, Marxism admits the existence and development of moral ideas and yet denies to them an independent status. On the whole, Marx and Engels merely criticise and scorn the views of their ideological opponents without offering any positive solution. In their conception of good and right, they vacillate between relativism and absolutism, subjectivism and objectivism, description and evaluation. While rejecting all forms of class-orientated morality, Marx and Engels do not regard all morality as subjective or a form of ideology. When Engels speaks of ‘a really human morality which stands above class antagonisms’ and Marx of ‘independent morality’, they imply that there can be morality that is not class-bound and thus is of absolute validity.53 This interpretation is generally accepted by Marxologists in central and eastern Europe.


Acceptance of dialectical materialism and of Marx’s sociology of moral norms and principles does not, in their view, commit a Marxist to moral relativism. While it is true, they argue, that dialectics contains the elements of relativism, subjectivism and scepticism, it cannot be reduced to relativism.54 In this respect Marx and Engels follow Hegel. According to Hegel, moral principles are intrinsically universal and of absolute validity within a stable equilibrium of parts in the whole.55 All morality is absolute in the sense that in every historical and dialectical stage the essence of man is realised. On the other hand, all morality is also relative because the realisation of moral principles and norms is a gradual process through historical and dialectical stages. The morality of every dialectical stage is, therefore, justified for that stage.56


Like Hegel, Marx and Engels reject the separation of ‘ought’ and ‘is’.57 They believe that moral elements and moments cannot be scrutinised on the basis of ‘what is’ alone.58 Unfortunately, nothing is said about the relationship between ‘oughtness’ and economic determinism. The fact that moral actions are primarily determined by human choice is entirely overlooked. Under the influence of Laplace and other determinists of their time, Marx and Engels fail to realise that predictions in ethics and sociology are hardly possible and that the representation of the moral and social world in terms of its exactly determined particulars can only be hypothetical and guesswork. Laplace’s claim that all future events could be predicted from knowledge of the present has been abandoned in the quantum theory.59 As Werner Heisenberg indicates, one cannot predict both exact position and exact velocity of the electron at the same time. Because of the limitation and uncertainty of human knowledge, we are unable to know whether phenomena in the atomic field are determinate or not. We can only calculate probabilities for the future. Many critics of Marxism correctly remark that the assumption of some persistent features in nature is not only an inadequate premise for the establishment of natural science but that it is also an entirely misleading premise for the establishment of moral norms and principles.


Ethics is distinguished from the natural sciences in the sense that its propositions are not casual but value propositions. Being related to transcendental values, moral ideals cannot, as Kant demonstrates, exist in material things. By contrast, Marx and Engels relate their ‘concrete ideals’ to material forces. According to some Soviet Marxologists, this does not mean that they belittle the role of ‘advanced ideals’ in the moral life of men. They insist merely that these ideals are based on facts and connected with economic and material forces in society.60 The communist ideal of the future classless society, in their view, is also a moral ideal.61 indeed, it is only in the classless society that moral ends and ideals can be realised. Moral ends and means are parts of a single dialectical process, just as revolutionary ends and means are interrelated component elements of a single revolutionary process. Although violence, Lenin says, ‘is alien to our ideals’, revolutionary coercion is so related to the communist ideal that it must be seen as a moral means of struggle.62 All human actions, Marx and Engels insist, must be directed towards the realisations of high moral ends. Unfortunately these ends are never clearly defined. Vacillating between realism and utopianism, they sometimes regard communism as the end of human development and sometimes as a means or ‘the real movement’ which merely ‘abolishes the present state of things’.63


Just as Marx’s materialistic teleology is ambivalent and obscure, so is his conception of rights, duties and justice. It is not surprising, therefore, that commentators differ considerably in their interpretation of these ethical categories in Marx’s writings. While some western commentators believe that at least in the Critique of the Gotha Programme Marx entirely rejects the concepts of rights and justice as ‘ideological nonsense’, Soviet Marxologists, on the whole, dismiss this bourgeois interpretation as being itself ideological nonsense. They maintain that communists being morally aware people are always willing to fight for the ideals of justice, goodness and human rights.64 There can be no doubt that Marx’s analysis of rights, duties and justice is one-sided and myopic. Being preoccupied with the critique of bourgeois rights, he hastily concludes that the ‘so-called rights of man’ are merely ‘the rights of egoistic man separated from other men and from the community’.65 In the Critique of the Gotha Programme Marx makes contradictory remarks concerning justice. Unaware of self-contradiction, he compares socialist and communist distribution in terms of an ideal of justice and then scorns all appeals to justice as being nothing but ‘obsolete verbal rubbish’.66


Marx and Engels see all things in the world of men and nature in the process of change and insist that in this process of change men and women must eliminate all distorted mediations and illusory goals. Human beings can be truly satisfied only in the secular world. By offering an illusory satisfaction, religion, they argue, diverts them from seeking real satisfaction here on earth. In opposition to idealist transcendentalism and theological projectionism, Marx and Engels are insisting on a purely naturalistic interpretation of religious beliefs. They overlook the fact that the ‘religious reflex’ has its origin and focal point in the spiritual structure of man and is unlikely to disappear from human consciousness. Everyone is aware of the fact that religion and religious morality have sometimes been class-orientated, but positive religion and positive morality always rise above class. Although there seems to be some correlation between Protestant ethics and capitalism, capitalism and proletarianism, as Weber correctly observes, are ‘not expressible in a religious form’ and the origin of religion cannot be related to either of them.67


Both Marx and Engels reject categorically any religious basis for ‘a truly human morality’. The denial of God, in their view, is a pre-requisite to proletarian classless morality and to ‘proletarian scientific’ research. Only ‘proletarian science’ can eliminate the religious reflex from the minds of alienated men. The scientist, Lenin insists, must be a dialectical materialist and the proletariat must enlist the science of communism ‘in the battle against the fog of religion.’68 Both morality and science must be subordinated to the ‘interests of the class struggle of the proletariat’. In The German Ideology Marx and Engels speak of ‘a single science, the science of history’.69 This science, however, is never described except in terms which are not scientific. Like Hegel, Marx and Engels believe that the ‘inexorable dialectical laws’ which operate in nature and society independently of human will are also relevant to scientific progress and moral behaviour. They fail to realise that no scientist, working in a country where science is a free activity, has ever invoked the principles of ‘scientific dialectics’ or of ‘dialectical socialism’ in support of his scientific theory. The fact remains that Marxist dialectical and revolutionary science is alien to natural sciences because it violates the principle of objectivity and inhibits scientific freedom. Dialectical materialism, Plamenatz correctly remarks, is ‘a myth, a revolutionary slogan, the happy inspiration of two moralists who wanted to be unlike all moralists before them.’70 The normative implications of morality cannot be based on the laws which are essentially deterministic.


Dialectical materialism is not only scientifically untenable but it is also in conflict with any moral theory that teaches the importance of conscience and of ‘oughtness’ in moral behaviour. Some Marxists, including Engels and Lenin, claiming the normative validity for their moral theory, however, speak of conscience as a moral regulator which negates egoism and immoral urges.71 The fundamental theses of Marxist theory, ‘whose correctness has been confirmed by practice’, Afanas’ev says, ‘are absolute truth’.72 This truth is lacking from bourgeois science. By serving the interests of the ruling class and by defending wage slavery, the bourgeois and liberal science is immoral, and as such cannot play any positive role in classless society. This science and religion are reactionary forces incompatible with communist goals. Capitalism is condemned on the ground that it generates alienation, worships the external wealth, preaches the ethics of pseudoasceticism and misuses morality for egoistic and immoral purposes. In capitalism, Marx and Engels correctly remark, the whole emphasis is on ‘naked self-interest and callous cash payment’.73 Here, personal worth is transformed into ‘exchange value’ and living human relations are replaced by the relations of inanimate things.


In Marx’s view, thoughtless or raw communism is merely the universalisation of capitalism and capitalist greed. It has a very limited standard and a very limited knowledge of real human goals.74 ‘True communism’ is incomprehensible without philosophical knowledge. The fact is that the problem of communism remains a big dilemma for Marx. His analysis of the transition from capitalism to communism in the Manuscripts of 1844 and in the Critique of the Gotha Programme is obscure, inconsistent and evasive.75 The abyss separating the world of crude communism and the ideal world of philosophical communism is so great that Marx finds it necessary to transform his vision of ‘communism as such’ into the vision of ‘fully-developed humanism’.76 It is not ‘communism as such’, he says, but ‘fully-developed humanism’ that is capable of eliminating bestiality, prostitution, egoism and barbaric practices and of promoting culture and a truly human morality.


Marx had promised to write an ‘independent pamphlet’ on ethics but this has never materialised.77 As a result, his views on ethics and morality have to be gathered from various passages scattered in his writings. In the absence of a systematic moral theory in these writings, disagreements among philosophers and sociologists as to the validity of Marx’s views on morality are unavoidable. According to some Marxologists, Marxist ethics is essentially naturalistic, humanistic and revolutionary.78 According to others, it is ‘demonic and exclusively instrumental’, always subordinated to the communist ideological goal which is believed to be implicit in history.79 Indicating that Marx is, in fact, a passionate moralist, Berdyaev still believes that his moralism is demonic because it is based on the belief that ‘good can come out of evil’ and that hatred, malice and violence can lead men to social harmony.80 Marx’s moral theory, however, unlike the amoral theory of logical positivism, is opposed to subjectivism and contains normative elements which cannot be ignored.


Although Marx has failed to formulate a consistent moral theory, the social and moral aspects of his thought contain elements of truth which should not be underestimated. The main weakness of his moral theory lies in its defective anthropology according to which all spiritual and moral phenomena have their material roots in the activity of the brain. Marx does not realise that if man is merely ‘the ensemble of social relations’, moral choice and moral freedom are merely an illusion. Moral freedom, almost all moral philosophers agree, means spiritual independence. Without this freedom and without – as Kant puts it – ‘a world invisible to us, the glorious ideas of morality cannot be the springs of purpose and action.’81 Marx rejects Kant’s association of morality with the noumenal realm but agrees with Kant and Hegel that hedonism is essentially immoral and that the axiom of pleasure is inconsistent with the axiom of human dignity.
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1


Morality: Bourgeois and ‘Truly’ Human


While Aristotle clearly distinguishes ethics or moral philosophy from metaphysics or ‘first philosophy’, rationalist philosophers tend to see moral philosophy as being inseparable from metaphysics. They maintain that only the metaphysician can penetrate to the deeper reality of moral phenomena and to grasp the ‘being’ of moral ‘seeming and becoming’. The belief that the moral order is part of the universe and that the meaning of human life is part of the meaning of the universe itself dominates the philosophical systems of Descartes, Leibniz and Spinoza in the seventeenth century and later the philosophical theories of Kant, Hegel, Fichte and Schelling. Although in many respects their approach to moral reality is different, they share the belief that all moral questions are, in the last analysis, metaphysical questions. Relying on the operations of the reasoning faculty to provide them with knowledge about the moral order in the universe, they have tended to arrive at conclusions indicating that reality is one and that its elements must be seen in their mutual relations if they are to be understood at all.


Leibniz’s philosophy was influential and popular in Germany but outside Germany it had insignificant influence. His contemporary Locke, the founder of the ‘philosophy of bonsens, of common sense’1 and of the new empiricism that Leibniz attacked in the New Essays,2 dominated British philosophy for a long time. His influence in eighteenth-century France, which was considerable, was primarily due to Voltaire and the Encyclopaedists who popularised English empiricism in France. As in England, rationalism in France directed its criticism against the forces of obscurantism and irrationalism. Holbach agreed with La Mettrie that the surest answer to all social and moral problems lay in education which alone can instil good social habits. They saw men weak in isolation but strong in society. It is in sociability that the moral and physical orders of nature find a meeting place. Yet rationalism in France had its own limitations and its influence in England has never been very marked in the field of ethical thought.3


In reaction to both Hume’s scepticism and Berkeleyan idealism, the French Enlightenment showed a marked tendency to a vigorous campaign for a thoroughgoing materialism which, as Marx and Engels indicate, merely substituted the goddess nature for the God of Christianity.4 In the Holy Family, Marx rightly points out that the French Enlightenment of the eighteenth century and especially French materialism was not only a struggle against the existing political institutions and the existing religion and morality, but also ‘an open, clearly expressed struggle against the metaphysics of the seventeenth century and, indeed, against all metaphysics, in particular that of Descartes, Malebranche, Spinoza and Leibniz’.5 Philosophy, he adds, ‘was counterposed to metaphysics, just as Feuerbach, in this first attack on Hegel, counterposed sober philosophy to wild speculation’ which is so manifest in German idealism as a whole. Because the Germans, unlike the English and the French, ‘judge everything sub speciae aeternitatis’ – in terms of the essence of man rather than in terms of socio-economic relations, German philosophy was bound to end in moral philosophy where the ‘various heroes squabble about true morals’ and ethical norms.6


While the Germans tended to assert the absolute justification of spiritualism, Engels indicates, the French opposed this spiritualism with materialism ‘as something absolutely justified’ and the English sought a way out either in religion or in empiricism. The inability to resolve contradictions in social, philosophical and moral spheres of life runs, he says, ‘like a thread through the whole of English philosophy and forces it into empiricism and scepticism’.7 This scepticism, deriving its roots from Hume’s sympathetic naturalism, is in practice ‘exactly the same as French materialism, but in metaphysical theory it never advances beyond the inability of arriving at any definite conclusion’.8 Just as the Humean stand that the absolute nature of the reality which expresses itself in human experience and moral life is demonstrably unknowable and that sympathy furnishes a full explanation of human behaviour is alien to Marx’s and Engels’ belief that morality, like other forms of superstructure, is only a ‘particular mode of production and falls under its general law’, so is the stand of the French rationalists who, in the view of Marx and Engels, were merely metaphysical materialists.9


The French materialists, Plekhanov writes, consistently developing their sensationalist views, ‘came to the conclusion that man, with all his thoughts, feelings and aspirations, is the product of his social environment’ and at the end were forced ‘to return to the old idealist point of view which they had so strongly condemned’.10 The French Enlightenment had no fixed or consistent body of doctrine. It included atheists and deists, Catholics and Protestants, idealists and materialists, Cartesians and anti-Cartesians, democrats and anti-democrats, wise men and fanatical dogmaticists. Most of them were bourgeois thinkers preoccupied with social, moral and political problems of their time. All the social systems and institutions were subjected to the ‘trial of reason’. There was no awareness, in Marx’s and Engels’ view, that human reason itself is the product of history. Having found that the social institutions were ‘unreasonable’, they demanded the replacement of old feudal relations with bourgeois relations which, in their view, were a true expression of reason. Marx and Engels have rejected this French materialism because its representatives took no notice of the historical and dialectical character of man’s material needs. The struggle against the abstract subjectivity of theology, Engels writes, forced the philosophy of the eighteenth century as a whole to the ‘other extreme; it opposed subjectivity with objectivity, the mind with nature, spiritualism with materialism, the abstract individual with abstract universal or substance’.11 Although claiming to be scientifically-orientated, the only advantage of the French trend of materialism, Marx indicates, is that it ‘leads directly to socialism and communism’.12


The social, political and moral systems of Holbach and Helvetius, Marx argues, are ‘devoid of the positive economic content’ and without this content cannot but remain illusory.13 In his L’homme Machine La Mettrie reduced man, as Descartes had reduced the animal, to a mere automaton or a body governed by purely physical laws. ‘The human body’, he says, ‘is a machine that winds up its own springs’ and in a mysterious way gives rise to the rational faculty and the moral sense.14 A similar view is expressed in Holbach’s System of Nature.




The distinction which has been so often made between the physical and the moral man is evidently an abuse of terms. Man is a being purely physical: the moral man is nothing more than the physical being considered under a certain point of view, that is to say, with relation to some modes of his action arising out of his particular organisation.15





According to Marx and Engels, man is not merely a natural being; he is a human natural and suffering being. Above all, man is the only being who is capable of changing both the external world and his own individuality. Without this human capacity morality would remain static and decadent.16 In the philosophical systems of Holbach, La Mettrie and Helvetius man is nothing more than a passive instrument in the hands of undialectical necessity.


Montesquieu, Plekhanov indicates, was inclined to explain the historical fate of peoples and the trend of their morality by ‘purely geographical factors’. La Mettrie attributed all social and moral phenomena to the ‘power of climate’ and Holbach to the motion of atoms. Dialectical materialism reveals such arguments as entirely unsatisfactory. The impotence of their materialism ‘showed itself in the return of its supporters to idealism’.17 In Engels’ view, the ‘great thinkers of the eighteenth century could, no more than their predecessors, go beyond the limits imposed upon them by their epoch’.18 The moralising tone of their philosophical systems is the consequence of their inability to understand the implications of their own dogmas. They shared the belief of the seventeenth century that reason alone can provide an absolute standard by which social institutions and human conduct must be justified or discredited. While Helvetius tried to treat morality in terms of science and politics, Voltaire had little interest in politics and as a deist argued that ‘in morals it is most important to recognise a deity’.19 Anxious to popularise Locke’s philosophy to his French contemporaries, Voltaire must have shared Locke’s view that moral questions admit of being determined with certainty and that ‘morality is capable of demonstration like mathematics’.20


The new ethics of utility as expounded by the French rationalists was abstract, superficial, sectarian and egoistic, and it was for this reason that it fell a prey to appeals to sentiments and emotions. This new trend dominates Rousseau’s ‘natural morality’. Terrified of art and science, he sentimentalised moral behaviour and in his moral system enthroned sentiment above intelligence. He argued that reason is hostile to genuine moral intuition and that only ‘natural feelings’ can lead men to serve the general interest. In their writings Marx and Engels make only very brief comments on Rousseau’s moral attitude. Admiring his conception of ‘natural morality’ practised in primitive society and his rejection of rational self-interest as a moral motive, Marx in fact praises Rousseau for ‘correctly describing the egoistic individual’ of bourgeois morality.21 According to Engels, in Rousseau ‘we find not only a line of thought which corresponds exactly to the one developed in Marx’s Capital but also, in detail, a whole series of the same dialectical turns of speech used by Marx’.22 Marx resisted comparing Proudhon to Rousseau because ‘Proudhon had never grasped scientific dialectics and never got further than sophistry’.23


The intellectual life of the nineteenth century was more complex and thus more delusive than that of previous centuries. This was partly due to the expansion of science which, as Marx indicates, is very relevant to man’s understanding of the real world and of his place in it. In the Manuscripts of 1844, Marx is optimistic about the positive potential of technological development in providing the means for the satisfaction of human needs and in preparing the way for human emancipation. The progress of science and technology accelerated a process which led towards a better understanding of socio-economic and moral problems. Sounding like the French rationalist writers of the previous age, Saint-Simon was anxious to found his ‘science de l’homme’ on the model of natural sciences. He maintained that just as physical objects are subject to natural laws so human beings and social relations are also subject to ‘general laws governing the organisation of man’. Realising that poverty and socio-economic crises are caused by free competition, he firmly believes that peaceful reforms, based on morality and religion rather than on class struggle, could solve all social and moral problems in industrial society.


The moral and religious strain in Saint-Simon’s conception of socialism was also stressed by some of his immediate followers who, by adding elements of their own, systematised his thought and inaugurated a new trend in French sociological development. Comte, Saint-Simon’s secretary, approached socio-economic and moral problems in a rationalistic spirit through a conceptual scheme of thought sustained by its moral positivism. Both Marx and Engels, realising that Comte’s positivism was very popular in England and France, took up an entirely hostile attitude towards Comtism as ‘trashy positivism which appeared in 1832’.24 Indicating Huxley’s characterisation of Comtism as ‘Catholicism without Christianity’, Engels says that Comte ‘was a genius and mystic in one’ and that his philosophical system was ‘narrow and philistine’.25 Although positivist ethics and sociology were intended to be humanistic and socialist, Marx and Engels were not reluctant to repudiate the central articles of the positivist faith and reject the ‘utopian’ core of its ‘abstract moralising’.


The political and social revolution in France at the end of the eighteenth and during the first half of the nineteenth centuries was followed by a philosophical revolution in Germany. Kant, who initiated this revolution and believed that an unmitigated empiricism necessarily leads to scepticism and relativism, developed a new kind of philosophy aimed at safeguarding both morality and natural science. The main difference between these two branches of knowledge, he says in the Preface to the Metaphysic of Ethics, is that, while physics involved empirical and rational elements of human experience, pure morality belongs to the rational part of man.26 Kant has no doubt that all human knowledge ‘begins with experience’ but denies that all of it ‘arises out of experience’.27 Within its phenomenal limits science is absolute. However, morality and the ‘kingdom of ends’ lie beyond these limits. ‘Although for its application to man’, he says, ‘morality has need of anthropology, yet we must treat it independently as pure philosophy, i.e., as metaphysic, complete in itself’.28 Pure morality has its law within itself which is the law of reason and ‘empirical principles are wholly incapable of serving as a foundation for moral laws’.29


Marx rejects Kant’s transcendental idealism because it is based on reified structure of moral consciousness. In his view, morality has no ‘independence’ of its own and is not the product of abstract mind. All mental constructions and moral attitudes are necessarily dependent on the external world. Just as nature ‘taken abstractly is nothing for man’, so morality conceived merely as a purely metaphysical entity is bound to be illusory and ineffective. Kant has hypertrophied the spiritual principle and has wrongly transferred the realisation of ‘good will to the world beyond’.30 Morality, Marx argues, it not something immutable and eternal. Whenever socio-economic relations are ignored, the fictitious individual autonomy represents only the negative side of morality. The abstract manifestation of transcendental and absolute morality which is radically opposed to the contingency of socio-economic relations is rejected. While Kant speaks of morality in terms of the ‘relation of actions to the autonomy of the will’,31 Marx maintains that the socio-economic relations which unite man with society and nature are the only real relations relevant to human behaviour. The social structure evolving out of the life process of definite socio-economic relations generates the ‘mental intercourse of men’ which is ‘independent of their will’.32


The moralising tone of Kant’s system, rooted in the abstract autonomy of the will as the supreme principle of morality and abstract universality, Marx thinks, is illusory and entirely divorced from true, concrete universality which must be based on praxis. All speculation about ‘moral categories’ existing in the imaginary ‘kingdom of ends’ must be rejected. There is no noumenal realm in addition to the phenomenal, no dualism as Kant conceives it, no unknowable things-in-themselves and no a priori knowledge.33 Marx rejects all forms of dualism, including the Kantian dualism of the noumenal and phenomenal realms. He contends that any attempt to impose epistemological harmony in the moral sphere by appealing to transcendental powers and to moral laws ‘proceeding from the purely rational will’ necessarily entails dualism.


Marx urges men to understand the sensuous world as human sensuous activity. He is at pains to distinguish the speculative methods of philosophy from his own. Yet, the method of abstraction is never absent from his ‘practical materialism’. Even in his Theses on Feuerbach Marx tends to counterpose theory to practice in an abstractly theoretical way. He does not succeed, as Axelos indicates, in grasping the single foundation of being. ‘Practice and theory, reality and ideas, materiality and spirit exist, despite all interactions, interdependencies’ and a whole series of dialectical bonds.34 Marx is unable to avoid metaphysics and dualism. While insisting that all ‘mental production expressed in morality and metaphysics’ is the result of material production, he also speaks about something lying ‘beyond the sphere of actual material production’. He does not realise that the premises from which he starts are not always verifiable in any ‘purely empirical way’. No empirical examination could ever prove the existence of ‘human essential powers’, ‘man’s species essence’, ‘classless society’, ‘dialectical laws’, ‘radical de-alienation’, ‘self-realisation’ and ‘the complete return of man to himself’. Surely Marx’s conception of ‘dialectical law’ is not less abstract than Kant’s conception of ‘moral law’.


While it is true that Kant’s moral law cannot have any significant particular content and that the pure will is essentially formal, it is a mistake, as Paton argues, ‘to consider him as primarily an exponent of rationalism. His great service was to break away from a one-sided rationalism and to do justice to the empirical element in human knowledge’.35 There is little justification for complaining of Kant’s formalism because, he adds, Kant is ‘dealing with the a priori part of ethics in abstraction’ without which no moral theory can be intelligible enough.36 Marx ignores the a priori part of ethics and it is not surprising that his conception of morality is frequently ambivalent and obscure. The postulates of his dialectical materialism are far from being self-evident and there is hardly any evidence that Marx ‘was capable of re-establishing the dialectical method’ completely freed from its Hegelian ‘idealist wrapping’. For Kant, ‘dialectic is a logic of appearance’ and does not relate even to the realm of probability.37 In Marx’s philosophical system the dialectic is a method of exposition of the ‘inexorable laws’ which govern both social and natural phenomena. He fails to see that his own dialectic is also a purely metaphysical invention and has no relevance to human behaviour.


According to Marx, dialectic develops historically and socially in a struggle against metaphysical reasoning which is bound to be abstract and unhistorical. Dialectical laws of social and moral development are the laws which govern all human activities. They operate independently of man’s will and consciousness. There is always an assumption that the history of men and the history of nature are inseparable and interrelated. Both Marx and Engels stress that the materialist conception of history has nothing to do with the supernatural and the mystical and that the ‘ruling material force of society is at the same time its ruling intellectual force’ dominating all moral, social, economic and political phenomena.38 The unity of the world lies in its material nature. ‘The mind is from the outset afflicted with the curse of being burdened with matter’.39 The dialectical interpretation of matter involves not only the natural forms of its existence but also the social forms which include morality.


Commenting on dialectical materialism, Sartre indicates that matter as such has no history and thus can have no dialectical development. Matter as such is an abstraction. Neither dialectic nor ontology can ‘formulate ethical precepts’ because they are concerned ‘solely with what is, not with what ought to be’.40 The ‘Kantian morality’, he says, ‘is the first great ethical system which substitutes doing for being as the supreme value of action’.41 While agreeing with Kant on many points, Hegel strongly criticises the subjective nature of his ethics. In the Preface to the Phenomenology of Spirit, he welcomes Kant’s ‘rediscovery of the dialectic triplicity’, but adds that this dialectic, as it appears in his work, is ‘still lifeless and uncomprehended’.42 For Marx and Engels, Kant’s categorical imperative is only abstractly universal and not relevant to concrete social and moral situations. Kant derives the conflicts in society only from the conflicts within the individual man and entirely ignores the fact that moral conflicts and variations originate from socio-economic relations which are independent of human will. Marx substitutes Feuerbach’s anthropology for Kant’s ethics of the abstract individual and replaces Kant’s critical method by his own based upon the materialist conception of history and ‘demystified’ dialectic.


Morality, Marx contends, must be brought down from the noumenal to the phenomenal realm where alone it can become social, dynamic and natural. He scorns moral philosophers and theologians who believe that morality can be detached from the material world, and thus concentrates on the historical and social dimensions of moral phenomena. Absolute ethics based on one universal and eternal moral code and supposed to be applicable to all men of all ages is rejected. There can be no such thing as ‘eternal and immutable’ morality. Hegel’s belief that morality is ‘inherently eternal and divine’ and that ‘the ethical order is Spirit in its immediate truth’ is dismissed as ‘alienated abstract thinking’.43 Maintaining that the material and the moral, the factual and the ideal are bound up together and that they can never be separated except in the imagination, Marx and Engels could never share Adam Smith’s postulate that moral norms and rules are ‘justly to be regarded as the laws of the Deity’ or Hegel’s postulate that the ‘ethical principle is intrinsically universal and spiritual’.44 Moral structures, in their view, are created of terrestrial, material and historical elements, rather than of some divine, celestial or transcendental substance. It is sense perception, not abstract mind, that must be the basis of all moral theorising.45


In his philosophical system, Hegel differentiates between ‘ethics’ and ‘morality’. ‘The standpoint of morality’, he says, ‘is the standpoint of the will which is infinite’ and determines what ‘ought to be done’. This standpoint is rational, reflective and formal. Ethics, on the other hand, is the concrete morality of a rational social order which provides the content of moral conduct.46. According to Hegel, Kant is the philosopher of pure morality who entirely ignores the content and moral practice. Hegel criticises Kant for failing to see that moral categories are meaningless unless they are related to a particular social setting. The principles of action in Kant’s philosophy, he stresses, are always limited to formalism and abstraction which ‘make the standpoint of ethical life completely impossible’.47 Like Hegel, Marx believes that social morality is more important than ‘alienated pure morality’ but, unlike Hegel, he shows no interest in metaphysical and abstract theories of human behaviour.


Resisting metaphysical implications and confining himself to the ‘earthly basis of history’, Marx is strongly critical of the view that morality can be conceived in any but ‘terrestrial’ form. Instead of dwelling on transcendental origins of pure morality, he pays special attention to the dialectical relationship between moral phenomena and materialist ontology. Marx agrees with Hegel that reality is a dialectical process but differs from him in holding that this process is of a material, not of a logical, character. When speaking of reality as material, Marx does not mean that it is ‘physical’ as distinct from ‘mental’. Thinking and being are indeed distinct but they are still in unity with each other. Idealism, he believes, has developed the active side of the moral agent but only abstractly. Instead of expressing the concrete movement of the moral content, the Hegelian dialectic mystifies this content and confuses moral action with thought of action. Hegelianism takes the abstract for the real and translates the real abstractly. Hegel’s conception of ‘inherently eternal and divine’ morality is nothing but ‘the display, the self-objectification, of the essence of the philosophic mind, and the philosophic mind is nothing but the estranged mind of the world thinking within its self-estrangement – i.e., comprehending itself abstractly’.48


In his criticism of speculative philosophy which searches for imaginary concepts of morality in the heavenly realm, Marx frequently accuses Hegel and his followers of inversions and prides himself on his own reversions. His critique of Hegel’s metaphysics in which ‘subject and predicate are related to each other in absolute inversion’ provides him with a platform from which to reject all alienated thinking about the nature of morality.49 Unfortunately, however, Marx is not a moral philosopher and has even failed to write an ‘independent pamphlet’ on ethics and morality promised in the Preface to Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844.50 It is true, Marx’s and Engels’ writings are full of moral criticism of the socio-economic conditions created by industrial capitalism and bourgeois ideality. Yet this moral criticism is never expressed in the form of a systematic and consistent work on the nature and importance of ethics. On the contrary, it is expressed in the form of incongruous messages and scattered, usually sarcastic, comments on morality and moral life. These are usually interwoven with their reflections on socio-economic, philosophical, religious and scientific problems of their time.


It is not true, as some Marxist commentators assert, that Marx’s moral philosophy is ‘a continuation of long-standing German and European traditions in ethics’.51 The fact is that, as Plamenatz indicates, Marx never speaks of human behaviour as Descartes, Spinoza, Leibniz, Locke or Hume have done.52 ‘He never speaks of the mind as if it were something separate from the body’, nor of morality as being something sui generis.53 Nowhere in his writings does he analyse the ethical worth of positive morality or the body of practical moral principles generally accepted in society and recognised as binding by the average moral agents. Nowhere does he examine the relation between the nature of individual good and the nature of social good or the relevance of duty and moral obligation in human behaviour. Nowhere does he analyse critically, as Kamenka rightly observes, ‘the meaning of moral terms or the basis of ethical distinctions’.54 Unlike Kant and Hegel, Marx makes no distinction between positive and ideal morality. Morality for him is always related to the socio-economic relations or, to use modern Marxist terminology, to the ‘concrete human situation’. As a result, Marx avoids the conventional use of such moral terms as good, bad, right and wrong that are based on transcendental morality.


Marx’s attitude to morality and his comments on ethical problems have long been a matter of considerable controversy. Some commentators argue that Marx, as a moral relativist, has no moral theory of his own. According to some others, he is ‘a moral realist’, ‘an amoral ist or even immoralist’.55 Although these comments contain some elements of truth, they are far from being entirely true. The fact is that Marx’s social theory does contain a moral content which is based on humanism and on the materialist conception of history. ‘Marxism’, according to the modern Soviet philosopher Frolov, ‘possesses its own tradition in considering moral-philosophical problems from a position of real humanism which is developing in practice’.56 Marx’s ethical thinking, he says, is far removed from relativism.57 There is room in Marx’s thought for a ‘belief in the objectivity of morality and the possibility of a rational normative ethics’.58 While Kamenka believes that Marx ‘emphatically rejects the conception of ethics as a normative science’, the Hungarian Marxist Makai maintains that it is the ‘comprehensive normative character’ of Marxist ethics that makes it superior to the bourgeois ethics.59


It is certainly incorrect to believe that Marx has no place in his philosophical system for any ethics or morality. Although he disclaims, as Tucker indicates, the intention to moralise, Marx’s graphic description of the social order of his time is ‘manifestly the portrait of a world felt to be wrong and evil in its basic constitution’.60 In spite of the fact that he is critical of the morality and ethics of his time and rejects existing ethical opinions of bourgeois moralists, it is evident that he regards his basic postulates about humanism as having a definite moral component. After all, Marx’s condemnation of capitalism is essentially a moral condemnation. Both Marx and Engels speak about hypocrisy and immorality of bourgeois economists and theologians who merely indulge in their moral reflections and, as Engels says, ‘misuse morality for immoral purposes’.61


Marx may have been reluctant to formulate his moral convictions in a definite systematic form because, as many commentators indicate, he hated moralising and ineffective preaching.62 In his mind ‘moralising’ is always associated with hypocrisy and mere appearance. Indicating that the excellence of Kant’s ethics has not yet been surpassed, Croce correctly explains the poverty of Marxist moral theory by the fact that ‘neither Marx nor Engels were philosophers of ethics’ and hardly devoted any time to any serious investigation of moral problems. ‘Their personal opinions about the principles of ethics’, he says, ‘did not take an elaborate scientific form in their works’, and mockery and sarcasm cannot be an adequate basis for understanding the nature of morality and relations between the concepts used in moral discourse.63


Dialectical materialism offers a sociological interpretation of morality which is entirely opposed to a Kantian prescriptive morality. For Marx and Engels, there are no immutable categorical imperatives but only mutable social imperatives and it is these social imperatives that create and determine the norms and principles of ethics. They deny the existence of norms and ideals which transcend the empirical facts. The moral ideal, according to Kautsky, ‘is nothing more than the complex of wishes and aspirations which the opposition to the prevailing status quo calls into existence’. ‘Like the social and the moral instinct, the moral idea is not a goal – it is a force or a weapon in the social battle for existence; the moral ideal is a specific weapon suited to the specific conditions of the class struggle.64 This view, surely, cannot be reconciled with Spirkin’s belief that reality comes to us not directly but ‘in ideal, even illusory forms’ and that ‘the ideal can acquire a relative independence and become a stimulus of life activity.65 According to Pechenev, Marx and Engels recognised the role of ethical ideals in communist society. The Marxist ideal of the future society is also a moral ideal.66 Because the term ‘ideal’ is associated with idealism, Marx prefers the use of the words ‘goal and aim’, although in ethics they are interchangeable.67 Surely, his belief in the transcendence of alienation and the establishment of classless society is not a ‘verifiable fact’ but merely an ideal. When he speaks of communists having ‘no ideals to realise but to set free the elements of the new society’, he really means that only the old ideals playing the role of phantoms ‘in the brains of men’ must be discarded and the new ideals arising from material conditions affirmed.68


Analysing Marx’s and Engels’ comments on ethics and morality, it is clear that they are not concerned with establishing the supreme principle of human conduct and that they do not deal in any direct way with the traditional moral problems which were in the minds of moral philosophers from Plato to Kant. They fail to realise that ethics does not deal simply with matters of fact but also aims at providing some norms or patterns which are essential to any rational conduct in society. As a result, they overlook the fact that morality belongs to the inner life of man and rests on a consciousness of the difference between ‘good and bad, right and wrong’. Instead of basing their conception of morality on facts and ideals, they tend, like Kant, to separate ethics from psychology and, unlike Kant, to link it with economics. It is only the ‘material production of life’, they think, that can explain the origin and development of ail the different theoretical products and forms of consciousness, including morality.69 What is wrong in this context with the word ‘material’ is that it is treated not only as ‘concrete’ and ‘objective’ but also as ‘self-creating’ and irreducible to anything else.


In dialectical materialism, moral knowledge depends on the study of material powers which control and motivate all human activities. Human individuals, Marx and Engels contend, are created and re-created out of the socio-economic and dialectical process which is always at the foundation of all moral phenomena. ‘What individuals are depends on the material conditions of their production.’70 The moral categories and concepts are seen as elaborations of the actual material content, totally divorced from the psychological reality. While giving much prominence to the infinite mass of particulars of concrete existences in man’s socioeconomic relations, dialectical materialism tends to ignore the fact that man himself is a significant factor in producing his own character. As many moral philosophers rightly stress, human behaviour is the expression of character. A man’s character is made by both internal and external factors. Being based on inherited powers which every human being possesses, man’s character is developed by his spiritual striving and surroundings without which no complete rational life is possible. It is important to remember that the moral life of man is an organic growth rather than a mechanic or fixed arrangement. The moral human individual is not merely the product of ‘external circumstances’. These circumstances operate through the internal factor influencing and modifying the whole process of moral life. Unfortunately, Marxism overlooks the significance of psychological factors in the domain of morality. The distinguishing feature of Marx’s thought is the rejection of any separate ontological status of mind and will. He believes in an ontology of elementary building elements of the natural world which are essentially material. Everything in the universe, he thinks, is reducible to them and there is no such thing as the soul. Even social relations are ultimately reducible to the bits of ‘thinking matter’.71


There are many difficulties in the interpretation of Marx’s philosophical thinking. He is not a consistent writer. Reading Marx’s remarks on morality and ethics, one is immediately struck by vagueness and contradictions which occur in his writings. Some commentators believe that it is a mistake to see a switch from the youthful humanist Marx to the mature ‘scientifically’ orientated Marx. Whereas ‘scientific Marxists’ link Marxism with science and technology, ‘critical Marxists’ associate Marxism with Marx’s early humanism and give some prominence to his moral beliefs and his essentialist theory of alienation. The so-called Western Marxists prefer to regard Marxism as a critique rather than a science. The Soviet and some other Marxists, on the other hand, treat Marxism as a science, ‘a theory based on a consistently scientific philosophy and political economy’.72 While the so-called critical Marxists focus their attention on the continuity between Hegel and Marx, the so-called scientific Marxists tend to reject the continuity between the young and mature Marx.73


There can hardly be any doubt that there is, in fact, a definite break in the development of Marx’s ideas and that, as Bell, Hook and Berdyaev indicate, the Communist Manifesto and German Ideology differ considerably from the Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844 and other early writings.74 Marx’s emphasis in his mature works on class struggle and his ambiguous references to the ‘rejection of morality’ in communist society rather than on self-alienation and self-realisation demonstrate the view that mature Marxism is different from original Marxism. In the Manuscripts of 1844 Marx speaks of morality and ethics in terms of essentialism, a concept which plays an important role in his theory of self-alienation and self-realisation. Self-alienation, in his view, is man’s loss of his essential capacities and, as a result, man is unable to realise his essential powers and his natural being.75 In the state of self-alienation, the appropriation of ‘man’s total essence in a total manner’ is impossible. The fact that man’s essence has been alienated simply means the loss of his spontaneous activity. When alienated from himself, man is powerless to exercise his free activity in any but his animal, immoral manner. Man is different from the animal because he ‘makes his life activity itself the object of his will and his consciousness’.76


In the Manuscripts of 1844 Marx argues that capitalism is an alienating force, recognising no moral laws but its own and subjecting all socio-economic relations to itself.77 Under the guise of morality, the capitalist practises immorality expressed in the form of cheating, cruelty and egoism. ‘The ethics of political economy’, he says, ‘is a specific estrangement of man.’78 In this ethics all human values become commercial values and are always subject to bidding and selling. In the inhuman realm of private capital, man is the prisoner of alienating socioeconomic forces which constitute his objective content. It is only by overcoming these alien forces that he will be able to realise his essential being. ‘The rich human being’, Marx says, ‘is the man in whom his own realisation exists as an inner necessity, as need.’79 In addition to characterising alienation as a phenomenal, socio-economic and historical moral evil, in the Manuscripts of 1844 Marx also suggests that alienation can be described as a ‘mistake, a defect which ought not to be’.80


It is impossible to deny that in the Manuscripts of 1844 and other early writings Marx is almost as much interested in man’s inner conflict, in his alienation from his essential nature, in his moral degradation and his striving for self-realisation or, as Plamenatz puts it, in moral excellence as he is interested in the inability of man to realise himself in work and in his physical suffering.81 There is no justification whatever for the argument, advanced by some commentators, that Marx’s views on alienation and self-alienation have nothing to do with morality.82 Surely, he is not condemning or blaming capitalist ‘immorality’ on any other but a moral ground. After all, the terms ‘deception’, ‘crime’, ‘honour’, ‘cruelty’, ‘avarice’, ‘moral laws’ and ‘immorality’ used in the Manuscripts of 1844 are all moral words and together with the normative term ‘ought’ are strikingly indicative of Marx’s ‘moral views’.83 One must also bear in mind that Marx read Engels’ Outlines of a Critique of Political Economy (1843-44) and, although Engels’ criticism of bourgeois society here is permeated with ‘abstract principles of universal morality’, rated this work highly as ‘a brilliant outline of a critique of economic categories’.84 Moreover, in his Comments on James Mill, the work containing ideas similar to those in the Manuscripts of 1844, Marx speaks of ‘human morality itself’ and deplores the fact that under capitalism this morality ‘has become both an object of commerce and the material in which money exists’.85


The mature Marx moves away from ‘essentialism’ and, according to Althusser, breaks radically with every theory which bases human history on the essentialist conception of man.86 Marx’s new emphasis, so evident in The German Ideology (1846), is on the historically-guided influence of socio-economic relations on man’s needs and their satisfaction. These needs are seen to be primarily biological and physiological. The new reality described in The German Ideology and in Marx’s mature works is human society, not man in general or man’s essential being. As a result, his concept of the inner conflict of alienated man and, indeed, his concept of man’s striving for self-realisation and moral excellence disappear almost completely and are substituted by the concept of class war against the alien forces of capitalism. In fact, Marx’s new world described in The German Ideology and Communist Manifesto has no room for independent and individual morality at all and, as Tucker rightly indicates, the concept of man itself seems to entirely absent.87


Analysing Marx’s ‘radical break’ from humanism to ‘anti-humanism’, Althusser argues that by rejecting essentialism as his theoretical basis, he has driven the ‘philosophical categories of the subject, of empiricism, of the ideal essence from all the domains in which they had been supreme’ and this includes ethics and morality.88 According to Althusser, in The German Ideology and Communist Manifesto Marx definitely rejects the very possibility of ethics and morality in any form. He stresses that Marx’s comments in these works on moral phenomena are entirely incompatible with the views expressed in his early writings. Some Marxist commentators share this view, although they do not necessarily agree with Althusser’s anti-Hegelian fundamentalism, which has no room for self-active human individuals.89 They base their own views on a few obscure passages which occur in these two works. The passage they specifically have in mind is in The German Ideology where Marx naively and unphilosophically states that commun ism ‘shattered the basis of all morality, whether the morality of asceticism or of enjoyment’.90 They also believe that Marx’s brief remark in the Communist Manifesto on the accusation of his ideological opponents that ‘communism abolishes all morality’ amounts to the rejection of all morality.91 Most Marxologists, however, dismiss the validity of this interpretation.


The fact is that Marx’s utterances about morality in these two writings are so confused and ambiguous that it is possible to speculate about their real meaning and arrive at any conclusion one likes. While morality here is seen as being illusory and ideological, it seems that by the phrase ‘all morality’ Marx really means the existing forms of bourgeois morality or the morality camouflaging bourgeois class interests.92 This is certainly suggested in the phrase ‘whether the morality of asceticism or of enjoyment’. The morality of asceticism is the same phenomenon which has already been condemned in the Manuscripts of 1844 and the Holy Family. The morality of enjoyment is the morality of the bourgeois utilitarians who, like Helvetius, Bentham and James Mill, subordinate all existing relations to the relation of utility and in that way promulgate class morality based on the exploitation of man by man.93


The morality that Marx rejects in The German Ideology and Communist Manifesto, according to Ash, is the ‘kind of abstract universal morality based on no understanding of the nature of society or the classes that make it up’.94 According to Stojanovic, another Marxist, the passages quoted from The German Ideology and the Communist Manifesto are ‘hostile’ to bourgeois morality, not to morality as such.95 These interpretations are probably correct when seen in the context of Marx’s utterances about morality in his other works. It is reasonably safe to assume from Marx’s arguments in the Holy Family, Poverty of Philosophy and Capital that communism, in his view, represents a genuinely human morality which is constantly negated by the imposition of the abstract and class-orientated imperatives of the existing morality. Stressing the distinction between human and inhuman moralities in the Holy Family, he categorically rejects only bourgeois morality because this morality is not a truly human morality.96 By focusing their attention on ‘moral laws’ and ‘by lumping humanity together in a spiritless mass’, Proudhon and Critical Criticism provide the ‘most striking proof how infinitely small real human beings seem to speculation’.97 Their moral norms are satisfied ‘with a practice in abstracto’.


In the Grundrisse and Capital morality is not seen as an ideological illusion, although Marx continues to condemn bourgeois class morality. The capitalist methods of production, he indicates in Capital, are so crude and inhuman that ‘they mutilate the worker into a fragment of a human being and degrade him to become a mere appurtenance of the machine.’98 It is obvious that in these work, as elsewhere, Marx is strongly critical of bourgeois class morality masking as genuine human morality. In his view, only communist morality based on the understanding of the social, historical and dialectical character of human needs and aspirations, is a truly human morality. In communist society both thinking about morality and acting in a moral way will take place in the context of a classless social structure. Class society is negatively individualistic. Here ‘each looks to himself only and no one troubles himself about the rest’.99 This new emphasis on class morality which characterises Marx’s mature works is definitely indicative of a break in his thought. While one can speak only of an apparent break occurring in the passages quoted above from The German Ideology and Communist Manifesto, where Marx is so obscure and confused that it is impossible to decide whether a real break is involved, one can safely say that the real break occurs in The German Ideology where he abandons, in fact, rejects personal or individual morality and speaks of collective morality.


Communism, he writes in The German Ideology, differs from all previous relations of production and intercourse in that it subjugates all creations of existing men to the power of united individuals.100 As in Marx’s view morality is created by existing men, this means that in communist society individual morality would be totally submerged in collective morality. Being influenced by Hegel, he now definitely gives priority to the ethics of social structures and rejects the individual moral laws which stand in isolation from each other. Hegel argues that ‘morality is the identity of the subjective or personal with the universal will’, which in fact is the will of the state or the whole.101 Marx also believes that the whole is more real than its parts and that individuals cannot strictly be human and thus moral without being members of a whole. Unlike Hegel, however, he contends that the unity of parts within the whole will best be protected by the revolutionary proletarians as the ‘representatives of the whole of society’.102 The isolated individual, Stirners’s ‘Unique’, is an abstraction, just like Feuerbach’s ‘Man in general’, and cannot be the bearer of moral laws and imperatives.103




While Bėrdyaev and Althusser see in this new attitude a definite break in Marx’s thought and the rejection of humanism in favour of anti-humanism, the majority of orthodox Marxists simply ignore this break and follow the mature Marx in giving prominence to collective morality.104 The essence of morality, according to the Hungarian Marxist Makai, ‘manifests itself not in the single, isolated actions of the individual’ but in collective practice.105 History, the Soviet Marxist Zotov stresses, is ‘not shaped by great individuals but by the common people, the working masses, the toiling classes of society’.106 According to Marxism, morality has always been class-orientated and egoistic. Only in communist society will morality become social and truly human. Moral principles are not inherent in man’s thought or reason, as Kant thinks, but they are related to the totality of common interests and the sum total of social and economic relations. Bourgeois class morality, bourgeois habits of thinking and the whole bourgeois world outlook must be rejected because the bourgeois ideologists, in Marx’s and Engels’ view, turn everything upside down and entirely overlook the existing relations based on competition and self-interest.107 Without communist man, motivated by truly human goals rather than by one’s personal material benefits, there can be no real human morality. Human fulfilment is inconceivable in abstraction from the totality of socio-economic relations prevailing at a particular time.


Every truth, including moral truth, according to Marx and Engels, is relative to a certain stage of human development and thus is relative to a certain social and economic content. In social history, Engels writes, the ‘repetition of the conditions is the exception and not the rule, once we pass beyond the primitive state of man’. Knowledge here, he says, ‘is essentially relative, inasmuch as it is limited to the investigation of interconnections and consequences of certain social and state forms which exist only in a particular epoch and among particular peoples and are by their very nature transitory’.108 He argues against Dühring that moral truths cannot have the same validity as mathematical theorems. Analysing the status of morality from the point of view of dialectical materialism, Engels denies that there is ‘an eternal, ultimate and for ever immutable moral law’.109 Most thinkers, scientists and non-scientists alike, realise that while mathematical propositions or theorems, as Engels calls them, are certain or absolutely true, scientific propositions can only be probable. In his conception of ‘a single science’, Marx confuses these propositions, suggesting that his ‘science’ is of absolute validity. His utterances on the subject of truth in the second thesis on Feuerbach have a distinct philosophic-speculative meaning.110 Not surprisingly, this has led some Marxist commentators to believe that Marxism itself‘is the ground of all truth about our relations with each other in society including the relation of morality’.111


There are some Marxist commentators who, like Althusser, maintain that the ‘truth of ideological history’, including that of morality, is ‘in the facts themselves’ rather than in the interpretation of facts.112 Emphasising that the question of ‘objective truth’ must be analysed in terms of practice, Marx does not deny the reality of epistemological distinction between truth and falsehood. He accepts the concept of truth, though he, like Engels, never defines it. In spite of his criticism of Hegel’s idealism, he never explicitly rejects Hegel’s definition of truth. ‘In common life’, Hegel writes, ‘truth means the agreement of an object with our conception of it. In the philosophical sense, however, truth is the agreement of a thought content with itself.113 The truth of isolated facts can only be established when these facts are analysed as part of the totality or whole.114 Treating moral phenomena as part of the whole, Marx and Engels then conclude that moral facts are only relatively true. They overlook the fact that even the truth of science in a wider sense is not the truth of facts but the truth of the laws which are contained within the facts.


The truth of morality is certainly even more complex because moral facts are not like other facts in human experience. As some moral philosophers rightly indicate, the ethical questions lie beyond moral intuitions playing the role of facts.115 Certain moral principles, like some logical and scientific principles, may be irresistible and strike us as being absolutely true and, yet, they may not tell us anything about the nature of morality itself. What Marx and Engels fail to realise is that moral facts cannot be treated as purely social facts and that it is the meaning of moral facts rather than the facts themselves that is relevant to the interpretation of moral truths.116 One must bear in mind, however, that in spite of their tendency to reduce moral facts to social facts, they sometimes – when it suits their dialectic – cling to the subjective meaning of all facts. Arguing that the dialectical method is the only method that can lead to the knowledge of totality, Marx and Engels are not prepared to accept relativism in their philosophical system. In their view, relativism characterises only the static world and, by limiting itself to the probable, it rejects the universal moments which are at the centre of dialectical materialism. Only dialectical materialism, they believe, can resolve the historical contradiction which underlies class societies and class morality.


According to Marx and Engels, dialectical materialism is not reducible to relativism. Relativism, and this implies ethical relativism as well, must be rejected because of its tendency towards subjectivism. In this respect they follow Hegel, who is strongly critical of subjective opinion ‘as the measuring-rod of morality’.117 In Hegel’s dialectic there is room for both subjectivity and objectivity, relativism and absolutism, although objectivity and absolutism cannot be reduced to their opposites in the process of development. This is echoed by Lenin and some other Marxists. ‘Dialectics – as Hegel in his time explained’, Lenin writes, ‘contains an element of relativism, of negation, of scepticism, but is not reducible to relativism. The materialist dialectics of Marx and Engels certainly does contain relativism, but it is not reducible to relativism’.118 For dialectical materialism, he contends, ‘there is no impassable boundary between relative and absolute truth’.119 Moral truth relating to the totality or whole and the truth relating to the dialectical moments of particular human actions are dialectical opposites which can be distinguished but cannot be separated. In rejecting relativistic approaches to moral truths, Frolov says, ‘Marxists adopt a dialectical-materialist understanding of objective truth, and of the correlation therein of the relative and the absolute’.120


Maintaining that in class society ‘human morality has become an object of commerce’, Marx and Engels strongly condemn bourgeois class morality as being immoral and inhuman absolutely.121 In their view, bourgeois morality can be only relative because it favours bourgeois class interests. In Anti-Dühring Engels refers to three types of morality in the class society of his own time. ‘There is First’, he indicates, ‘Christian-feudal morality inherited from earlier religious times’. Then there is bourgeois morality dominating the present class society and the ‘proletarian morality of the future’.122 He admits that these three moralities have much in common but denies, unconvincingly, that the common elements are ‘eternally fixed’. Arguing that morality has always been class morality, he then contradicts himself by stating that a really human non-class morality must not be ruled out. ‘A really human morality which stands above class antagonisms and above any recollection of them becomes possible only at a stage of society which has not only overcome class antagonisms but has even forgotten them in practical life.’123


Engels’ notion of a truly human morality is far from being clear. It seems to be reminiscent of Marx’s idea of ‘independent morality based on the consciousness of human dignity’.’124 In both cases there is a suggestion that morality perse is not reducible to class morality. In The Civil War in France, in his Inaugural Address of the Working Men’s Association and in his correspondence with Engels Marx advocates ‘the simple laws of morality’ which ought to govern the relations of private individuals regardless of class structures.125 Engels’ assertion that morality has ‘always been class morality’ need not, as Plamenatz indicates, be taken literally.126 Despite his insistence on the need for a historical dimension in the interpretation of social conditions, Engels’ basic assumptions about morality are essentially superficial, inferential and one-sided. The fact remains that in their preoccupation with the criticism of bourgeois class morality Marx and Engels fail to give us any adequate description of ‘independent’ and ‘truly human’ moralities. They merely boast of bringing morality down to earth from the transcendental, supra-human and heavenly heights. They have nothing to say about morality per se, although its existence is assumed.


It is extremely difficult to characterise Marx’s and Engels’ comments on ethics and morality in terms of traditional moral reasoning. This is because their attitudes towards morality are based on emotive, socio-economic, political, descriptive and axiological conceptions. There is always a mixture of materialist and idealist, empirical and metaphysical, naturalist and utopian categories in their ethical thinking. They realise that ethics and morality cannot be derived from pure biology and physics, but they wrongly maintain that they can be derived from dialectical laws of economics. It is this belief that has led them to contend that morality is a phenomenon of class society and has no independence of its own. Moral behaviour is inseparable from the economic basis of human society. This means that morality is inevitably class-orientated and that at all periods since the disappearance of primitive communist tribal classless social structures different classes have had their distinctive forms of moral behaviour. ‘And as society has hitherto moved in class antagonisms, morality’, Engels reiterates, ‘has always been class morality’.127
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