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Many Marxes



Karl Marx was the Jesus Christ of the twentieth century. On Easter Day, 1918, Russian newspapers which had previously announced, ‘Christ is Risen’, replaced this with ‘One Hundred Years Ago To-day Karl Marx was Born’.1 If they had then claimed he had walked on water or had awakened from the dead, few would have been surprised. He looked the part of the Father, too. The old man with the grey beard and shaggy hair–the portrait most know of Marx–bears more than a passing resemblance to the grumpy patriarch many Christians envision on his heavenly throne. We can see Cecil B. DeMille or Steven Spielberg casting him in the part.


So why, and how, did history nominate Marx for this role? Marx may have been ‘the Prophet Himself’, as his friend the Thuringian tailor Johann Georg Eccarius put it.2 However, unlike Christ, he was never content only to console the poor: he wanted, more ambitiously, to end poverty instead, and thus the need for consolation. Yet it is not even clear whether Marx became ‘great’ because his works were so popular, or because he stood for an idea whose time had come. At his death much of his writing (perhaps three-quarters) was still unknown.3 Few now read the early polemics, The Holy Family (1845) or The Poverty of Philosophy (1847), much less The Cologne Communist Trial (1852) or the tedious diatribe against Max Stirner in The German Ideology (1845–6). By the time he died in 1883, A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy (1859) and volume one of Capital (1867) had appeared. The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Napoleon (1852) and The Civil War in France (1871) told something of Marx’s politics and historical analysis. And of course The Communist Manifesto (1848) represented Marx’s programme as a whole.


By the early twentieth century this inheritance had grown. Editions of Marx and commentaries on his writings produced in the USSR and East Germany in particular were always selective. By the 1920s many of his manuscripts had been assembled in Moscow by the first great Marxologist, David Riazanov, who was later shot by Stalin. Correspondence appeared in dribs and drabs. A key early text, Marx’s ‘Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right’ (1843), was published in 1927.4 In 1932 came the ‘Paris Manuscripts’ (1844), whose theory of alienation seemingly offered a ‘humanist’ critique of Stalinism which might free Marx from the taint of totalitarianism. By 1968 this was widely regarded outside the communist bloc as Marx’s main work, and it is often treated today as second only to Capital. Yet the question remains as to whether he abandoned it as inadequate or superseded.


Discerning what Marx ‘really meant’ has always been a function of the times as well as of the texts available. Interpretations accordingly have proliferated. Shelves of books on Marx entice, beg, berate and intimidate the potential reader. Blowing the dust off these volumes we quickly discover that there is not one Marx or one Marxism: there are many. Privileging one view of either above the rest across a range of complex issues is bound to be contentious. But some readings have proven historically more influential than others, largely because they answer more of our questions. Later readers are prone to ask: Why was Marx so successful as a thinker? Did he have a ‘system’ and, if so, what does it consist of? Does Marx take us to Lenin? To Stalin? To the revisionist Eduard Bernstein or the ‘renegade’ Karl Kautsky? Is Marx’s theory of alienation still relevant? Was Marx an economic determinist? Did he regard the end of capitalism as inevitable? Is class the most important category of social analysis? Did Marx deny a role to individuals in history? Was he a democrat or a totalitarian? To complicate matters, Marx answered many of these questions in different ways as the circumstances around him altered. The first testing ground for his theory of communism, Europe in 1848, had altered greatly by his death in 1883. Now too Russia loomed not solely as the epitome of reaction, but as potentially a revolutionary venue.


Yet in other respects not only Europe, but the world, was exactly what Marx had predicted by the time he died. He prophesied an evangelical, crusading capitalism which aimed to conquer the globe. His understanding of this process remains amongst the most compelling explanations ever offered. The great secret of Marx’s success, it is argued in this book, lay in his ability to synthesize this vision into a few simple formulae which the masses could easily digest, while presenting a complex and all-encompassing worldview which was captivating and intellectually stimulating to the well-educated. No competitor succeeded in achieving this degree of comprehensiveness, or in provoking the extraordinary intellectual ecstasy and moral fervency that Marxism has often induced.


The line between the popular and elite readings of Marx has often been deliberately maintained. Many Marxist intellectuals have strained to make Marx and his ‘system’ as unintelligible as possible, if only to justify their leadership of the inchoate masses in the correct direction. This is usually achieved by adopting tortuously obscure, convoluted Hegelian phraseology which renders Marxism a kind of gnostic, secret science accessible to only the few. It is analogous to the medieval church’s insistence on using Latin to exclude the masses from accessing the sacred texts. The seductiveness of incomprehensibility here has proven extraordinarily powerful. Words like ‘dialectic’ and ‘negation’ may pierce the veils of ignorance and dispel the superstitions of the many, but can also become weapons that defend unintelligibility. In its simplest form official Marxism–Leninism, or ‘Diamat’ (dialectical materialism), became a bland, formulaic dogma. Here complex theory is reduced to a few ritualistic and easily parroted phrases. This worldview purports to answer every question, and is invoked ever more shrilly and insistently in response to any query or doubt. Most later readers bolt quickly when confronted with either of these discourses. But hundreds of thousands have become ‘Marxists’–some of the most dogmatic sort–without having read a line of Marx, indeed without being able to read at all. And some have found this to be a virtue rather than an anomaly.


Those who do read Marx carefully view him variously as a philosopher, an economist, a historian, a sociologist, a political theorist, even a literary craftsman. The approach to Marx adopted in this book is chiefly through the history of socialism. Like many other disappointed nineteenth-century radicals, Marx thought communism–a variety of socialism–answered the most burning issue of the time: the rapid spread of capitalism. There were (and are) many socialisms on offer. Just which one(s) Marx adopted, and why, and with what consequences, are the most important questions we may ask of his writings today. But we must treat Marx as critically as we would any other thinker: not reverently, but giving credit where credit is due.


If this approach makes Marx appear less original than is sometimes presumed, it also portrays him as more practical and less wedded to metaphysical schemas. It depicts him navigating a complex field of alternatives to capitalism in a peculiarly compelling way, while still making mistakes, and sometimes overstating his own accomplishments. It makes him seem less Hegelian, and in later life less philosophically oriented. Marx is not portrayed here as either a genius or a scoundrel. The movements associated with his name have lent hope to hundreds of millions of victims of tyranny and aggression, but have also proven disastrous in practice, and resulted in the deaths of millions. Part of this failure, doubtless, was Marx’s doing, but most of it was not, simply because Marx never had the power to put his ideas into practice and thus was never forced to compromise with historical necessity. Of all the great critics of modern society, however, Marx is the one we most need to confront, to question, to engage with. Both his critique of capitalism and his vision of the future, we will see, speak across the centuries to our times, even if the questions he poses are more difficult to answer than ever, and his answers are sometimes simply wrong.


As Marx is the central figure in this book, so the Bolshevik Revolution of November 1917 is its key historical event. Few communists have emulated Marx. Many more have followed Lenin’s revolutionary course. Part Two here considers how Marx’s ideas evolved through to the present, and how they relate to his original outlook.













PART ONE



Marx













CHAPTER 1



The Young Karl


Karl Marx was born on 5 May 1818 in the small Rhineland city of Trier, near the French border, which then had about 12,000 inhabitants.1 Until recently the largely Catholic, liberal-leaning town had lived quite happily under twenty years of French occupation. Many of its citizens, including Marx’s future father-in-law, Ludwig von Westphalen, harboured sympathies for revolutionary principles and even, in the 1830s, for the socialist schemes of Henri de Saint-Simon’s followers. Marx’s father, born Hirschel ha-Levi Marx, came from a long line of rabbis; but, renamed Heinrich Marx, he practised law as a Protestant convert (from around 1817), after the kingdom of Prussia, in which Trier was then located, forced Jews out of such professions. He too had liberal sympathies, urged wider political representation and assisted in local poor-relief schemes. His wife, Henrietta, came from a family of Dutch rabbis.


The young Karl spent most of his schooldays with classical authors like Homer and Ovid. He was not a particularly distinguished student. His school director was a republican who sympathized with Rousseau and Kant and saw the French Revolution of 1789 as extending Enlightenment principles of liberty and equality. Marx imbibed such principles, one of his first essays (1835) insisting that choosing a profession should be guided by ‘the welfare of mankind and of our own perfection’, the happiest person being ‘the man who has made the greatest number of people happy’ (1:8). We witness here, at the age of seventeen, a desire to define ‘the nature of man’ by ‘the spark of divinity in his breast, a passion for what is good, a striving for knowledge, a yearning for truth’ (1:637)2–as good a definition of himself throughout his life as any Marx ever provided. Thirty-five years later he wrote to his daughter Laura respecting the Irish question that while he desired to accelerate the class struggle he was also ‘acted upon by feelings of humanity’ (43:449). The latter thus remained a dominant motif in his life. ‘Those who have the good fortune to be able to devote themselves to scientific pursuits must be the first to place their knowledge at the service of humanity. One of his favourite sayings was: “Work for humanity”’, recalled his son-in-law Paul Lafargue.3 To term him a ‘cosmopolitan humanitarian’ would not be a misnomer. Yet he always fought shy of the romantic implications of such sentimentalism.


In October 1835 Marx left Trier to study law in Bonn. Seemingly destined for an academic post, he led the traditional riotous student life, drinking to excess, duelling and spending a night in gaol for rowdiness. In October 1836 he moved to Berlin, where his focus shifted from law to philosophy. Nine days after submitting his dissertation on ‘The Difference between the Democritean and Epicurean Philosophy of Nature’, Marx was awarded his doctorate of philosophy in 1841 (by the University of Jena, after he had grown disenchanted with Berlin). Epicurus was regarded as a forefather of Enlightenment French materialism, though Marx also portrayed him as anticipating a Hegelian idea of self-consciousness, which his preface termed ‘the highest divinity’ (1:30).


Hegel and the Young Hegelians


The newly minted doctor viewed the world as an oyster to crack. In these years Marx saw himself as at the cutting edge of modern philosophical development, and capable of reconciling the most radical paradoxes that had been created by the Enlightenment collision with what he would soon term ‘bourgeois society’.4 This confidence resulted most directly from his confrontation with the greatest German philosopher of the age, Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770–1831), and his followers.


Approaching Hegel via Marx we need to know something about four themes in particular: Hegel’s metaphysics; his philosophy of history; his political theory; and his method, the famous ‘dialectic’. Following Plato, Hegel’s philosophical starting point was pure Idealism: only the world of Spirit or Mind (Geist), or self-conscious reason, was real. ‘Things’ did not exist, ‘for “thing” is only a thought’.5 Hegel’s chief concern was to define both human nature and history in terms of mankind’s desire for freedom. This he portrayed partly in terms of Spirit’s coming to awareness of its own free nature. As Hegel’s The Phenomenology of Spirit (1807) plotted it, humanity progressed from naïve empiricism, knowing only what our senses present to us, to its logical end, an eventual stage of knowing the Absolute (or God, or Mind’s own nature). Spirit’s progress towards self-consciousness was ‘dialectical’ insofar as every stage constantly evolved into the next through a process of contradiction, by negating the previous stage while preserving something of it, a process Hegel called Aufhebung, or ‘sublation’. Each stage involved self-consciousness ‘alienating’ itself in nature, developing in history and emerging again in the self-consciousness of humanity, in a progression from lower to higher.


Few modern readers find this scheme comprehensible in such abstract terms. If we see Mind as a metaphor for progressive human development, and as describing an empirically verifiable desire for freedom occurring through real social institutions and relations, however, the theory makes more sense. Hegel’s goal, Charles Taylor writes, was thus to define ‘a whole, integrated life in which man was at one with himself, and men were at one with each other in society’.6 No small ambition! In the former sense, this meant unifying our own alienated souls with God, the Absolute, as well as recognizing the world as our own creation, and thus overcoming ‘alienation’ (Entfremdung), the failure to achieve such recognition. In the latter, it meant achieving ‘consciousness of belonging to a community’.7 Here the ideal was Periclean Athens, whose ‘spontaneous harmony’ has been called Hegel’s ‘utopia’.8


Hegel’s philosophy of history attracted many by explaining how subsequent stages embodied Spirit’s growing self-consciousness. History, in a word, possessed ‘meaning’. ‘What distinguished Hegel’s mode of thinking from that of all other philosophers was the exceptional historical sense underlying it’, thought Friedrich Engels (1820–95), Marx’s lifelong intellectual partner, recalling that Hegel had first posited ‘that there is development, an intrinsic coherence in history’ (16:474). Commencing with Persian despotism, where only the monarch is free, humanity passed through the Greek polis, where consciousness of freedom (for the few) first arose; to Rome, where slavery still shows that not all are free; to Christianity, and the recognition of mankind as spiritual beings; thence to the Germanic world, where after the Reformation it became clear that ‘the human being as such is free’.9 But how could the moderns hope to emulate the achievements of the ancients? Whereas virtue was civic, not merely private, in classical Greece, now there was no turning back. Modern individuality had staked its claims against ancient republicanism. The young Hegel was greatly impressed by the French Revolution. He had glimpsed the ‘world soul’ on horseback as Napoleon entered Jena in October 1806. Hegel’s glorification of reason has been seen as having its counterpart in attempts to found a Cult of Reason during the revolution.10 The older Hegel, however, believed that modern Prussia might exemplify the further progress of Spirit.


Nonetheless a major hitch in this otherwise soothing narrative was posed by the profound disharmony which potentially characterized the age of commerce and industry. Hegel was the first significant modern German philosopher to confront the reality of commercial society. Civil society, he thought, now recognized the positive value of individualism, as well as the growth of mutual dependency through the operation of ‘the system of needs and wants’. But its flip side posed a peculiar threat to any dreams of abolishing servitude and achieving freedom. This would become Marx’s starting point.


This threat first became evident to Hegel around 1793, when he began studying the chief eighteenth-century Scottish political economists, Sir James Steuart, Adam Ferguson and Adam Smith.11 What he discovered was potentially very disturbing. These writers broadly defined humanity’s progress from ‘rudeness’ or ‘simplicity’ to ‘refinement’. The newly emerging international market, new forms of machinery, an increasingly specialized division of labour and concentrated production in workshops–of which they were the first witnesses–were well designed to meet the growing demand for commodities and the limitless proliferation of needs generally. It was much less clear that the workers themselves actually benefited from these developments. Smith in particular would be associated with an ideal of increasing economic freedom and minimizing state interference. But he too was aware that great wealth might be created while the workforce became increasingly degraded. Specialization and poverty seemed paradoxically interwoven in commercial society. In 1803–4 Hegel lectured, paraphrasing Smith, that ‘in the same ratio that the number produced rises, the value of the labor falls; the labor becomes that much deader, it becomes machine work, the skill of the single laborer is infinitely limited, and the consciousness of the factory laborer is impoverished to the last extreme of dullness’. ‘Factories and workshops’, he added, ‘based their existence on the misery of a class’.12 If this class were to become sufficiently large it would surely threaten any presumption that increasing freedom was humanity’s destiny.


Hegel did worry about this prospect. But he cannot be blamed for failing to foresee capitalism’s future course. The universal and explosive nature of the factory system was not yet obvious. Some thought it might be confined to Britain, the ‘workshop of the world’. Hegel also regarded inequality of wealth as ‘absolutely necessary’. Work might become ‘more mechanical, dull, spiritless’. But that was the price of progress.13 Classical Athens had after all been based on slavery, and surely the modern system was less oppressive. There was still the danger that the rabble might revolt. But there was no question here of challenging the right to property. This Hegel regarded as sacrosanct, as the offspring of appropriation. It was indeed the very ‘embodiment of personality’, ‘the first embodiment of freedom’. Modern selfhood was freed from earlier religious and personal obligations and focused instead chiefly on objective relations framed by property.14 The means by which individuality was realized was through such rights, implying that those without property were in effect not even human. In any case machinery might well replace mechanical human labour and ‘through the consummation of mechanical progress, human freedom is restored’. ‘Human beings are accordingly first sacrificed’, but afterwards ‘they emerge through the more highly mechanized condition as free once more’.15 This anticipates strikingly some of Marx’s later reflections on the problem.


Nonetheless spiritual freedom (Spirit’s self-knowledge) and social freedom (in society, at work and politically) now seemed poles apart. Indeed applied to a model of universal industrialization the freedom of the few seems contingent on the degradation of the many. Hegel’s chief political work, the Philosophy of Right (1821), purportedly resolved this problem. It assumed that the modern division of labour fulfilled demands both for individual freedom and for satisfying needs through exchange, thus substantially producing the common good through individuals pursuing their own private interest. But the state still needed to mediate between conflicting strands in civil society and tensions produced by the market, a view Marx upheld until 1843. To this end certain restraints on wealth accumulation were required. Social harmony would be safeguarded if the state used its bureaucracy as a ‘universal class’, protected by its own sense of Standesehre (collective sense of honour), to uphold ‘the universal interests of the community’. But could the bureaucracy live up to such expectations? And would the state tolerate growing demands for political representation and freedom of speech and assembly, or prove repressive instead?


Hegel’s later system of thought could be taken to imply that the most rational state was modern Prussia. His more conservative followers, and the bureaucracy of this very state, were smugly satisfied with this conclusion. They were however confronted by a more radical group, the Young or Left Hegelians, who felt that the dialectic of thesis, antithesis and higher synthesis implied further progressive movement, chiefly by advances in theological and political criticism, with the first necessarily preceding the second, since religion provided crucial support for the established order.16 Though initially lukewarm about Hegel’s system, Marx encountered their views in 1837, at the Young Hegelians’ Berlin watering hole, the Doctors’ Club, where philosophy and drink intermingled freely. Exulting in their own cleverness and cocky in the extreme, the Young Hegelians agreed that reason could march still further onwards, and was quite possibly embodied in one or other of their group, who were all desperately keen to excel. ‘Young’ to them meant feisty, radical, sceptical, practical. Philosophy, they hoped, could now become ‘realized’, meaning that all thought was meaningful only if it eventuated in action, or ‘praxis… truth in concrete activity’.17 This would be a central principle for Marx, who became an exuberant member of the group before breaking with them around 1845.


At this point theology became a key sticking point dividing Hegel’s followers. The Young Hegelians were all interested in engaging with Hegel’s account of religion. The Right Hegelians were chiefly intent on defending it, seeing Hegel’s system as proving the truths of Christianity. The book which finally led Engels to shed his religious beliefs, the theologian David Strauss’s Life of Jesus Critically Examined (1835), also helped to shift other Young Hegelians further from orthodoxy by suggesting that much of early Christianity was mythological and, like all religions, reflected the community from which it sprang. Soon it became clear that criticizing religion was tantamount to undermining the state itself. When Prussia appeared increasingly reactionary after Friedrich Wilhelm IV’s ascent to the throne in 1840, and after the philosopher Friedrich Schelling, who opposed Hegel, began lecturing at the University of Berlin in 1841, three Young Hegelians–Bruno Bauer (1809–82), Ludwig Feuerbach (1804–72) and Max Stirner (1806–56)–took up this line of criticism.18


Hegel’s erstwhile most accomplished student, and Marx’s close confidant at this point, Bauer considered Prussia as a key obstacle to freedom. He urged that Hegel’s political ideal should be replaced by a new republican ethos of civic duty which would negate the egoism of civil society. Bauer also regarded atheism as the logical terminus of Hegel’s system, a point he drove home in a savagely satirical pamphlet.19 He had already suggested that human self-consciousness was all that ‘God’ or ‘Absolute Spirit’ meant. His attack on the illusion, false appearance or self-deception created by religion, and his insistence on dispelling it, were soon central to Marx’s outlook. Bauer also thought egoism could be overcome through collective identification with self-consciousness. Going beyond Strauss he now denied the historical existence of Jesus Christ (although he admired the practical religion of the ancient Greeks). Then he plumped openly for atheism, and promptly lost his job. Bauer’s idea that religion represented an inverted reality was appealing to Marx, who had little respect for Christianity or Judaism. Marx now concluded that no philosophy was worth discussing unless it was atheistic, and planned with Bauer to found a journal called The Archives of Atheism. In 1844, following the same trajectory as Marx, Bauer attacked the division of labour and emphasized its interference with recognizing the collective nature of labour. But Bauer then turned against socialism and communism, warning that here the state would govern every detail of life and abolish ‘freedom in the smallest things’ by subjecting all to a dogmatic principle of absolute equality.20 So he too would soon incur Marx’s wrath.


The idea that the biblical image of God was only human consciousness externalized, ‘the moral nature of man taken for absolute being’, became the great theme promoted by Ludwig Feuerbach.21 His Essence of Christianity (1841) portrayed God as a projection of human desires and denounced Hegelian philosophy as the last stage of religion. In 1843 Feuerbach criticized Hegel in two short articles, insisting that the attributes Hegel associated with Spirit were in fact only human. Theology was not about discovering God, Spirit or the divine element in the human, but about human self-understanding. This implied that philosophy must study humanity in its real, concrete relations. ‘The secret of theology is anthropology’ became the flattering slogan of the new view.22 Humanity was now at the centre of the universe, defined by Gattungswesen–‘species-being’, ‘species essence’ or ‘species existence’–a term adopted from Strauss.23


There was sufficient ambiguity in this key term to allow it to perform many functions. To Feuerbach it meant identifying with the species, ‘the absolute unity of humanity’, knowing our true nature as that of the species, and subsequently actualizing human capacities within it, where this was alone possible. It implied overcoming subjective individuality and, through education (Bildung), achieving a kind of self-renunciation. It was at once a principle both of religion and of sociability. ‘All aspects of life that expressed man’s activity as a “species being” were “sacred”: marriage, love, friendship, labor, knowledge’, writes John Toews.24 Here a sense of community also entailed a duty towards it in support of these activities and relations. Bauer also used ‘species-being’ to describe the content of the Hegelian Absolute and the activity of self-consciousness. But he accused Feuerbach of limiting humanity’s capacities by defining human nature too abstractly. Instead he thought people were infinitely capable of self-development because this was in fact their species essence.


The acceleration of this train of thought now appears astonishing. In the Italian Marxist Antonio Labriola’s later formulation, Feuerbach ‘gave a final blow to the theological explanation of history (man makes religion and not religion man)’.25 To Engels the ‘spell was broken; the “system” was exploded and cast aside… Enthusiasm was universal: we were all Feuerbachians for a moment’ (26:364). To Feuerbach, alienation had nothing to do with Spirit and everything to do with social relations, the ‘essence of man’ being ‘contained only in the community, in the unity of Man with Man’.26 But this is clearly an ideal community, or utopia, not any real society. Species-consciousness is an ethical standpoint to be aspired to, more than a description of existing unity based on similarity. On this ‘concept of society’, Marx wrote to Feuerbach in August 1844, ‘a philosophical basis for socialism’ could rest. The progression of humanity was thus towards species-being, also construed as ‘conscious life activity’, thought Marx: ‘free, conscious activity is man’s species character’ (3:276). Man was a species-being ‘because he treats himself as the actual, living species; because he treats himself as a universal and therefore a free being’ (3:275). (We see how much of Hegel remains here.) Ideas of love, justice and mercy, associated with the divine, were thus really attributes of human society. These alienated qualities moreover could be reclaimed by humanity, as Hegel too had maintained. Feuerbach had discovered that ‘the social relationship of “man to man”’ could become the principle of ‘true materialism’ and ‘real science’ (3:328).


Nonetheless this was still a very abstract and ethereal ‘materialism’. Its core concept, humanity’s species-being or communal essence, explained why God and heaven were attributes of an ideal human community and why Feuerbach called his philosophy ‘humanism’. But Feuerbach still embraced a principle of love, which he called ‘nothing else than the realisation of the unity of the species through the medium of moral sentiment’.27 His ideas thus appeared suspiciously like an atheistic version of Christianity. Marx agreed that ‘criticism of religion is the premise of all criticism’ (3:175), religion being the basis of the state (as Hegel maintained) and the critique of the imaginary arbitrary sovereign being the prelude to the critique of real ones. But Marx was propelled at this crucial point beyond philosophy to history, and to a new form of materialism which apparently broke from humanism entirely.


Marx’s dramatic split from Feuerbach resulted partly from two other responses to the latter by Young Hegelians. Both queried how the ideal of a communal ‘species-being’ could be reconciled with the reality of an increasingly egotistical civil society. First, Bruno Bauer’s brother Edgar suggested that the state only epitomized this egoism, and should be abolished by those who were propertyless. For this Edgar was convicted of sedition and spent four years in prison. Marx seized on the idea, however, although it implied that human fulfilment could now be found in neither the state nor civil society.28 Second, projecting the intellectual fantasy of self-empowerment to its logical extreme, Max Stirner in The Ego and Its Own (1845) dissolved civil society into an egoism driven by sensuous desire, thereby destroying every apparent defence of sociability, or morality generally, not based on pure self-interest and need. But Stirner then also contended that Feuerbach’s concept of ‘humanity’ itself still possessed (as Engels put it) ‘the theological halo of abstraction’ and was thus ‘thoroughly theological’ and idealistic (38:12). It too posited, essentially, a religion of man. (Bruno Bauer agreed.) So if Hegel had been slain ‘by way of the Feuerbachian dissolution of Hegelian speculation’ (4:303), this in turn was the final nail in Feuerbach’s theological coffin.


Stirner seemingly made every kind of altruistic humanism just another variant on religion. If ‘species-being’ was a merely theological concept, then ‘Man’ now stood like the naked emperor, stripped of his theological garb, with Marx poised to ridicule his embarrassment. And if ‘Man’ and ‘species-being’ were theological concepts, what could ‘criticism’ recover, or promote, as the alternative to egoism? What moral standpoint now existed if all moral standpoints were religious in origin and thus untenable? Was the ‘unity of man’ a theological postulate? Was ‘society’ too?


At one level this boils down to a simple question: if we are critical of ‘egoism’, why should we love or even merely assist others, especially strangers? The traditional answer, that God commands us to do so on the basis of our common humanity, was no longer an option. Neither Marx nor Engels wanted to proclaim a new religion, or a variation on an old one, like the British socialist Robert Owen or the Saint-Simonians. Stirner seemingly provided one answer by simply glorifying actual egoism, thus sidestepping the problem. But Stirner too would soon fall victim to the same logic, his ‘egoistic man’ denounced as just another abstract category and idealized human essence. To Engels the ‘love of humanity’ was, after Stirner, left with no other basis than a vague and undefined ‘unselfish’ ‘egoism of the heart’, a dead-end formulation that Marx wisely failed to take up. This alone, Engels thought, ‘is the point of departure for our love of humanity, which otherwise is left hanging in the air’. Stirner needed to be informed, insisted Engels, that ‘his egoistic man is bound to become communist out of sheer egoism. That’s the way to answer the fellow. In the second place he must be told that in its egoism the human heart is of itself, from the very outset, unselfish and self-sacrificing, so that he finally ends up with what he is combating’ (38:12)–which is clearly having one’s cake and eating it too. Again Marx seems to have been unconvinced by these arguments.


Another possibility at this point, however, was offered by Moses Hess (discussed below) and also by Eduard Gans (1797–1839), one of Marx’s lecturers in 1836–8 who espoused Saint-Simonian ideas. They suggested that the progress of association in modern society was superseding antagonism, including ‘the exploitation of man by man’, a ‘complete end’ to which would be achieved by one ‘inevitable’ revolution.29 Gans had visited factories in England in 1830–31 and concluded that workers there were no better off than slaves or feudal vassals. He even wrote of ‘the struggle of the proletariat against the middle class’ and suggested that ‘free corporation’ or ‘association’ (Vergesellschaftung) was the workers’ necessary response. Unlike Hegel, Gans suggested that poverty was not inevitable but might be abolished. But he also warned that a society based on the Saint-Simonian slogan, ‘to each according to their capacities’, might well end up as a ‘slavery of surveillance’.30 This revealed tensions in broader socialist ideas in this period, which we must now briefly consider.


The Jacobin and Socialist Background, 1789–1842


Socialists seek to reorganize society to satisfy the needs of the majority without the poverty, inequality, competition and waste associated with capitalism. Like many of their utopian predecessors they imagine ways of belonging to groups and of relating to other people which are more generous, kind and peaceful, and which minimize or abolish exploitation and oppression. They embrace values like friendship, trust, harmony, fraternity, unity and solidarity, which seem to be waning in modern society, but which might be recaptured or created anew. Their principal problem has always been how to sustain these bonds, which can be easily achieved in short bursts of enthusiasm, over a lengthy period of time and a considerable expanse of space. From the early nineteenth century many schemes have been hatched to answer these ends, from mixtures of public and private ownership through to various types of co-operation, community living and communism. Marx remains first and foremost a socialist who aimed to provide a framework that makes possible human self-development on the largest scale and in a collective setting where fulfilment for the few does not require exploiting the many. A theory of sociability necessarily lies at the heart of his system. What compelled him to choose the particular system he did, and to imagine that it would answer these ends, are key questions we will address here.


Throughout the ages many attempts have been made to share property communally, usually in small societies, or religious associations like monasteries, and often with considerable success. Thomas More’s Utopia (1516) defines the literary expression of this idea, which some suppose aspires to return to that original Golden Age of plenty and equality which was the Greek image of humanity’s origins, and others link to Christian ideas of heaven on earth. In Utopia property is common, luxury is held in contempt, rotation between rural and urban work occurs regularly, and equality and transparency prevail. Equality is a recurrent theme in most subsequent radical reform movements, and has often been linked to ideas of crisis, the millennium, redemption and the apocalypse. In the modern era the French Revolution was the chief attempt to end inequality and the vestiges of feudal privilege. Marx and most Marxists viewed the revolution of 1789 and subsequent overthrow of Louis XVI as paving the way for a ‘bourgeois’ or middle-class revolution which was in turn succeeded by the plebeian revolt of the Jacobins (1792) and the dictatorship of Robespierre (1793–4). The revolution proved that despotic monarchies could (and should) be overthrown, and established the pattern of upheaval often emulated thereafter. But it had not gone far enough. The abortive uprising of Gracchus Babeuf’s Conspiracy of the Equals (1796) represents the communist wing of the revolution. Its principles, as defined by Sylvain Maréchal, author of the Manifeste des Égaux (1796), centred on abolishing distinctions between masters and servants, poor and rich, by eliminating inheritance and private property and mandating compulsory labour, overseen by a revolutionary committee. All produce would be placed in a common store, and education and health care would be free and universal.31 Babouvism, defined chiefly as equality of incomes introduced by a minority revolutionary dictatorship, was continued by Philippe Buonarroti, and then Auguste Blanqui (1805–81), who insisted on the need for small groups of conspirators to seize power violently and oversee the progress of revolution through dictatorship. Blanqui’s legacy remained vital to Marxism, but more, we will see, to Lenin than to Marx.


The leading early socialists became active following the monarchy’s restoration in France in 1814. Most opposed violence, and some even ‘politics’ as such, as creating unnecessary disharmony. Political struggles, they agreed, were really ‘knife-and-fork’ matters. Overthrowing kings or gaining the vote did not feed the poor or mitigate harsh conditions in the new factories. In Britain the term ‘socialism’ was linked in particular to Robert Owen (1771–1858). A wealthy cotton spinner who was also deeply concerned about his workers’ well-being, Owen had successfully improved their situation at his mill at New Lanark in Scotland. Thereafter he laboured incessantly to pass factory acts to raise the age of employment, reduce hours of labour and educate the young. In 1817, amidst national economic crisis, he proposed that unemployed workers be rehoused in rural communities or ‘Villages of Co-operation’ of 500–1,500 inhabitants. Here work would alternate between agriculture and manufactures, competition would end and property would be shared in common. Owen hoped that this ‘social system’, soon shortened to ‘socialism’, would eventually supplant entire existing forms of organization, with great cities and centralized industry being abandoned. His followers, notably George Mudie, William Thompson and John Gray, became the earliest critics of the new science of modernity, liberal political economy, from a socialist viewpoint. They propounded a rudimentary theory of crisis (the first occurring in 1825) which would become the basis for Marx’s later conception, as well as an account of why wages fell short of the value of labour, and how labour could be justly rewarded.32


The need for such proposals was driven by the increasingly obvious deterioration in the well-being of those who worked with the new machines. Like Marx in 1844, as we will see, Owen took as his starting point the corrosive effects of the division of labour described by Adam Smith in his famous passages on ‘mental mutilation’ in Book 5 of The Wealth of Nations (1776). Having proclaimed in Book 1 how efficient specialization in workshops was for making commodities like pins, because each individual was more productive when devoted to only one part of the task, Smith now turned to the adverse effects that resulted. Alarmingly he noted that narrow specialization and constant repetition might make the workforce ‘as stupid and ignorant as it is possible for a human creature to become’.33 The case for capitalism was potentially fatally undermined.


Smith’s solution to this problem was more education for the labourers. Owen’s was much more radical. Marx admired much that he had achieved at New Lanark, including reducing working hours and introducing infant education. Owen helped commence the profit-sharing system of workers’ ownership, later known as ‘co-operation’ (although New Lanark was not run this way). This idea became central to Marx’s vision of communism, as we shall see, though not until the later 1850s. Well before Marx, too, Owen was a materialist and atheist who opposed both religion, which he publicly denounced in 1817 as the chief barrier to social progress, and traditional marriage, at least so far as favouring ease of divorce. His insistence that human character resulted from the environment, and was not impaired by any original sin, was also critical to Marx’s outlook. And also like Marx, Owen did not court public opinion; what Marx ‘especially praised in Robert Owen was that whenever any of his ideas became popular he would come forth with a new demand making him unpopular’.34


In France socialism was promoted in particular by Charles Fourier (1772–1837), who like Owen rejected the existing system of commerce as morally degrading. His idea of the small-scale community or phalanstère, again limited to a few thousand, was not communist. Land, buildings and machinery were to be owned in common, but profits were to be shared according to capital invested (four-twelfths), labour performed (five-twelfths) and talent (three-twelfths). In his regime, which was much more psychologically sophisticated and elaborate than Owen’s, Fourier proposed adapting tasks to each individual’s passions and frequently alternating between roles; a great abundance and variety of food; and a sexually satisfying communal life. Marx shared this vision of labour as ideally a creative reflection of inner capacities and inclinations.


The last influential communitarian was Étienne Cabet (1788–1856), who also inspired a national political movement around his schemes, which were given early expression in the novel A Voyage to Icaria (1840). His proposals for an American communist colony were discussed by the German communists in London for an entire week in 1847, only to be rejected (partly through Marx’s and Engels’ influence) on the grounds that emigration meant deserting the cause, and that communism could not be established on a small scale ‘without its acquiring a completely exclusive and sectarian character’.35 However, Cabet did found a short-lived colony near what is now Dallas, Texas, one offshoot of which lasted for half a century.


More influential on Marx were the followers of Henri de Saint-Simon (1760–1825), who was not himself a socialist but a visionary who foresaw the future of industrial society chiefly in terms of a scientific and technocratic ‘administration of things’ superseding the ‘government of persons’. This assumption was adopted by Marx and Engels with a view to proving that industrial progress implied abolishing the state.36 The Saint-Simonians also promoted a new religion to facilitate group cohesion (like Owen), and imitated Catholicism in their attempt to fuse church and society. Having coined the phrase ‘the organization of labour’, the Saint-Simonians in the late 1820s championed the idea of the national regulation of industry rather than workers’ co-operation. Their aim, however, was not community of goods, but a system in which ‘each one will be classified according to his ability and remunerated according to his work’.37 This influenced the socialist Louis Blanc’s Organization of Labour (1839), which anticipated Marx’s later views on co-operation.38 It was also a source for Thomas Carlyle’s proposals for militarized state industrial management in Past and Present (1843), whose feudal and paternalist cast Marx and Engels rejected, but which in some respects remarkably foreshadowed Soviet economic organization a century later. All these plans nonetheless favoured concentrated industry over the balance between rural and urban preferred by Owen and Fourier, and by some later socialists, like William Morris.


In the German states a small socialist movement had also emerged by the late 1830s.39 Its leading intellectual exponent was a Cologne sugar-merchant’s son, Moses Hess (1812–75). Hess became perhaps the single most important influence on the young Marx, and for several vital years (1843–5), when Marx saw him regularly in Paris, Hess was often one or even several steps ahead of him intellectually. Initially inspired by Babeuf, Hess’s The Holy History of Mankind (1837) used Hegelian categories to describe the reconciliation, through communism and by returning to the original state of humanity, of humanity’s alienation from itself and from God. In the future the state would disappear and the people would form a perfect community, with marriage based solely on affection, and the family becoming the focus of social bonding. Hess also prophesied an imminent workers’ revolution, and by 1847 had described this in terms strikingly similar to those Marx would use in The Communist Manifesto. In The European Triarchy (1841) Hess foresaw industrialization in Britain underpinning a new communist society–a ‘New Jerusalem’–at the heart of Europe, also led by France and Germany, where exploitation would end and machines would free mankind from drudgery and allow complete social equality. Following another Young Hegelian, August Cieszkowski, Hess insisted that Hegel’s philosophy now dictated action (or ‘practice’) in order to create a new future, rather than merely speculating on what history meant.40


By 1843 Hess was ‘exclusively engaged in the philosophical development of communism’.41 He now prophesied that the state would be replaced by a ‘unified social life’ defined by co-operation between individuals. In an essay on money (1845) he described existing commerce as an expression of alienated humanity. After a lively conversation with Hess in October 1842, Friedrich Engels–not yet Marx’s intellectual partner–emerged a ‘very eager communist’. Marx himself encountered Hess in the Doctors’ Club in Berlin in mid-1841. Though Marx was only twenty-three, six years his junior, Hess found him enormously stimulating. Hess called him ‘perhaps the one genuine philosopher now alive’, writing that he ‘combines a biting wit with deeply serious philosophical thinking’. He believed Marx would ‘give medieval religion and politics their last blow’, and stated: ‘Imagine Rousseau, Voltaire, Holbach, Lessing, Heine and Hegel united in one person. I say united, not thrown together–and you have Dr. Marx.’42 Hess broke from Marx in May 1846, however, thinking him too harsh with his fellow communists. He later accused Marx of seeing ‘the misery of the workers and the hunger of the poor’ as ‘only of scientific and doctrinal interest’, adding: ‘You are above such miseries… You are not gripped by that which moves the hearts of men’.43


The second German communist of note was a genuine plebeian, the tailor Wilhelm Weitling (1808–71). His vision, however, was of the quasi-millennial, evangelical sort that Marx despised. Like Thomas More, Weitling advocated uniform clothing and communal eating, which Marx contemptuously dismissed as ‘barracks communism’.44 Inspired by Saint-Simon, Weitling thought three wise men should govern the future commonwealth: a physician, a scientist and an engineer; and he even suggested a new Messiah might also arise. Encountering Marx in Brussels in March 1846 at a meeting of a small circle of communist enthusiasts, Weitling disdained the study of economics, and suggested Marx knew little of the real working classes. Marx promptly upbraided him like an errant schoolchild, and rejected moralistic platitudes which lacked a firm strategy as useless. He caustically hinted that Russia, with its ‘associations of nonsensical prophets and nonsensical followers’, was the best place for Weitling. Finally Marx ‘in extreme anger and irritation’ banged on the table, making the lamp totter, and insisted that ‘ignorance has never yet helped anybody’.45


This was Marx’s first major attack on a fellow communist. It was soon followed by another against the ‘fantastic emotionalism’ and ‘amorous slobberings’ of Hermann Kriege, a Weitlingian living in New York who preached a ‘love-imbued opposite of selfishness’ and thought communism meant emigrants to America should receive 160 acres of free land (6:35, 41–2, 46). A much heavier assault was mounted on Marx’s chief contemporary competitor, the French mutualist anarchist Pierre-Joseph Proudhon (1809–65), who was skewered in The Poverty of Philosophy (1847) after many nights’ heated conversation had revealed, as Engels later put it, ‘an unbridgeable gap between them’ (26:278).46 Did these outbursts indicate a pattern of purging or splitting which would bedevil later communist movements? Did Marx desire personal dictatorship based on a ‘new intolerance’ rooted in ‘the religion of reason’, as Proudhon feared?47















CHAPTER 2



Marx’s Conversion to Communism


Rebellious youth often sinks into staid respectability. Marx could easily have become a solidly loyal if liberal professor or bureaucrat in due course, held close to the bosom of the Prussian state, as enemies should be. He would remain, in many respects, bourgeois and even aristocratic in his personal tastes. But a conventional career was not an option. Nothing less than changing the world entirely was Marx’s goal. Indisputably he came to see himself as a modern Prometheus, taking on both the heavenly powers and the lords of the earth to save mankind. Never before, perhaps, had one man set himself the task of establishing complete justice for humanity without the gods’ assistance. That was Marx.


Journalism was the first port of call in this quest. Here Marx had great talents. He began working for the Cologne newspaper, the Rheinische Zeitung, in 1842. Becoming its editor later that year, he rapidly expanded its circulation and soon made it the most important opposition journal in the German states. Politically Marx was now a radical democrat, regarding republicanism as the natural ally of atheism. His first major publication (in May 1842) was an impassioned defence of press freedom which condemned ‘the censored press as a bad press’ (1:159).1 Here we glimpse Marx’s ideal: ‘Freedom is so much the essence of man that even its opponents implement it while combating its reality… No man combats freedom; at most he combats the freedom of others’ (1:155). A vindication of the peasants’ right to gather fallen wood ensued, based on ‘a customary right of the poor in all countries’, their ‘right of property’ and their ‘feeling of kinship’ with the wealthy (1:230, 234). (A large portion of penal offences in Prussia at this time concerned this issue.) There followed another piece, on the plight of the distressed Moselle winegrowers. Marx condemned the ‘always cowardly’ nature of private interest and the ‘inhuman’ bent of selfish legislators who had ‘an alien material essence’ as their ‘supreme essence’ (1:236). This indeed was ‘bound to degrade’ the ‘state into a means operating for the benefit of private interest’ (1:241).


To Marx the Hegelian possibility of a neutral state arbitrating between selfish interests and upholding ‘humane and rightful motives’ (1:248) was clearly slipping away. Indeed he was rapidly concluding that we cannot be free in a ‘state’ at all, if governments usually sided with the propertied few against the impoverished multitude. In broaching these issues Marx constantly skirted the line between what was permissible and what might be suppressed. A censor was even despatched to try to entice him to take up a career in the Prussian civil service in Berlin–the antithesis of radical democracy. Of course he refused. When Marx published an article criticizing the Russian Tsar, the newspaper’s licence was revoked.


These concerns, Engels later recalled, led Marx ‘from politics pure and simple to economic conditions and thus to socialism’ (50:497). Marx’s was the cause of the ‘free human being’ (1:306). He deployed (and deplored) the contrast between man’s ‘material nature’ and his ‘ideal nature’ (1:310). He sought a new definition of the common good, and constantly equated private property with selfish and inhuman interests. Communism–the term was publicized chiefly by Cabet at this point, and identified as ‘the most truly religious’ of doctrines–was one way of representing universal humanity against selfish interests.2 The term did not yet for Marx describe the antidote to capitalism’s inadequacies.3 Accused in October 1842 of embracing communism, Marx thus wrote that his paper ‘does not admit that communist ideas in their present form possess even theoretical reality, and therefore can still less desire their practical realisation, or even consider it possible’ (1:220).


In 1842 Marx still seemingly accepted the possibility that the state might be an ‘association of free human beings who educate one another’, so long as it was ‘built on the basis of free reason, and not of religion’ (1:193, 200). In 1843, however, he began to question this assumption. He followed Hegel in presuming that history’s progress indicated the growth of freedom, and later interpreted both the 1861 ending of serfdom in Russia and the abolition of slavery in the USA in these terms. But what role did or ought the state to play in this process? Marx’s main work in 1843, the ‘Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right’, exposed the limits of ‘political emancipation’, and concluded, as he later recalled, that legal and political relations were only comprehensible by viewing ‘the anatomy of this civil society’ in ‘political economy’ (29:262). The state rested on civil society and had no existence outside it. ‘Just as it is not religion which creates man but man who creates religion’, Marx insisted, ‘so it is not the constitution which creates the people but the people which creates the constitution’ (3:29). The problem of the state was not soluble unless collisions of class interests in civil society were eradicated. This meant that




The immediate task of philosophy, which is at the service of history, once the holy form of human self-estrangement has been unmasked, is to unmask self-estrangement in its unholy forms. Thus the criticism of heaven turns into the criticism of the earth, the criticism of religion into the criticism of law and the criticism of theology into the criticism of politics. (3:176)





Thus would the ‘entire mystery’ (3:9) of Hegel’s philosophy be solved.


As a radical reformer Marx regarded democracy as the only constitutional form that united ‘the general and the particular’. He even insisted that, from a French viewpoint, ‘in true democracy the political state is annihilated’ (3:30), echoing Hess and perhaps Proudhon.4 The basic problem, as Marx was now beginning to conceive it, was, what state or community corresponded to the purest idea of the general interest, or species-being? Hegel’s bureaucracy dealt with private interests only insofar as they appeared as corporations or estates (Stände). It could not, Marx insisted, represent a general interest, which required the particular ‘becoming the general interest’ (3:48). Marx now linked ‘the dependence of man on man’ with private property, and suggested that ‘No matter how this dependence may be constituted in and for itself, it is human over against the slave’ (3:102). This suggests that overcoming such dependence by ending private property was now looming as Marx’s goal. Capitalism simply generated the last form of mass servitude. But this was not yet clearly stated.


Such a conclusion hinted at the limits of political radicalism. Demands for universal male suffrage had been central to reform movements since 1789. Germany needed to follow this route, and, thought Marx, ‘The emancipation of Germany means the emancipation of mankind’, with philosophy leading the proletariat. The socialist critique of democratic radicalism was generally that gaining the suffrage under capitalism would leave the condition of the working classes fundamentally unaltered. Marx agreed that making men citizens by giving them the vote did not alter their economic relations one iota–it merely offered political leverage for discussing such issues. This did not mean that ‘democracy’ and the franchise were useless. Elections were ‘the chief political interest of actual civil society’ (3:121). But Marx now saw their limits as goals of social improvement. It now seemed that ‘activity, work, content, etc.’ were a mere means to the end of individual existence, rather than realizing ‘socialized man’, that is, man’s communal or communist essence.5 This could only be attained by ‘true democracy’ overcoming the contradiction between state and civil society. Marx may have taken these thoughts further, but his extant notes are incomplete.6


Democracy, then, was not an end in itself for the working classes. Their emancipation implied the ‘emancipation of humanity as a whole’, meaning, apparently, abolishing all servitude. To claim with Robert Payne that Marx’s ‘aim was to destroy democracy’ is simplistic.7 He increasingly sought to eradicate the state as an alienated entity separate from civil society, acting as an instrument of class oppression or possessing an interest of its own–for example through the bureaucracy–against the majority. These ‘alienated’ powers needed to be returned to their source, and any imaginary or fictitious independence of the state or monarch destroyed. For the rest of Marx’s life his political thought would remain dominated by this quest.


What did Marx envision would replace this system and animate the new post-political or post-statist ethos? This is a puzzling question. Some socialists were democrats; others were not. Many were hostile to politics as such. Communitarianism implied a greater stress on duty to the collective, although like enhanced sociability or expanded friendship, this was clearly more viable amongst a few thousand people living together who knew and trusted one another.8 But at no point do we find Marx (unlike Engels) expressing strong support for small-scale socialist communities. Moreover, pleas for mutual assistance often involved appeals to fellow feeling, love or sympathy, a strategy which Marx sought to avoid. Socialists often imagined that a pre- or anti-commercial ‘natural’ sociability might simply bounce back once the egoism fuelled by trade and competition ended. But this presumes an underlying suppressed sociability and natural affection for others, the existence of which remains unproven. And it does not answer the question as to why ‘communism’, yet to be defined, might remedy the deficiencies of radical democracy, or best fuel this sociability.


Nonetheless Marx was beginning to believe that communism meant ‘true democracy’ insofar as the ‘communist essence’ of civil society (or the joint interest of all its members qua humans) could only be realized by abolishing private property, which invariably divided this interest and rendered it particular. In May 1843, writing to the Young Hegelian Arnold Ruge, he still hoped that the sense of freedom which ‘vanished from the world with the Greeks’ could again be embodied in ‘a community of human beings united for their highest aims… a democratic state’ (3:137). But his movement from radical democracy or ‘political emancipation’ to communism as ‘a special expression of the humanistic principle’ (3:143) was now astonishingly swift. The former might be realized in a state based on the universal rights of man, as Bruno Bauer proposed. How the latter might be ordered was still unclear.


Marx at this point greatly admired Bauer, and indeed their tracks, like Marx’s and Hess’s, ran parallel for about a year. Bauer’s essay ‘On the Jewish Question’ (late 1842–early 1843) linked religious and commercial prejudice and contended that the Jews required political emancipation.9 Marx thought he had not gone far enough. His own ‘On the Jewish Question’ (late 1843) demanded ‘human emancipation’, and described the ‘rights of man’ as essentially the ‘rights of property’, of enjoying one’s possessions ‘without regard to other men, independently of society, the right of selfishness’. The ‘so-called rights of man, the droits de l’homme as distinct from the droits du citoyen,’ he insisted, ‘are nothing but the rights of a member of civil society, i.e., the rights of egoistic man, of man separated from other men and from the community’ (3:162). The ‘right of liberty’ in particular was ‘based not on the association of man with man, but on the separation of man from man’, especially through private property (3:162–3). Within the state men supposedly considered themselves as communal beings, by contrast to their private lives in civil society. Marx now saw this as a spurious, ersatz communality. Men’s ‘species-being, in community with other men’, could not be expressed in the state because communal being there was only illusory. ‘The perfect political state is, by its nature, man’s species-life, as opposed to his material life’, he now insisted (3:153–5). A real species existence had to be sought beyond the state, indeed beyond ‘politics’. Marx had reached the limits of political emancipation. At this point, in a crucial passage, he summarized his argument, and indeed his goals for the rest of his life:




Only when the real, individual man re-absorbs in himself the abstract citizen, and as an individual human being has become a species-being in his everyday life, in his particular work, and in his particular situation, only when man has recognised and organised his ‘forces propres’ as social forces, and consequently no longer separates social power from himself in the shape of political power, only then will human emancipation have been accomplished. (3:168)





Yet the problem remained as to how this ideal community was to be defined. Socialist schemes were a penny a dozen by this point, and the public was already weary with competing plans and proposals. Marx was reluctant to confront religion and politics with a ‘ready-made system’ like Cabet’s (3:143). The point was not ‘constructing the future and settling everything for all times’ but rather the ‘ruthless criticism of all that exists’ (3:142). (Criticism, however, always implies an imagined alternative.) The stage was set for Marx’s rejection of ‘utopian’ socialism.


The final turning-point in Marx’s formulation as to how human emancipation would be achieved came swiftly thereafter. The key passage, written in late 1843 or early 1844, is replete with the sort of paradox that he loved, based on contradiction and opposites appearing to merge into one another. Marx now proclaimed that the solution lay in




the formation of a class with radical chains, a class of civil society which is not a class of civil society, an estate which is the dissolution of all estates, a sphere which has a universal character by its universal suffering and claims no particular right because no particular wrong but wrong generally is perpetrated against it; which can no longer invoke a historical but only a human title; which does not stand in any one-sided antithesis to the consequences but in an all-round antithesis to the premises of the German state. (3:186)10





In negating private property, the proletariat would negate the principle of existing society too. Communism would become the proletariat’s mode of redemption, indeed, in a considerable logical leap, ‘the total redemption of humanity’,11 abolishing servitude as such, which seemingly defines Marx’s goal, the social realization of ‘species-being’. Philosophy would be the ‘head’ of this emancipation and the proletariat its ‘heart’, with philosophy being realized only by abolishing the proletariat, and the proletariat being abolished only with the ‘realisation of philosophy’ (3:187). This is a pleasingly symmetrical if anatomically puzzling image, hinting at secular salvation, redemption through suffering, and the vindication of wounded innocence; audacious in its assumption that the world’s problems might be solved by the practical unity of concepts; suggestive too of a split between intellect and emotions which hinted that the former should guide the latter. The proletariat, the new universal class, thus epitomized the ‘communist essence’ of civil society as well as of human nature.


Marx was now poised for the final break from Hegel. At this very moment, however, he can be understood as seeing the proletariat as a Hegelian category in order to assign it universality, as embodying Feuerbach’s species-being, and possibly also–adapting a Judaeo-Christian idea of universal salvation–even as seeking ‘divine perfection without a transcendental divinity’.12 He accepted the tripartite scheme adopted from Hess whereby ‘the German proletariat is the theoretician of the European proletariat, just as the English proletariat is its economist, and the French proletariat its politician’ (3:202). But ‘the proletariat’ was for Marx still more a concept than a reality. Its great numbers in countries like Britain, where the peasantry was not the largest class, might qualify it as ‘universal’. But in Germany it was tiny, perhaps 4 per cent of the male population. Nonetheless, with a nod to Hess in particular, Marx proposed a sharp break from existing discourses about ‘the social problem’ and ‘the poor’. Marx gave the working class agency, a goal and the guidance to fulfil its own destiny, albeit as a ‘heart’ led by the ‘head’ of philosophy. No longer is the opposition an undifferentiated ‘people’. Now it is more clearly (if still abstractly) defined by class and economic position. Spirit could no longer guide humanity forwards: the proletariat would do so, assisted by its friends. At this moment, in 1843–4, the Marx the world came to know first emerges.


In October 1843 Marx moved to Paris to edit a new journal, the Deutsch-Französische Jahrbücher, with Ruge. The following summer a true partner arrived on the scene. Having been unimpressed at a brief, ‘distinctly chilly’ encounter with Engels in Cologne in 1842 (as Engels recalled; 50:503), Marx met him again in Paris at the Café de la Régence near the Louvre on 28 August 1844. This time they hit it off. A few drinks turned into a few more drinks and a ten-day conversation. Together, now best of friends, they contemplated a joint break from Young Hegelianism. This was mostly accomplished in an assault on the entire school entitled The Holy Family (1845)–‘holy’ because, in their view, all still remained trapped within theological categories. Its tone of vituperative contempt would linger in many of Marx’s more polemical works and often pass down to later Marxists.


Engels brought to the partnership a deeper knowledge of socialism than Marx. Living in Manchester since late 1842, he mingled frequently with Owen’s followers and had seen factories at first-hand; indeed he helped to manage one. He was already a convert to communism too. He and Marx were at one in seeing the French Revolution and overthrow of monarchies as only foreshadowing further forms of liberation. Both thought old forms of serfdom and slavery were being replaced by the new servitude of factory labour–where was progress here? The plot of modernity, then, was established. But the mysteries of its unfolding still needed to be revealed to a dormant, ignorant and confused world. To explain, and then to help overthrow, this world, via the proletariat, now became their lives’ work.


The crucial move was to define just what ‘the proletariat’ actually was and where it was going. By July 1844 Marx had settled upon the English working class as the clearest example of modern developments, and on political economy as ‘the scientific reflection of English economic conditions’ (3:192). Both, he thought, would set the pattern for the rest of the world. To confront the emerging master science of modernity was the only logical step forwards. But this in turn meant identifying its deficiencies vis-à-vis the necessary course of humanity’s emancipation, which meant its antagonism to humanist politics. In his first substantial encounter with political economy, an essay he wrote on the utilitarian economist and historian James Mill, Marx proclaimed that the existence of money led man to regard ‘his will, his activity and his relation to other men as a power independent of him and them’. In exchanges men did not relate to each other as men, so ‘things lose the significance of human, personal property’ (3:212–13). Exchange, however, ought to be ‘equivalent to species-activity and species-spirit, the real, conscious and true mode of existence which is social activity and social enjoyment’ (3:216–17).13 Again the demands of an ideal species-life were central:




the community from which the worker is isolated is a community the real character and scope of which is quite different from that of the political community. The community from which the worker is isolated by his own labour is life itself, physical and mental life, human morality, human activity, human enjoyment, human nature. Human nature is the true community of men. The disastrous isolation from this essential nature is incomparably more universal, more intolerable, more dreadful, and more contradictory, than isolation from the political community. (3:204–5)





At this point communism to Marx was still essentially a ‘humanistic principle’. Unlike Engels he knew little about real experiments involving community of goods. Theoretically, though, he had made some headway. He had read Cabet, Victor Considérant, Fourier, Pierre Leroux and Proudhon by late 1842. Leroux had juxtaposed the two great classes in society–the bourgeoisie and the proletariat–as by 1832 had his friend Jean Reynaud, though neither saw their interests as irreconcilable. Marx probably encountered Lorenz von Stein’s Der Sozialismus und Kommunismus des heutigen Frankreichs (1842)–which described the proletariat as the modern class of industrial workers–through Engels, who mentioned the ‘dull, miserable’ book in June 1843 (3:388). Marx also read the former Fourierist Constantin Pecqueur, who advocated collective property ownership, and described the process of concentration of capital. As late as September 1843, in a letter to Ruge, Marx still called communism ‘a dogmatic abstraction’ which was ‘itself only a special expression of the humanistic principle’ (3:143).


Then, in early 1844, Marx read Engels’ Owenite-inspired essay entitled ‘Outlines of a Critique of Political Economy’, written in late 1843. This condemned political economy as springing from ‘the most detestable selfishness’ and urged its criticism from ‘a purely human, universal basis’ (3:418, 421). Like a good Hegelian, Engels maintained that ‘free trade must produce the restoration of monopolies on the one hand and the abolition of private property on the other’ (3:424). He hinted that ultimately modern industry would bring about ‘the reconciliation of mankind with nature and with itself’, and insisted that only communism could abolish coerced exchange (3:426). He made it clear that this perspective alone–humanism applied to political economy–could be the starting point for a new critique of society. Marx called the essay a ‘sketch of genius’.14


Moses Hess was another obvious inspiration for Marx at this point. Marx called religion ‘the opium of the people’ (3:175). So did Hess. Marx wanted to reconcile spiritual and social freedom. So did Hess.15 Before Marx, Hess insisted that communism would best fulfil humanity’s communal nature. He conceded the limitations of the ‘raw’ form of ‘unified social life’ expressed by Babeuf, but agreed with Proudhon that communism also implied ‘the negation of all political domination, the negation of the concept of the state or politics’, which was also Marx’s conclusion. To Hess the ‘principle of the new age–the absolute unity of all life’ (no principle was adequate which was not ‘absolute’) made possible ‘scientific communism’. Hess provided a contrast between ‘community’ (Gemeinschaft) and ‘alienated labour’ which Marx clearly found compelling. He saw money as a new form of alienation, succeeding theology in disguising the human nature of exchange. One of the great benefits of communism, Hess believed, was that it would return control over economic life to the entire community. It could only arise from the abundance which modern production permitted. In ‘community’, he wrote in 1843, labour would not be ‘organized’, but people would simply do what was required. Where ‘labour takes place out of an inner drive, it is a passion which promotes the enjoyment of life, a virtue which carries its own reward in itself’. Where, however, it was ‘brought about through an external drive, then it becomes a burden which degrades human nature and oppresses it, a vice which can be carried out only for the vile wages of sin: it is wage or slave labour’. This was in keeping with the idea that the new society would avoid coercion at all costs. But by 1844 Hess insisted that ‘Social wealth must not be acquired by individuals and left to chance–it must be managed and organized so that each gets apportioned his own.’ This clearly clashed with any thought of relying on ‘inner desires’ to perform labour voluntarily. Hess’s vision also remained ethereal and speculative, a grand march of ‘absolute’ philosophical categories towards the fulfilment of Christianity, with little historical underpinning.16


Marx now began to link communism to the proletariat’s revolutionary prospects. Yet to Marx, as we have seen, embracing communism was initially a philosophical move, not an economic one. Communism was the dialectical negation, contradiction or opposite of private property, its categorical or philosophical ‘humanist’ antithesis. Philosophy necessarily progressed through such contradictions. At this point Marx became a communist chiefly because of his dialectical approach, rather than any knowledge of communist experiments or any sense of how they might solve capitalism’s most pressing problems. Hess in particular showed how ‘having’–the obsession with possession–alienated the physical and intellectual senses, such that communism implied ‘the true resolution of the strife between existence and essence, between objectification and self-confirmation, between freedom and necessity, between the individual and the species’, the ‘gaining of ultimate unity here on this earth’ (3:296).17 This indicates a desire to solve Hegel’s main problem. Marx’s entire project until 1845–6, then, involved philosophical criticism, and superseding philosophical antitheses in the search for higher unity, not yet engagement with real economic relations. Nowhere is this clearer than in his great work of 1844.















CHAPTER 3



The ‘Paris Manuscripts’, Alienation and Humanism


Unpublished until 1932, the ‘Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts’ or ‘Paris Manuscripts’ of 1844 (he never gave it a title) is Marx’s most controversial work.1 It plays little or no role in early accounts of his thought.2 By the 1960s, however, its theory of alienation became the starting point for most analyses of his philosophy, and particularly those critical of Stalinism. The text, indeed, was regarded as so subversive of orthodox Marxism that initially it was not printed in the first major German edition of Marx’s writings, the Werke (1957–68), and was only added in a supplementary volume in 1985. (A Russian edition appeared in 1956.) As late as 1961 Henri Lefebvre described the ‘deep mistrust’ prevailing officially towards it.3 It represents Marx’s first engagement with political economy (crucially through Engels’ ‘Outlines of a Critique of Political Economy’), as well as the working out of Feuerbach’s critique of Hegel, of his own critique of radical democracy and of his embrace of communism. However, there are real problems in reading the work, notably its confused, fragmentary form, Marx’s playful obtuseness, and the abstractness, ambiguity and complexity of the philosophical context and background. The published editions are, to an important degree, manufactured texts, and suggestive rather than definitive.4 Since Marx did not publish it we also do not know whether he came to reject some or even all of its central theses as naïve or ill-conceived.


Nonetheless to many readers the ‘Paris Manuscripts’ is the most attractive and compelling of Marx’s writings, and indicates his final goal more clearly than any other. It advocates a humanist ideal with freedom as the object of life. Exploitation is replaced by freely chosen creative activity which aims to maximize ‘species-being’, viewed chiefly as a kind of sociability or community–Marx uses the word ‘trust’ frequently. Many see this as an appealing foundation for Marx’s system, from which the rest, even Capital, is deduced, and view Marx as promoting ‘a kind of social living which is really social, where egoism and competitiveness are things of the past’.5 Few readers fail to identify with its aspirations.


Marx’s starting point in the ‘Paris Manuscripts’ is mankind’s stunted desire to attain freedom. Political economy is now the entry point into this discussion. ‘Alienation’ is seen as the main barrier to freedom, which is conceived chiefly in terms of our need to realize our ‘species-being’. Marx acknowledges the ‘real theoretical revolution’ begun by Feuerbach, who alone had made ‘positive, humanistic and naturalistic criticism’ possible, and later credits him with having established ‘true materialism’ and ‘real science, by making the social relationship of “man to man” the basic principle of the theory’ (3:232, 328). He then begins his engagement with political economy. Wages are defined as the outcome of struggles between labour and capital, and tend normally to the level of bare subsistence. To raise them, labourers must ‘sacrifice their time and carry out slave-labour, completely losing their freedom, in the service of greed’. With the progress of the division of labour, work becomes increasingly ‘very one-sided, machine-like’ and the labourer ‘from being a man becomes an abstract activity and a belly’, resulting in ‘overwork and premature death’ and ‘decline to a mere machine’ (3:237–8). The progress of society, meanwhile, ensures an increasing concentration of wealth amongst ever fewer capitalists. There are lengthy excerpts, mostly from Adam Smith, as to what profit is; how capital accumulates and competition, defined as ‘war amongst the greedy’ (3:271), operates; and how it leads to the displacement of landowners by capitalists. Romantics nostalgic about the pre-capitalist era who assail this transition are dismissed; ‘filthy self-interest’ is also ‘the root of landed property’ (3:267). This system is contrasted with ‘association’, which, as applied to land, re-establishes ‘the intimate ties of man with the earth, since the earth ceases to be an object of huckstering, and through free labour and free enjoyment becomes once more a true personal property of man’ (3:268).6


Central here is Marx’s account of ‘estranged labour’. He wants to explain not only how the worker becomes poorer as the capitalist becomes richer, but how the ‘devaluation of the world of men is in direct proportion to the increasing value of the world of things’, a fact which is explained by the ‘objectification of labour’, its production as an alien object. This ‘loss of the object and bondage to it’ represents a ‘loss of realisation’ (Verwirklichung) of the workers. The parallel with religion is obvious: ‘The more man puts into God, the less he retains in himself. The worker puts his life into the object, but now his life no longer belongs to him but to the object’ (3:272). ‘Alienation’ involves two terms, Entfremdung (estrangement or alienation) and Entäusserung (externalization). While we objectify ourselves in creating material objects, this does not mean we are ‘alienated’ from them, only that we necessarily externalize ourselves in them. The former is a condition of our existence, the latter a mere side effect.7


Marx then describes four types of alienation: (1) of the worker from the product of labour as an alien object; (2) of the worker from himself during the ‘alien activity’ of production; (3) of the worker from his ‘species-being’, or his social essence, which demands that he ‘treats himself as a universal and therefore a free being’ engaged in ‘free, conscious activity’; and (4) of the worker from other workers. In all of these, ‘alienation’ means a lack of self-realization or a collective failure to attain levels of sociability and mutual recognition appropriate to our essence and capabilities.8 The defining feature of the entire process, it appears, is that alienated labour is ‘not voluntary, but coerced; it is forced labour’, and as the product of another, ‘it is the loss of his self’ (3:274).9 For Hegel private property made and defined the modern self. For Marx its absence implies the opposite. Private property is ‘the product, the result, the necessary consequence, of alienated labour’, as well as its cause (3:279).


This theory is often understood as a general analysis of work under capitalism, though Marx had not yet seen a factory, and Engels’ Condition of the Working Class in England in 1844 was not yet published. Some also see it as exploring a wider problem of meaninglessness or worthlessness, and thus as foreshadowing existentialism.10 It is certainly a theory of sociability. Marx states that ‘The estrangement of man, and in fact every relationship in which man [stands] to himself, is realised and expressed only in the relationship in which a man stands to other men’ (3:277). (Elsewhere he hints at how we can measure this: the ‘direct, natural, and necessary relation of person to person is the relation of man to woman’; 3:295.11) Marx aims to work out Hegel’s theory of alienation, by applying this to real civil society as understood by political economy, which thus reunites the philosophical and the historical aspects of Hegel. But Marx is also moving beyond Hegel at the same time. In modern society, Marx writes, man is a ‘debased, enslaved, forsaken, despicable being’ (3:182). Hegel believed that alienation resulted from a failure to comprehend our unity with God and/or nature, and to recognize our unity with the infinite. Marx now proposes seeing these relationships as social rather than metaphysical, and defined by work rather than thought. Hegel had grasped ‘labour as the essence of man’, but meant only abstract mental labour (3:333). Considering real work done by real people, we reach a different conclusion: humanity constantly re-creates itself through conscious activity. It does so collectively, through ‘the co-operative endeavours of mankind’; a gloss on Hegel which precisely suited Marx’s own philosophical needs, and probably also on Gans’s ‘association’, as an ethical ideal as well as a practical ongoing development, and on various socialist writers.


The goal is now to take back communally that which has become alienated through ‘forced labour’, and thus to establish its opposite, ‘free labour and free enjoyment’ (3:268).12 We are told that ‘the emancipation of the workers contains universal human emancipation… because the whole of human servitude is involved in the relation of the worker to production, and all relations of servitude are but modifications and consequences of this relation’ (3:280). Just how this is to be achieved is not spelt out. It clearly means eliminating coerced labour as such. We know that it will involve communism. But in fact even more is implied: Marx aspires to recapture our social nature. ‘Species-being’ is the central concept here; it is the fulcrum on which all else rests.


Private property causes self-estrangement because it makes labour forced rather than voluntary, and whatever is coerced is wrong. We see how far the issue of free choice or will sits behind this argument, which is perhaps one of Marx’s foundational principles, and a deduction from seeing freedom as our ‘essence’. Private property perverts our senses by commodifying them, which leads us to treat other people as means to accumulate objects. Marx goes on, hinting at his later account of the ‘fetishism of commodities’:




The abolition of private property is therefore the complete emancipation of all human senses and qualities, but it is this emancipation precisely because these senses and attributes have become, subjectively and objectively, human. The eye has become a human eye, just as its object has become a social, human object–an object made by man for man. (3:300)





We will need to consider in due course how far this position, articulating a radical liberation of the senses by prioritizing experience over possession and by creating the ‘rich human being and the rich human need’ (3:304), survives in Marx’s later writings, especially the Grundrisse and Capital. But Marx clearly provides us here with an extraordinary account of why communism solves Hegel’s main problems. Private property prevents us from realizing our species-being, defined as humanist sociability. Communism is ‘the vindication of real human life as man’s possession’ (3:341). A contemporaneous note on James Mill explored just what this alternative form of production might entail. This passage is vital to understanding Marx, for it gives us an excellent sense of what he thought ‘unalienated’ labour might entail:




OEBPS/images/9781568588964.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
MARX

AND

MARXISM

GREGORY
CLAEYS

NNNNNN
OOOOO





