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Preface to the Second Edition

This new edition differs in several ways from the first edition of the Introduction to Marx and Engels. Rereading this book over the years, I marked passages that seemed to me to demand clarification or to require a better argument. I have now made those changes. I have also taken account of the steady stream of new books and articles on Marx and Engels and have tried to incorporate some of these new and interesting interpretations.

Other revisions were needed because my own interpretation of Marx and Engels has changed as I have continued to read and rethink Marx and as historical conditions have developed. In 1987, when the first edition appeared, the looming presence of the Soviet Union provided the background for any reading of Marx and Engels. In the official version of Marxism current in the communist countries at that time, Marxism was a science delineating social processes that shaped all our lives. The understanding and activities of people played a small role in that science. Events in the world were the outcome of impersonal social processes. The social order inspired by that view of Marxist science was bureaucratic and oppressive: A world regulated by processes unaffected and impervious to the thought of all but the experts seemed to justify government by specialists that neglected the wishes of ordinary citizens. In opposition to that version of Marxism, the previous edition of this book stressed—onesidedly, I believe now—the role played by human understanding and self-understanding in the unfolding of history. In this present edition, although I still hold that human self-understanding is of signal importance in Marx’s theories, I emphasize that this self-understanding often bears the imprint of complex social processes that are not always transparent to the observer. As a consequence, this book is very different from the first edition, even though some passages remain unchanged.

Since 1987 the Soviet Union and other communist countries have massively repudiated their previous economic and political systems and have eagerly embraced some form of capitalism. In the process they have also  repudiated Marxism. In a new introduction, I reconsider Marxism in the light of these historical changes and thus set out what one can reasonably expect to learn from Marx and Engels and how reading their works continues to be important.

My understanding of Marx derives from many sources. Associates in various political projects taught me a great deal, as did many friends, both inside and out of the Radical Philosophy Association and the Marxist Activist Philosophers and their successor group, Sofphia. I owe particular thanks to Bruce Brown, Lisa Feldman, and David Schweickart as well as an anonymous reader for reading portions of this manuscript. Justin Schwartz and Karsten Struhl made important suggestions for this revised edition. I learned much from the members of the faculty discussion group at the Universidad de San Francisco de Quito in Ecuador and from Dr. Manuel Salgado, director of the Partido Socialista de Ecuador. I owe a special debt of gratitude to Alex Pienknagura of the Universidad de San Francisco de Quito. Spencer Carr, past editor for Westview Press, has been unfailingly supportive.

Lucy Candib has shared in the writing of this book, as she shares most everything else—particularly the enduring confidence that we can remold this world of oppression and exploitation into one in which mutual respect and concern animates the relations among free human beings. I dedicate this book to my children, Addie and Eli, who rather reluctantly came with us to Ecuador, where most of this book was written. I hope that in later years they will remember what they saw in Ecuador: If capitalism may appear to do well at least for some people in the United States, its inability to provide a good life for all people is painfully evident outside of the United States. The thoughts of Marx and Engels remain essential if one wants to understand this terrible failure of the capitalist system.

 




Richard Schmitt 
Quito, Ecuador
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Introduction

FOR 150 YEARS, THE ECONOMIC and political theories of Marx and Engels were closely associated with a number of important political movements. In the fifty years before World War I, Marxism was the theory that officially guided the policies of the German Social Democratic Party—for a number of years the largest electoral party in Germany—and of Socialist parties in other European countries. From 1917 to 1989, Marxism was the official theory of the Soviet Union and the countries in Eastern Europe. From 1949 to the 1980s, it was the guiding theory in China. It remains of major importance in Cuba.

Now the Soviet Union is no more. The countries in that once mighty empire, as well as the Eastern European countries, are all rushing toward capitalism in one form or another, as is China. One-third of the people who lived under systems that derived in various ways from the writings of Marx and Engels have rejected what they knew under the name of “socialism” or “communism” and have opted for capitalism as they understand it.

The collapse of Soviet communism has shown that capitalism is in the long run more productive, more innovative than were the command economies of relatively underdeveloped countries in Eastern Europe and Asia. In the early years of the Bolshevik revolution, after 1917, the Soviet command economy managed to produce impressive growth rates in the effort to modernize a backward, mainly agrarian country. This growth contrasted significantly with the stagnation of capitalist countries during the Great Depression of the late 1920s and 1930s. Similar successes were recorded in the reconstruction of the Soviet Union after the devastation of European Russia by German armies during World War II. But by the 1970s the Russian economy slowed down and became progressively less efficient. Many observers believe that as the economy recovered from the ravages of World War II and began to expand the production of a wider range of consumer goods, the central planning mechanism turned out to  be inadequate. A fairly simple economy may well be centrally coordinated. But in the Russian case, once the range of goods produced grew in number and complexity, central coordination failed.

Some take these momentous changes in the formerly communist countries (specifically, the failures of their command economies) as a complete refutation of Marxian theories. Others believe that the truth of the theories of Marx and Engels remain untouched. They maintain that the end of the Soviet, Chinese, and other communist systems does not invalidate the Marxian theories. These theorists remind us that Marx and Engels had always insisted that a socialist revolution could succeed only in countries where capitalism was fully developed. Neither in Russia nor in China was that the case. Their revolutions occurred when those countries were seriously underdeveloped. Hence those revolutions were not in fact socialist revolutions, even though the revolutionaries appealed to Marxian theory and imposed their version of Marxism on their populations as the correct theory to guide political, economic, and social life. In addition, the socialism Marx and Engels advocated and worked for was definitely a democratic socialism. It was to be an economic system that required widespread participation in directing the economic life of each nation. The ultimate goal of Marx’s socialism was the abolition of class differences. A hierarchical society was to be replaced by a society of cooperation and interdependence in which, as Marx said, “The full development of each is a necessary condition for the full development of all” (CM, T 491). Socialism in the Soviet Union and China, in Poland, Hungary, and Romania was not democratic. It was totalitarian, bureaucratized, and often terribly inhumane. It did not move in the direction of abolishing classes in its seventy years of existence.

Many readers of Marx therefore think that the collapse of the Soviet Union and China’s embrace of capitalism leave Marxism unscathed: Those revolutions were not the revolutions Marx and Engels predicted—they came too early. In addition, they lacked the democratic features of the Marxian revolution. Neither of these perspectives is acceptable. It is not plausible that Marxist theory could emerge unscathed from the worldwide collapse of regimes that appealed to Marxist theory. Nor does this collapse refute Marxism once and for all.

It is true that socialism in the Soviet Union, Eastern Europe, or China was not the form of socialism Marx and Engels described. Many Marxists in the United States and Western Europe had been aware of that for decades. Ever since the show trials in the Soviet Union in the mid-1930s, it was clear to them that the Soviet Union had become a bloody dictatorship. But even Marxists who understood that remained confident that these early failed attempts at a socialist order would evolve toward democratic control of the economy and toward the classless state. The hope  was that as the originally underdeveloped countries attained a higher standard of living and improved universal education, workers would demand the democratic rights and participation withheld from them by the ruling bureaucracies. Bureaucratic socialism would transform itself into democratic socialism. This democratic socialism would continue to be as productive as the Soviet Union had been in the period between the two World Wars and thus eventually would challenge the capitalists on their home territory. Socialism would spread to Europe, the Americas, and all around the globe.

This confidence rested on one of the central tenets of traditional Marxist theory, namely, that the advent of socialism was certain. Long before the Russian Revolution in 1917, which brought the Russian Communists to power, Marxists believed that socialism was inevitable. There was no question that sooner or later capitalism would fail and would be replaced by socialism. They had no doubt that socialism was a genuine alternative to capitalism. Only the time at which this change would begin to occur was uncertain, as was the form it would take. Marx and Engels were quite sure of that, and so were their followers in the German and other socialist parties before World War I.

Many capitalists have also believed in part in this inevitability of communism—that socialism, unless resisted vigorously, might well replace capitalism. The anticommunist agitation of the past 150 years was not always a cover for resisting advances of the working class or for great power politics. Some defenders of capitalism did take Nikita Khrushchev’s threat to bury capitalism literally because they regarded it as a real possibility. In some way everyone, whether Marxist or anti-Marxist, believed that socialism could overtake capitalism.

The collapse of the regimes in Eastern Europe and the transformations in China have undermined the belief that socialism threatens existing capitalist institutions. A range of different socialist schemes have come to an end—the Soviet command economy, Polish communism with far-reaching private ownership in agriculture, the Hungarian experiments in market socialism, and the Yugoslav attempts at worker-controlled enterprises. Chinese communism did not collapse, but the Communist Party of China replaced it with a state-sponsored capitalism. Capitalism has all the while flourished, at least by comparison with the formerly communist countries. It is much more difficult to believe that it will inevitably disappear to make way for socialism. As a consequence, it is much less obvious that a socialist alternative to capitalism is even possible. The idea of socialism is still enormously attractive, but can it be realized? That question now requires an answer. As long as socialism was considered inevitable, its possibility was not in question. If we deny that socialism is inevitable, we must ask whether it is even possible.

The belief that socialism is inevitable, that it is a real alternative to capitalism, has lost much of its persuasive power. Today any serious reader of Marx and Engels must take a long and careful look at the arguments for the inevitability of socialist revolutions. Historical events do not refute Marx’s and Engels’ theories. But the actual events of the past half century are sufficiently different from what they predicted to compel a close reexamination of the theories that yielded those predictions. Too many of the predictions of Marx and Engels do not seem to have quite worked out. Socialism came, but it was not the socialism Marx and Engels had worked for and it eventually disappeared. Capitalism, instead of collapsing, materially transformed itself. Private property in the means of production as well as economic systems driven by the pursuit of private profit are still the dominant institutions. When we take another look at the arguments for the inevitability of the collapse of capitalism as well as of the coming of socialism, we will find that the Marxian predictions of a capitalist collapse were not as well founded as Marx and Engels believed.

In addition to a theory of historical change, the doctrines of Marx and Engels provided a political program. The capitalist societies, divided between the workers and those who live off the fruits of the workers’ labor, would be overthrown when the workers take power for themselves to run a new kind of society in which all will flourish to the greatest possible extent. This image of the workers united and taking power for themselves to build a more just society has been very powerful. It inspired generations of political activists all over the world to struggle selflessly for a better social order. It inspired the Russian Bolsheviks in 1917 and the Chinese Communists in their long war against the Chinese Nationalists and against the Japanese until the Communist victory in 1949. The same image sustained the Vietnamese in their decades of fighting first against the French and then against the United States until victory in 1975. And it galvanized the Algerians in their war against France in the 1950s and 1960s. The Marxian revolutionary rhetoric was a powerful political force in the period of decolonization after World War II. But like the Marxian theory of history, these political ideas have not kept their promise. China is as authoritarian a country as ever, and the Vietnamese did not reap the fruits of their victory in the form of democratic socialism. Neither did the Algerians gain freedom for all in their liberation struggle. The Marxian political program that promised free institutions to the common people who wrested power from the rich, the colonizers, and the middle class who sided with the rich or the foreigners—that program has been proven a failure. It has not kept its promise. All that is left of the socialist political program is the ideal of a society in which all citizens share political power with one another, in which everyone has the chance to develop as fully as possible, where equal opportunity for all is a reality, not just political  rhetoric. That ideal remains as attractive as ever. But the road toward its realization is not so obvious as it seemed to Marx and Engels and to generations of their followers.

Marxism as a theory that draws the outline of historical change and Marxism as a political program for popular liberation have both been seriously compromised by historical events in the past fifty years. If Marxism is to be of any use to us at all, it can no longer be a complete, if very general, theory of history. Its political program must be rethought and reworked in fundamental ways. This requires that we reconsider the theories of class and of their progressive transformation and that we rethink the Marxian conception of political change contained in the theory of revolution. We will find that both are much more fragmentary and incomplete than many generations of Marxists thought.

But many people believe that it is too late for such reexamination, that Marxism has been refuted outright. Others think that the events in Eastern Europe, while not an outright refutation of Marxism, have shown it to be irrelevant to our world and its problems. Socialism is not on the agenda in the immediate future, if ever. Capitalism is not facing imminent collapse. Instead, these theorists add, there are a multitude of problems that do threaten our world, problems of environmental degradation, racial and gender inequalities, violence, the resurgence of bitter and bloody nationalist divisions. But Marx and Engels do not seem to have addressed these issues at all, or only peripherally. The problems they focused on are not ours. Their theories, it seems to many, belong in a museum with all those other ideas that were once very influential but have little bearing on our world and its problems.

But it is too soon to consign Marxism to oblivion. We need Marxism in order to be able to understand our present institutions, their history, their strengths and weaknesses. The institutions under which we live face serious difficulties. The triumph of capitalism trumpeted by its defenders is hollow. The capitalist world is stalked by poverty and violence, by injustice and alienation. There is no hope of alleviating these difficulties unless we subject the basic principles on which our institutions rest to close scrutiny. Marxism is the most important source available to us for such a critical self-examination. That is the reason for the continued interest in Marxism and its influence.

Western democracies are guided by liberal theory. It originated in seventeenth-century England, where it served to protect the interests of a rising capitalist class against the absolute monarchs of the day. Hence this theory has two central tenets:1. Every human being has certain rights that no other person and no government may infringe on. These rights are of several kinds: civil  rights, such as the right to free speech and conscience; economic rights, such as the right to private property; and political rights, such as the rights to vote and to run for public office. (These last rights are more recent additions to the original list.)

2. Economic life should be regulated by the government as little as possible. Uncoerced economic transactions between private parties in the marketplace are the best method for coordinating the economic affairs of a nation.



In this century liberalism split into two branches. The traditianal liberals, now called “conservatives,” put their main emphasis on the autonomy of the marketplace from government regulation. Those who have become known as “liberals” are willing to compromise the freedom of the marketplace to some extent in favor of extending economic, educational, and health-care rights to all citizens. Modern liberals come down on the side of extending the list of rights to include such items as the right to reasonable economic security, rights to education and medical care, and the rights of children to get a good start in life. Conservatives restrict rights to the more traditional ones—“Life, Liberty and the Pursuit of Happiness” —for the sake of keeping government small and the economy as little regulated as possible.

Marx and Engels always had a complex relationship to liberalism. On the one hand, they were agitating for a free society where differences in wealth or talent would not oppress those who had less but where all would be equally free to develop their capacities to the fullest. The first task of the working class striving to liberate itself, they say in the Communist Manifesto, is “to win the battle of democracy” (T 490). They not only supported demands for the familiar human rights but in addition demanded rights that the traditional liberal would not accept, such as the right to economic decisionmaking and economic security. On the other hand, Marx and Engels were passionately opposed to the second tenet of traditional liberalism: the belief that a capitalist marketplace is the preferable economic system for all industrial nations. Although they were fully aware and appreciative of the enormous power of capitalism to innovate and to produce wealth, they were also keenly aware of its shortcomings and vocal in their criticisms of the free-market system. Foremost among the problems of capitalism is its inability to distribute its blessings fairly. The wealthiest countries in the world harbor abject poverty. In the period since World War II, one of the most astonishingly productive periods in the United States, Japan, and Western Europe, inequalities in the United States steadily increased.1 Liberal theory, with its central commitment to free-market mechanisms, can understand these inequalities only as minor malfunctions of an inherently optimal system. But from Marx we learn  that capitalism inevitably produces major inequalities because the wealth of the few depends on the poverty of the many. Only major modifications of free-market capitalism can hope to alleviate existing and increasing inequalities.

Some of the new inequalities in the United States are the result of legislation. Since the 1970s, changes in the tax laws have favored the richest 1 percent of the population by cutting their taxes while increasing the taxes on the poor and the middle classes.2 Facts like these raise serious questions about the working of democracy in the United States. We can hardly claim that the wishes of the majority rule our political institutions if the elected representatives consistently favor the very rich at the expense of the majority of the population. The elected representatives of the majority steadfastly further the interests of the wealthy minority to which most of them belong. Such observations suggest that all is not well with our democracy, but liberalism, once again, can neither explain these failures of democracy nor prescribe effective remedies. Neither changes in voter registration procedures nor attempts to regulate campaign financing have done much to return power to the majority of the electorate. For answers to these questions about our democracy, we need to turn to Marx’s class theory and his theory of the state, which suggest how capitalism and democracy work at cross-purposes or how capitalism defeats the goals of democracy. Marx and Engels were certain that capitalism and democracy are not compatible in the long run, and many of their reasons for that position are still very important for us to consider.

Other challenges of Marxism to ruling liberal ideas are more abstract but no less important. In the chapters that follow, we shall see Marx’s challenge to the liberal assumptions about human nature, assumptions about the relations among individuals and their social context in families, voluntary institutions, and nations. We shall find that liberalism cannot make sense of important Marxist concepts like alienation and that it denies that capitalism rests on exploitation.

Those who grow up and live in capitalist countries frequently hold beliefs that are patently false, such as that every person can become a millionaire, that all it takes is hard work in order to make a good living and have a good life, or that competition by and large brings the most competent players into the top positions. One does not need to be a reader of Marx to see through these half-truths. For every winner there are many losers, and the success of some is usually bought at the expense of others whose lot deteriorates. The statistics about income inequalities show an increase in the “working poor” families who remain mired in poverty although every family member works, often more than one job. Hard work will not help everyone under capitalism. Nor does competition always favor the most able. Sometimes it favors the most ruthless, at other times  the most opportunistic or well-connected. It may benefit either the conformist who does not rock the boat or the charismatic but not necessarily competent individual.

Unlike liberalism, Marxism explains why, especially in a society like ours, such patent misconceptions are so widely held. The theory of ideology is complex, interesting, and essential for any understanding of how our society works and maintains itself. Careful reading of Marx and Engels, the most perceptive and insightful critics of liberalism, particularly in economics, gives us a grasp of our own problems. But the Marxism that will help us here is not the prophetic Marxism that predicted the inevitable collapse of capitalism and its replacement by a victorious proletariat. It is not the revolutionary Marxism that inspired a great deal of heroism in the past. It is, instead, a critical Marxism that consists of the rich insights, some carefully developed, others mere suggestions, that shed much light on our existing institutions and still have much to teach us. The writings of Marx and Engels remain indispensable. Marx and Engels are by no means the only critics of the social and economic structures under which we live. But as voracious readers, they summarized a wide range of criticisms of capitalism that had been written before their lifetime in the middle of the nineteenth century. Social critics since then write in their shadow. Critical reflection about our world is not possible without a thorough acquaintance with Marx and Engels.
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Karl Marx was born in Trier, Germany, on May 5, 1818, the descendant of a long line of rabbis. His uncle was then the chief rabbi of Trier. Marx’s father, Heinrich, had converted to Christianity when new legislation that excluded Jews from government service threatened his livelihood as a lawyer. Neither his immediate family nor Marx himself identified themselves as Jews. Marx’s wife, Jenny, came from a Protestant family in the Prussian civil service.

Sent to the university, first at Bonn, then in Berlin, to study law, Marx immersed himself in philosophy and earned a Ph.D. in 1841 in the hope of obtaining a teaching position at the University in Bonn. But he and his friends spent a good deal of their energy attacking religion and criticizing the autocratic political institutions of Prussia—criticisms that were fully justified. At that time Prussia was ruled by an absolute monarch whose power was not limited by a constitution, let alone by popularly elected representatives. The freedoms of speech and religion were not guaranteed. The government exercised strict censorship on publications and on what was taught in the state-run schools. Under those circumstances, Marx and his friend Bruno Bauer, who attacked religion and argued for  democratic rights for all citizens, had no chance of getting teaching jobs in any Prussian university.

Throughout his life, Marx supported himself by his writing. For two brief periods, in 1844 and again in 1848, he was the editor of a paper; later he earned some money as correspondent for the New York Herald Tribune and a number of other publications. For most of his life, he also depended on financial help from his friends, primarily Friedrich Engels. Even with this help, he lived in extreme poverty for many years. The biographer of Marx’s daughter Eleanor writes: “Mrs. Marx, who was also often unwell, spent a good deal of her time running to the pawnbroker to pledge the linen and plate, her own and her family’s personal belongings and attire, and all such household objects as were not immovable.”3


Marx’s poverty was, to be sure, aggravated by his inability to use wisely the money he did have, as well as by the need to keep up a minimal appearance of being middle class. In the main, however, Marx was the victim of the illiberal government of his native Prussia, which made it impossible for him to take up any of the careers for which he was suited—as teacher, lawyer, or journalist—and instead forced him to leave Germany. France and Belgium gave him temporary refuge but then expelled him, at the urging of the Prussian government. Only England, where he lived after 1850, allowed him and his fellow German political refugees a place in which to work and scrape together a living as best they could.

Married in 1841, Marx and his wife, Jenny, had six children. Only three reached adulthood. The letters that Marx and Jenny wrote to friends reporting the death of the other three children remain heartbreaking. Marx and Jenny were genuinely devoted to each other, even though he had an illegitimate son. It was also a very unequal relationship. Jenny transcribed her husband’s virtually illegible hand into neat copy, went to meetings and collected articles for him, and supported his political and scholarly work in other ways—all in addition to bearing six children and caring for them, often under hard conditions. She died in 1882. Marx followed her within the year.

Marx and Engels first met in 1842, when Marx was twenty-four and Engels twenty-two. Marx was the editor of a newspaper, Engels a journalist with an already growing reputation. Born into a fairly well-to-do business family of staunch Protestant persuasion, Engels had not gone to university but was self-educated. In many respects, Marx and Engels were very different men: Whereas Marx was mercurial, Engels was even-tempered; whereas Marx was careless with money and his appearance, Engels was an astute businessman who was impeccably groomed; whereas Marx was a family man, Engels, although capable of deep and lasting attachments (for twenty years he had lived with Mary Burns and was  deeply shaken when she died) never married or had children. Whereas Engels had the greater facility as a writer, Marx was clearly the deeper thinker. Both were gifted polemicists, but Marx’s prose style at its best is unmatched by anything that Engels wrote.

Although Marx was very frosty at their first meeting in 1842, by 1844 he had read a piece by Engels entitled “Outline of a Critique of Political Economy” that made a deep impression on him. When they met again, they spent ten days together in conversation, and from that time on they were allies and close friends until Marx’s death in 1883. They wrote two books together in the next two years. The second of those, the German Ideology, is of major importance in their thinking. The Communist Manifesto of 1847 was written by Marx, but its ideas were demonstrably those of both men.

Marx’s heavy dependence on Engels’ financial support sometimes put Engels himself in serious straits, but he always came through for his friend. Marx also owed a good deal to Engels intellectually. As a young man, Marx was still fighting mainly philosophical battles when Engels, whose family textile business took him traveling to England, had begun to study economics and had gained a firm grasp of the condition of working people. It was most likely Engels’ “Outline of a Critique of Political Economy” (1843) that gave Marx the impetus to take up the study of economics in earnest. Similarly, Engel’s Condition of the Working Class in England (1844) had a significant influence on Marx’s thinking. On occasion Engels provided intellectual and financial support at the same time. Marx was commissioned to write for the New York Herald Tribune when he was still somewhat unsure of his English. Engels wrote the first set of articles published under Marx’s name. Their friendship was a source of continued strength for both men.

By the time Marx died, only the first volume of Capital had been published; many versions of the second and third volumes, none of them complete, were contained in Marx’s notebooks. Engels chose the material for the second and third volumes of Capital from those notebooks and edited them into the form in which we now know them. Engels wrote about eighty pages of volume 3.

Both Marx and Engels were seriously involved in radical politics. During the 1847—1848 revolutions, both returned to the Continent from England, and Engels actually took part in some of the fighting in Germany. They were active in the Communist League founded in 1847, for which they wrote the Communist Manifesto. They were members of the First International, an international socialist organization founded in 1864, in which Marx soon came to occupy a position of leadership and to which he devoted the bulk of his time for the next six or seven years. In his later years, Engels, besides working full time in his family business in Manchester in order to keep the Marx family and himself going, spent much  energy publicizing Marx’s ideas. He also developed them in directions probably different from those that Marx would have chosen.

Their thinking diverged, it seems, but as neither gave any indication of being aware of that divergence, we possess no authoritative account of their agreements and disagreements. How one interprets the differences between the two men depends on how one reads those later writings. As a consequence, the precise relation between Marx and Engels as thinkers has become a source of controversy among interpreters. Some see one unified body of doctrine—namely, the thought of Marx-and-Engels; others, in an equally untenable position, see Marx as the deep, humanistic thinker and Engels as the shallow, positivistic popularizer. In fact, the work of neither thinker is of one piece. Marx had more than one opinion on a large range of issues, and his opinions are not always consistent. The views of the later Engels clearly have their roots in some of the positions Marx held. It is also true, however, that Engels tended to develop only one side of Marx’s very complex thought, and not always the side that proved in the long run to be the most defensible one. But to ascribe all the errors in the Marxist tradition to Engels, as some readers have done, is to exaggerate Marx’s genius into infallibility and seriously to underestimate the contribution of Engels.4 They were different men, their talents were different, but both of them made major contributions as part of their many years of close collaboration.
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1

Human Nature

THERE ARE A NUMBER OF different ways to gain entry into the theories of Marx and Engels. I will begin with their view of human nature—the question of what differentiates human beings from animals. Although that question is not often discussed, assumptions about human nature underlie a number of widely held economic and political theories.

Adam Smith was the first great theorist of capitalism and of the institutions we refer to as the “free market.” He explained the existence of the free market by reference to a human “propensity to truck and barter.”1 The existence of the free market is the effect of human nature that makes us always ready to trade and exchange goods (“truck”). This explanation has interesting consequences: If we live in a market society because we have certain human traits that we share with all other human beings, we can be confident there will be a free market until human nature changes. We can then reject, with similar confidence, any claims that capitalism can come to an end or can be replaced with a different economic system. Similarly, as we look back over history, we see that however different the economy of hunters and gatherers appears to be from modern capitalism, they must be the same in important respects because human nature is no different today from what it was then. We share with hunter-gatherers our common human nature and thus the “propensity to truck and barter.” Smith asserts that free-market institutions are an essential aspect of all human societies because they result from universal human traits. That claim rests on a particular conception of human nature.

Capitalism is often defended as being particularly well suited to human nature. It is thought to be the preferred economic system because human beings are acquisitive; they always want more; they are “greedy” Others claim that human beings are competitive or that they are usually only interested in benefiting themselves and those closest to them. These claims about human nature are not only used to explain why capitalism  exists at all but also to argue that capitalism is good or better suited to human nature than other economic systems.

In more restricted forms, appeals to human nature are used to defend social stratification: We say that the traditional position of women is justified because women have certain unchangeable characteristics: They are weak; they are emotional; they are better caretakers than men, who are aggressive and competitive. Similarly sweeping claims are often made about persons of color to justify their greater rates of poverty, low-wage jobs, and high rates of incarceration. Here the appeal is not to alleged facts about the nature of all human beings but only of some important groups of human beings. But the central structure of all these arguments is the same. Certain institutions are explained and justified by reference to a set of traits that some or all human beings are said to possess regardless of the particular society in which they live: Men cannot help lording it over women, and women’s nature just fits them for their position. White people, it is claimed, are indeed superior to persons of color because white human nature is different from the nature of persons of color.

In similar ways the appeal to human nature justifies political institutions: Thomas Jefferson, one of the great theorists in the liberal tradition, rested important features of the American political system on the claim that all human beings have innate rights. (Animals are presumably different—they do not have rights.) Other liberal theorists have made similar claims, saying that human beings possess rights by their very nature. Those rights in turn determine what a good form of government is: Democracy respects human rights; dictatorship does not. Hence democracy is good and dictatorship is not. The basis of that claim is, once again, a conception of human nature.

In the eighteenth century, in the writings of John Locke, Thomas Jefferson, and Thomas Paine, the appeal to human nature, with its innate rights, provided an argument for more democratic institutions and for freeing commerce from government supervision. In the nineteenth century many socialists argued against capitalism by asserting that human beings are by nature cooperative. In our time portrayals of human nature tend to justify social and economic conditions as they are. Arguments regarding human nature have been used to defend the status quo as well as to attack it.




Marx and Engels on Human Nature 

Marx and Engels had no use for conservative arguments that purport to show that the world as it is now is as it ought to be because it conforms to human nature. Nor did they want to press for change by appealing to claims about universal human nature as did the great eighteenth-century  political and economic theorists. They refused to get involved in arguments about whether human beings are by nature cooperative or competitive or whether greed or generosity is the more powerful motive because they were extremely skeptical about such broad assertions about the essential traits of all human beings, past, present, and future. As evidence, most people who make such claims point to the people they know. But that does not suffice to establish generalizations about human beings in different places and in different periods of history. We need to compare the behaviors, the values, the socially approved practices of human beings across time in order to form some reliable generalizations about human nature.

But once we consult history, we see that our predecessors did have very different traits and lead very different lives from ours, that indeed “all history is nothing but a continuous transformation of human nature.”2 The claims that particular authors made about all human nature are at best true only in their own culture. There are very few if any human traits that belong to all human beings at all times and places.

But history shows us more. The changes in human life and personality have been closely connected with the ways in which people produced the means necessary for their continued existence. As groups, tribes, and nations developed new ways of feeding, housing, and perpetuating themselves, their ways of being and their “natures” changed. History not only documents those changes but also shows that human beings have an important hand in bringing them about.


Men can be distinguished from animals by consciousness, by religion or anything else you like. They themselves begin to distinguish themselves from animals as soon as they begin to produce their means of subsistence (GI, T 150).3




Tradidonally, philosophers have taken consciousness or religion to define the essence of human beings. These are the unchanging characteristics of human nature that supposedly differentiate us from animals. Marx and Engels, by contrast, chose as essential the fact that humans produce. But if we read beyond the passage quoted, we begin to see that this choice has rather unusual implications:
By producing their means of subsistence men are indirectly producing their actual material life. The way in which men produce their means of subsistence ... is a definite form of activity of these individuals, a definite form of expressing their life.... As individuals express their life, so they are. (GI, T 150)





This paragraph goes through a number of steps:1. In producing the particular goods that a group needs, its members produce the particular ways in which they go about meeting their  material needs; they produce “their actual material life.” Thus, for example, people who farm not only create farm products but also determine their worklife to be that of farmers.

2. But this worklife determines their entire way of life. Farmers are different from urban dwellers not only in that they farm rather than working in offices or factories; they are different in all sorts of other ways. Country life as a whole is different from city life and breeds different people than does city life. The pace of life in the country is slower, and the people who live there tend to be relatively conservative and resist change. The pace in the city is more frenetic; urban dwellers are likelier to welcome change and are less rooted.

3. People who live differently are different people: “As individuals express their life, so they are.” So it makes no sense to claim that all human beings are greedy or competitive, for people who live in situations where people regularly compete with each other will turn out to be competitive. People living in societies organized around different customs will turn out to be different.



Elsewhere Marx connects kind of personality to kind of technology. In a famous aphorism he asserts that “the handmill gives you the society with the feudal lord; the steam-mill, society with the industrial capitalist” (Marx, 1963, 109). Different technologies demand different sorts of social organizations. Societies with low productivity where all work is done by hand tend to be societies where people manage to meet their minimum needs without producing much of a surplus. Trade and markets are not central to such societies because there is very little left over to trade after each family has met its minimum needs. In such societies the people who live off the work and products of others must resort to force to take from others what they produce.

In feudal society, for example, the kings, princes, and knights used force to get products from the peasants and coerced them to work to maintain the kings and nobles. In a capitalist society, in contrast, the availability of machinery (“the steam-mill”) raises the level of productivity. Because people produce more than a subsistence minimum, there is need for trade and markets. The powerful in a capitalist society do not use naked force to get what they want; they use commercial mechanisms. A successful feudal lord needs to be a particular kind of person, a skilled fighter who values honor and bravery. Such qualities were important to feudal lords because for them war was a primary occupation. What is more, war was of a particular kind, involving hand-to-hand combat with sword and shield—not shooting missiles at an unseen enemy miles away. Hand-to-hand combat requires a certain kind of courage. Capitalists, too, must be risk takers who need a certain kind of courage, but this courage is different from the raw  physical courage of the feudal lord. “Honor” is a word not much in use today because it no longer counts for much. Instead we talk about “credibility.” Being honorable does not matter in the commercial world as long as people think they can trust you. The appearance of trustworthiness is more important than actually being honorable and trustworthy. Thus various levels of technology are at the root of various kinds of societies and call for various types of personalities and systems of values.

Without doubt Marx’s aphorism oversimplifies the connections between technology and social orders and their dominant personality types, but the basic claim is worth taking seriously: In different societies with different levels of technology and therefore contrasting forms of social organization, people have diverse values and think very differently about what sorts of individuals they want to or ought to be.4


Early in his work, in his “Theses on Feuerbach,” Marx wrote that
the human essence is no abstraction inherent in each single individual. In its reality it is the ensemble of the social relations. (T 145)





This passage is usually understood as denying that there is any such thing as a universal human nature. Marx is said to have rejected the concept of an overarching human nature. But that, of course, does not make any sense. In the discussions I have quoted in this chapter, Marx repeatedly distinguishes between animals and human beings and makes any number of claims about human nature. Marx and Engels do not deny that there are continuities in human development or that if we describe human traits broadly enough we may find some that belong to all human beings. They are even willing to say that what distinguishes human beings from animals is their ability to determine what it means to be a human being. The method of historical comparison that Marx and Engels advocated for studying the history of human nature does make use of some generalizations about human beings. Human beings, for instance, have needs, and their actions are in part driven by these needs. But of course these needs vary from society to society. Human beings plan and think, but how they go about doing that depends upon the culture in which they live. Insisting on the variability of human nature as well as on human self-creation does not foreclose the possibility that there may be some universal features of human beings.5 But by comparing human beings in different historical periods, we see that what are usually thought to be universal traits are specific characteristics that belong only to persons in a limited span of human history.6



Private interest is itself already interest shaped by a society. It can only be attained under conditions laid down by the society and with means the society provides. (G, 74)



The upshot of these observations is that human beings not only produce things but they produce themselves as well, and as people produce their livelihoods in different ways, so they make themselves into different people. People are endlessly different from one another, although they are all humans. Their differences are not fortuitous; they result from processes under human control and are produced by these human beings themselves. As a consequence, claims about universal human nature, about traits possessed by all human beings in all cultures, are not likely to be true. If there is a universal human essence, it is not at all clear what it consists of. Hence we must be skeptical of political arguments meant to show that some particular economic, social, or political system is the best because it is best suited to universal human nature.

It is far from clear what the process of human self-production looks like. Several chapters of this book will be required to explicate this conception. We will need to see that human beings do not make themselves into who they are individually but only in large groups. We will also need to see that the process of human self-creation is only rarely a conscious one. Instead, it results from individual and group actions undertaken for purposes other than creating a particular form of human society and the sorts of people that make such a society flourish. Finally, we shall see that the effect of human beings on their social environment is reciprocal; the environment also affects human beings in important ways.




Species Being 

From these reflections emerges a concept of human nature that Marx summarizes by saying that humans are “species beings”:
Human beings are species beings, not only because in practice and in theory they adopt the species as their object ... but also because they treat themselves as the actual, living species.... The animal is immediately identical with its life-activity. It does not distinguish itself from it. It is its life-activity Human beings make their life-activity itself the object of their will and of their consciousness. (EPM, T 75—76)





Marx here distinguishes human beings from animals. Animals belong to a species, but human beings are “species beings.” Human beings do not merely belong to the human species; they also make the species “the object” of thinking and action. That means, to begin with, that human beings (sometimes) act only after deliberating. An animal simply is what it does; human beings act with forethought:
Admittedly animals also produce. They build themselves nests, dwellings, like the bees, beavers, ants, etc. But an animal only produces what it immediately  needs for itself or its young.... It produces only under the dominion of immediate physical need, whilst human beings produce even when they are free from physical need. (EPM, T 76)





Animals build their dwellings and do whatever else they do compelled by need; human beings act even when they are not compelled by need but because they first thought about the action and then chose to perform it. Later, in the first volume of Capital, Marx makes that point much more explicitly:
A spider conducts operations that resemble those of a weaver, and a bee puts to shame many an architect in the construction of her cells. But what distinguishes the worst architect from the best of bees is this, that the architect raises his structure in imagination before he erects it in reality. (CI, T 344)





One can read these passages to say that Marx distinguishes animals from human beings by the fact that human beings plan their actions before they perform them, whereas animals act from instinct.7 That is no doubt what the passage says. But is that all that it says? This interpretation does not tell us what Marx means by “species being.” It is incomplete.

Other commentators add that, according to Marx, human beings create their own needs: “The satisfaction of the first need ... leads to new needs; and this production of new needs is the first historical act” (GI, T 156). Human beings are species beings because they are able to change themselves—for instance, by creating new needs.8


The passage does not explain further what is meant by “the production of new needs,” but elsewhere Marx speaks of it in very modern terms:
Under private property their significance [viz. of human needs] is reversed: every person speculates on creating a new need in another, so as to ... place him in a new dependence and to seduce him into a new mode of gratification and therefore economic ruin. (EPM, T 93)





Long ago, new needs may have arisen as a consequence of climactic change: When a series of droughts occurred in a region, its inhabitants needed either to move or to develop a system of wells and cisterns to collect the scarce rainwater. At other times new inventions, such as the invention of the printing press, created in more people the need to read and write. But in a society such as ours, new needs do not arise haphazardly as the consequence of other changes but are deliberately created by manufacturers who want to sell their commodities. Advertising is a deliberate form of creating new needs. Thus “creating needs” involves very different goals and activities in different historical periods, but it is always a feature of human existence.

Acting with foresight, human beings not only plan their lives and actions but also change human nature, for example, by creating new needs. But we also change human nature in other ways, for instance, by accustoming people to work by the clock rather than by the sun and the seasons. Marx quotes Dr. Ure, an economist contemporary with Marx, discussing the invention and introduction of mechanical spinning machines:
The main difficulty did not, to my apprehension, lie so much in the invention of a proper self-acting mechanism [viz. an industrial machine]... as in training human beings to renounce their desultory habits of work, and to identify themselves with the unvarying regularity of the complex automaton.9






Medieval peasants worked from sunup to sundown during harvest time and worked much less in the winters. Their work habits were “desultory.” 10 Modern industrial workers punch in by the clock and punch out by the clock, and their supervisors make sure that they work when they are supposed to. They do this year-round, regardless of weather or the seasons. Their different rhythm of work, determined by the “unvarying regularity of the automaton,” changes their habits, heightens the importtance of clocks and clock time as opposed to the time kept by seasons and the sun.

There is a further aspect to this talk about species beings: Human beings decide—differently at different times—what it means to be an adequate or a good human being as well as what is a life fit for human beings. Certain actions are abhorred as “inhuman”; certain persons are said to be “dehumanized” by suffering; certain conditions of life are said to be unfit for human beings. These standards in turn affect how people live, how they rear their children, and what standards they set for their own behavior in their moral codes, their laws, and customs. Human beings “in theory as well as in practice adopt the species as their object” because questions concerning what makes us human, what sort of life is appropriate for human beings, are of theoretical concern for us—we think and disagree about them. But they are also a practical concern when we praise someone as a fine human being, a particularly admirable example of our species, or condemn certain practices as “inhuman.” We regard certain persons as models for all of us and urge our children to imitate them. We regard others as bad, immoral, or evil and proscribe certain behaviors as illegal and punish them. In these ways our beliefs about what it means to be human are translated into actual behaviors, and we make ourselves into certain sorts of human beings different from the human beings that flourish in other societies.

The question, What is peculiarly human? is answered differently by different groups of people because they live different lives. But they  themselves made their way of life what it is in a variety of ways: They adapted to their physical surroundings by producing what they needed in specific ways. They organized their societies, developing structures of government and social relations, and created systems of beliefs about the universe, setting up moral beliefs and practices. As a consequence, we may well say that human beings determine what it means to be human—that is, what it is that makes their lives human lives. This self-creation is done as a consequence of thinking and planning rather than being driven by instinct. Humans therefore also determine what it means to be human by virtue of their intentional actions.

It is important, however, to be clear on this point: Although Marx believed that humans, unlike animals, act with a purpose and for reasons, he also recognized that not everything their actions bring about is intended. Depending upon the situation, humans develop various ways of meeting their needs, which requires thought and inventiveness. Such changes in ways of life are intended. But not all the effects on human nature that often result from these deliberately instituted changes are intended. Human beings do not set out deliberately to change human nature itself. They do sometimes consider what is properly human as they set about solving their day-to-day problems. Some solutions to problems are not acceptable because they are not fitting for human beings; others are preferred because they are particularly humane. But some changes in human nature are the unintended consequences of other changes made deliberately. The definition of “human being” is the result of intentional actions and their unintended consequences. As we shall see in Chapter 16, Marx and Engels also believed that in the future it will be possible for human beings to define human being deliberately.
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