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  What people are saying about




  Demarcation and Demystification




  In Demarcation and Demystification, J. Moufawad-Paul advances a militant approach to philosophy against (at least) two contending schools of thought. Against some Marxist interpretations of Marx’s famous 11th thesis––those sweeping accusations that philosophy tout court is idealist––he defends philosophy as a practice of clarity. And against those new materialists who have mistaken their construction of speculative metaphysics, “new” ontologies, and idiosyncratic objects as synonymous with––or even more important than––transforming the world, he defends a philosophical method grounded in historical materialism and engaged in social struggle. Read this book; it’s a manifesto for philosophy.




  Devin Zane Shaw, author of Egalitarian Moments: From Descartes to Rancière




  J. Moufawad-Paul’s wide-ranging intervention is a timely and fresh return to the 11th thesis. It forces philosophers to recognize the extent to which their historically recurrent pretension to rise above politics has produced propaganda for the status quo in general, and now liberal propaganda in particular. Deftly unpacking why seemingly radical currents in contemporary ontology actually amount to an occulting, reactionary retreat, the book returns to basics as a means of developing struggle. Whether or not one practices or wishes to practice philosophy in the Maoist terrain, Demarcation and Demystification is a major statement on the gulf between what philosophers actually do, and what they think they do.




  Matthew R. McLennan, author of Philosophy and Vulnerability and Philosophy, Sophistry, Antiphilosophy




  In this stimulating book, Moufawad-Paul makes a good case that a philosophy of Marxism, a radical practice of interpretation, clarification, and demarcation, is the only way that philosophy can continue in line with the meaning of philosophy after Marx’s celebrated 11th thesis. He also confronts head-on the problem of thinking through the relationship between concrete practice, theory, and philosophy and offers a valuable account of the pitfalls of conflating each of these in our work as scientists, theorists, and philosophers. From the standpoint of the critique of bourgeois philosophy, Moufawad-Paul’s book is a valuable contribution to our understanding of the meaning of philosophical practice and its place in social transformation.




  Mateo Andante, founder of The Bourgeois Philosophy Project and Twitter’s @logicians.
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  Also by the author and available from Zero Books




  Continuity and Rupture: Philosophy in the Maoist Terrain Methods Devour Themselves: A Conversation (with Benjanun Sriduangkaew)




   

  For Samiya: born a year after this book was begun, turning six the year it was completed and submitted. Developing alongside your early life, in the hours when you slept nearby, this project is irrevocably tied to your presence. Hopefully one day these pages will enrich your life as they have been enriched, as have I, by yours.


  







   

  
Author’s Note





  One question that guides the following pages is, should all philosophical reflections be immediately connected to practice? The answer must be that this would impose too narrow a limit on what is possible to think. [...] Such narrow views about what can be thought should be rejected. Gramsci himself did: socialism is to be developed as a new form of civilization, not just a form of class rule. Furthermore, we can never know what sorts of questions, what sorts of research or philosophical reflections, will prove useful in the long run.




  Esteve Morera, Gramsci, Materialism, and Philosophy





  For those faithful readers, fellow organizers, and long-time supporters who are familiar with my previously published work, this book might come as a surprise. Unlike The Communist Necessity it is not a polemic, nor is it a militant defence of a revolutionary tendency as was the case with Continuity and Rupture; it is also not a sequence of theses on a political problematic, a stylistic device I used for Austerity Apparatus. What tied these previous works together was an appreciation of the concrete situation, whether general or particular, determined by a desire to propagate communist praxis. Demarcation and Demystification might not at first appear to be akin to these other works since it ostensibly concerns philosophy, speaks in the language of philosophy, and is thus somewhat abstract. It does, however, begin where Methods Devour Themselves, the book I co-authored with Benjanun Sriduangkaew, left off: with an extended analogy from one of Sriduangkaew’s short stories.




  This book was begun alongside Continuity and Rupture, before even The Communist Necessity was conceived, and in fact contributed to some of the conceptual terms that were used in the defence of the Maoist theoretical terrain––including the very term “theoretical terrain”. (The claims about what it meant to do philosophy in the terrain of Maoism, the basis of that book, were overdetermined by an earlier draft of the following pages.) Initially my intention was to explain my practice, and what made it different from political economy or social theory, not just to others but to myself as well; I was unaware, in the early stages, of the direction in which it would develop.




  Some readers might judge this book as less political than my previous publications because it seems at first glance to be a retreat from the concrete: rather than discussing the meaning of Maoism, the necessity of communism, or the ideology of the current state of affairs, I am instead engaging with abstract questions about the meaning of philosophy and its relationship to Marxism, what it means to practise philosophy as a Marxist, and all of the problematics produced by such a practice. A possible complaint might be that I have descended too far into abstractions. That is, by explaining the philosophical practice that is behind my engagement with the critique I am not contributing to a concrete political practice. In some ways such an assessment is fair: Demarcation and Demystification is not as explicitly political as my previous work and, in all honesty, might have more in common with academic Marxism than some of my readers would prefer. I apologize in advance for whatever difficulties I have created for the militants and organizers whose struggles are far more significant and theoretically meaningful than the controversies that conspire in the halls of academia. But bear with me: in order to establish the basis of a revolutionary mass philosophy––a proletarian philosophy––it is necessary to engage with the edifice of academic philosophy, especially that part of this edifice that claims to be on our side.




  While I am not disdainful of the preference for non-academic Marxist literature (I understand that a lot of academic Marxism can be annoying), I was trained as an academic and see no reason to uphold the kind of anti-intellectualism that some well-meaning colleagues, similarly trained in universities and colleges, adopt despite their academic background. The fact remains that, rightly or wrongly, my work to date has been driven by a particular philosophical practice, a way of understanding the philosophy of Marxism that has lurked beneath my writing for a while. Moreover, and as I have long maintained, we need to divest ourselves of a particular anti-intellectual bias that is a distortion of an otherwise correct focus on accessibility and mass culture.




  Hence, for those who are interested, this book is both an attempt to lay bare the way I approach theoretical problematics and an argument for why other radical philosophers, if they are truly interested in revolutionary transformation, should approach reality in a similar manner. “Philosophy, which once seemed obsolete,” Adorno claimed, “lives on because the moment to realize it was missed.”1 Although I do not agree with how Adorno ultimately conceives of philosophical practice, I find this opening remark of Negative Dialectics worth reflecting upon. Philosophy is often declared obsolete by both the ideologues of capitalism and the would-be ideologues of a rebel communism. The latter, at least according to Adorno, missed the moment of its realization because they failed to bring into being the transformation that would render philosophical interpretation unnecessary. Since Marx claimed in his eleventh thesis on Feuerbach that philosophers only interpreted the world but the point was to change it, the absence of a change that has succeeded in doing away with capitalism means that, according to Adorno, the moment of interpretation persists because it was never realized in the moment of change and given a meaning beyond interpretation. Despite my disagreement with the definition of philosophy implied by this mobilization of the eleventh thesis, I believe it expresses a partial truth if we alter his statement: “Philosophy, which still seems obsolete, persists once we realize the meaning of its moment.” And what do I mean by this? Read on if you find it even slightly intriguing.




  What follows should thus be treated as the philosophical scaffolding behind my other books, concretized by the time of Austerity Apparatus and inspiring the analogical project of Methods Devour Themselves. The scaffolding must necessarily disappear when it comes to works dedicated to political intervention, true, but at the same time it is worth investigating the basis for such scaffolding and why it exists in the first place. This book thus represents the philosophical staging of everything I have produced to date. The following pages function as a small clearing ground of Western “radical” philosophy in the interest of operationalizing a philosophical practice that, while engaging with the most radical aspects of metropolitan philosophy, can be placed in the service of revolutionary theory. Such a practice will hopefully promote an opening for marginalized counter-narratives that are truly universal.




  Engaging philosophy as an object of thought runs the risk of becoming obscurantist regardless of one’s intentions due to the rarified language of philosophical discourse. While I have tried my best to be clear and refuse the temptation to obfuscate I realize that this might not always be possible. Unless one is a very good writer, because it takes a considerable amount of skill to make difficult concepts easy to grasp, clarity (which should be the goal of philosophy) is often elusive. At the very least I hope to have provided others interested in thinking through philosophy from a Marxist position with a sort of “what is philosophy?” text for radicals. Not that this book is another “what is philosophy?” book because it is only partially interested in this question, but it is fair to deem it a mini-manual for would-be philosophers interested in a militant commitment to anti-capitalism.




  In the life and death struggle of socialism against barbarism, where the possibility of the latter’s victory is becoming more visceral with each year, philosophers also must contribute their skills to a mass movement against the present state of affairs. We must become militants dedicated to the communist necessity rather than imagine that we sit on the sidelines, above and beyond class struggle. We owe it to ourselves, others, and philosophy itself to get our hands dirty, practise philosophy within a mass movement, and help bring about the denouement of emancipation.




  Notes


1. Adorno, Negative Dialectics, 3.








   When the reality is described, a self-sufficient philosophy loses its medium of existence. At the best its place can only be taken by a summing-up of the most general results, abstractions which are derived from the observation of the historical development of men. These abstractions in themselves, divorced from real history, have no value whatsoever. They can only serve to facilitate the arrangement of historical material, to indicate the sequence of its separate strata. But they by no means afford a recipe or schema, as does philosophy, for neatly trimming the epochs of history.




  Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels




  In the battle that is philosophy all the techniques of war, including looting and camouflage, are permissible.




  Louis Althusser




   

  
Prologue philosophy and radical practice





  In Benjanun Sriduangkaew’s story Comet’s Call, an alien civilization is subjected to the ravages of a “denouement machine”, a slow and terrible weapon that is “aimed at certain lines of ancestry”.1 The product of an insurrection led by the cultural nationalists of an oppressed minority, the machine has devastated large swathes of the population while simultaneously failing to secure its engineer’s insurrectionary aims. When the machine was triggered, one of the story’s characters explains, “A few onlookers unraveled instantly; as a distant offshoot, I decay at a more sedate pace. But the conclusion is the same, equally inevitable.” All attempts to understand the meaning of the machine, the conceptual terrain in which it operates, according to its own logic, are stymied: “The exact nature of its mechanism eludes all,” explains another character, “our engineers may not approach it and monitoring devices malfunction in proximity.” The terrain upon which the machine acts is determined by a logic of ethnicity that has generated the truth procedure of a race war; its civilizational geography is such that its subjects are tied to its logic. The terrain of the city-state has thus become “a sealed sphere: except at entry points and exits––and each allows only one or the other––none may enter or leave”. Upon this terrain the denouement machine acts by drawing violent lines of demarcation, forcing its meaning to become clear. Although the machine’s tracing of ancestral lines, following the rules of the terrain’s race logic, results in annihilation, this is simply an act of revealing the truth claims upon which the civilization depended: racial purity is a myth and, once this logic is revealed by the machine, the terrain cannot survive its own logic.




  What is interesting in this fantastic story is that all attempts to make sense of the machine according to the logic of the terrain upon which it operates result in failure. Enter the character Ziyi, a near mythic outsider, who is hired to understand and arrest the machine. In order to solve the machine’s riddle she is forced to act in tandem with its function by disposing of its primary targets––the decadent upper caste rulers most threatened by the insurrection’s machine––and thus accomplishes the machine’s aim. Moreover, Ziyi is not a passive observer. Despite being sheltered from the machine’s ravages she knows people in this civilization; her solution requires her to also make a political choice and her interaction with the machine cannot be separated from this choice.




  What Sriduangkaew’s story illustrates is the practice of philosophy that will be explored in this book. Firstly, like the fictional civilization, there are terrains that possess their own logic, truth procedures, and contours of meaning. Secondly, like the denouement machine, there is the operation of philosophy that attempts to excavate the logic of these pre-existing terrains, forcing meaning through demarcation and sharpening clarity. Philosophy is thus like a denouement because it seeks to draw all the strands of the narrative it engages together even if sometimes, like in this story, it might result in the kind of intervention intended to undermine the stability of its object of critique. Thirdly, like Ziyi, there is the philosopher whose intervention, which necessarily forces demarcation by the very fact that it is declaring meaning (which will simultaneously mean it is declaring the opposite, non-meaning), is never truly exterior, practising from an abstractly pure archimedian point, but will always remain troubled by various choices generated by their social position in relation to the theoretical terrain.




  To simplify what might read at this point as needlessly arcane: truth claims regarding existence are generated by theory, this theory is a terrain in that the truth claims it makes often develop according to their own procedural logic, philosophy’s task is to clarify and demarcate the terrain of theory so as to force meaning, and philosophers are always compromised (even if they think otherwise) by political commitments. A scientist establishes through the concrete practice of their discipline a theory that speaks in the name of fact and truth; this theory as it is developed and explored by its progenitors and others develops successive truths; philosophy attempts to investigate and explain what these truths mean for our lived existence, the philosophers involved in this investigation are already dedicated to certain other truths about existence.




  Comet’s Call thus describes what I take to be the practice of philosophy: an intervention upon the terrain of theory so as to force meaning. At first this intervention appears outside of the terrain, unconditioned by its logic, and indeed must be practised exogenously––just as a cartographer embedded in a given landscape charts their map from an imaginary bird’s eye perspective. But our understanding of philosophical practice following the materialist break signalled by Marx and Engels must also recognize the imaginary dimension of this exterior: philosophy, despite the beliefs of many philosophers, does not emerge from a social void. The character of Ziyi who other characters believe to be “not human but a comet that has chosen anthropoid form” is a good metaphor of this mythic outside philosopher––imagined to be outside of business as usual, like a comet that intervenes from the void of space––suddenly pulled down into the messy world of social relations, profaned by the materialist injunction that recognizes the inability of philosophy to ever escape social and historical relations. “Revolutionaries and their dreadful bargains,” Ziyi complains when she is forced to realize that she must choose a side in a terrain that she imagined herself above, “zealots and their terrible ideals”. But she still collaborates with these social relations which are also the solution to the riddle she was hired to solve; the meaning discovered is determined by the operations of the denouement machine.




  But we are getting ahead of ourselves. Before we can even explain, argue for, and declare the above definition of philosophy––that it is an intervention upon a theoretical terrain and is never purely sequestered from this terrain or another––there are a number of prior problematics we need to explore. The most obvious problem, here, is whether we are justified in defining the practice of philosophy, specifically philosophy that takes its cue from Marxism, in such a way. This problem, which is a necessary starting point, will be the focus of the first chapter. Such a starting point, however, requires a prologue that asks the following question: why bother with a definition of philosophy in the first place?




  Defining philosophy




  Defining philosophy has always been a philosophical conceit. Philosophers often treat their discipline as an object of study and are perhaps too obsessed with such an inward turning investigation. While part of this obsession is in part due to a common confusion over the meaning of philosophy evinced by new university students and laypersons who assume, based on a common sense understanding, that to practise philosophy is simply to express one’s personal beliefs and opinions about existence, it is also a fact that treating philosophy itself as an object of study is a tendency that arises from the discipline’s most basic logic: to locate a terrain of study and attempt to force meaning. As Wittgenstein wrote in the Tractatus, “philosophy aims at the logical clarification of thoughts”,2 and so it is understandable that philosophers would also attempt to clarify their thoughts on the meaning of philosophy itself. Hence, we should not be surprised when we encounter entire libraries of books written by famous philosophers devoted to providing a definition of their discipline.




  If the task of finding a definition of philosophy in general has resulted in an avalanche of scholarship, the task of finding a definition of philosophy in the shadow of Marx’s eleventh thesis on Feuerbach––where we are told that philosophy has interpreted the world but the point is to change it––has produced its own difficulties and debates. Regardless of one’s particular thoughts on Marx’s project, the influence of Marxism upon philosophy as a whole is undeniable; it has indeed cast a shadow across the entire field. Although Marx’s influence is particularly significant in the realm of social philosophy, even amongst those radical theorists who begin by rejecting its “totalizing narrative”, it has also provoked the engagement of epistemologists, logicians, and philosophers of science. Moreover, those philosophers utterly opposed to all forms of Marxist politics often become invested in dismissing Marx and Marxism (i.e. Karl Popper went to some length to argue that it was a “cargo-cult”) falling over themselves to cleanse the respectable field of political philosophy from the shadow of Marxism.




  While some might argue that, with the collapse of actually existing socialism and capitalism’s so-called “end of history”, Marxism’s influence is no longer significant, this fails to recognize that the line Marx drew through philosophy, the scission of interpretation and transformation, may in fact be as salient and undeniable as earlier lines drawn by the first philosophers, by heretical theorists such as Ibn Khaldun, or by the new scientists of the European Enlightenment. There are moments when philosophical practice was transformed and I will argue that the emergence of Marxism represents its most apocalyptic transformation.




  Simply assuming that Marxism has been influential, and that the questions it posed for philosophy remain significant, does little to answer the more important question: what is the meaning of the shadow it casts upon the entirety of philosophical practice, if it indeed casts such a shadow, and how can we understand the meaning of philosophy, both Marxist and non-Marxist, within its twilight? If understanding the meaning of philosophy in general has been a problem for the entire history of philosophy, figuring out the meaning of its Marxist instantiation is similarly troublesome since Marxists also cannot decide on a definition of “Marxist philosophy”. Indeed, the history of Marxism––from its most orthodox to its most heterodox variants––is filled with statements regarding philosophy and its relationship to Marxism. As we shall examine, some of these statements have been quite formulaic whereas others have been rather vague.




  This book, then, exists as an attempt to make sense of the meaning of philosophy in general through the lens of the meaning of Marxist philosophy in particular. The former concern is guided by the latter since we cannot escape the fact that our general definitions are mediated by our political fidelity; even this claim is essentially “Marxist”, one that will most probably be rejected by other philosophers whose commitments are at odds with the politics of this book. In any case, political commitment aside, this book will not be a typical “what is philosophy?” (or even a “what is Marxist philosophy?”) treatise. Rather, this project is guided by two questions: i) what is philosophy’s relationship to radical theory and practice?; ii) what does it mean to radically practise philosophy? My aim is not merely to define philosophy in general, and Marxist philosophy in particular, but to do so in a manner that clarifies a radical intervention upon social theory and revolutionary practice. Philosophy, therefore, in the shadow of the eleventh thesis.




  Drawing lines of demarcation is useful for both thinking and for what Louis Althusser called “theoretical-practice”; I am not primarily concerned with teaching laypersons about what philosophers do, or even clarifying my chosen disciplinary field for others within this field, since this would result in an introductory or beginners’ book that would have no practical application beyond disciplinary definition. Instead, by proposing a scission between philosophy and theory, and thus putting philosophy in its place, the aim is to force questions about what it means to engage with social theory and radical praxis. How, then, should we understand a multiplicity of social theories, as well as the historical unfolding of critical thought, in relationship to innumerable rebellions and radical rejections of oppression, exploitation, normative discourses, and ideological hegemony? Those of us who are interested in making sense of any and all phenomena according to a radical theoretical-practice often find ourselves dizzied by myriad and contradictory social theories. The temptation is to cherry-pick from disparate theoretical constellations in the hope that radical eclecticism will force meaning. Hence, a radical theoretical-practice may indeed require clarity.




  Moreover, I am also interested in producing such clarity by forcing a confrontation between radical social theory and revolutionary practice. The gap between academic theory and revolutionary theory, and the fact that many enamoured by the former might be unaware of the latter (and vice versa), is a dissonant space that needs to be bridged. Contemporary social theory may teach us something about revolutionary movements, but these movements should also teach us something about social theory and how theory relates to all types of social practice––from revolutionary practice itself, to social struggles, to all forms of human production and creation, to even intellectual and artistic critique. An understanding of this gap will deepen our understanding of theory and practice, as well as theoretical-practice, and thus spills beyond a mere definition of philosophy.




  Therefore, while I believe in the importance of social theory, I also do not hold that academic study should be treated as identical to revolutionary politics. Rather, I would argue that the best works of social theory (as well as scientific, artistic and literary praxis) emerge from sites of struggle and what some Marxists call “a concrete analysis of a concrete situation”. That is, engagement with actual revolutionary practice and concrete instances of class struggle (broadly understood) produces better radical theory as well as better radical theorists, political economists, historians, scientists, artists, and especially philosophers.




  Some caveats




  Since, as indicated above, this is not intended to be a typical “what is philosophy?” book, though it will have to deal with this question, I want to be clear that the ways in which I define philosophy and philosophical praxis, limited as they are to very specific problematics, will necessarily differ from many other books focused solely on this question––either for specialists or non-specialists. Hence, the metaphorical language I will be using (much of which crept into my conceptual tool-kit before and during the long process of this manuscript’s development3) to describe philosophy is not meant to possess any sense of theoretical universality. As I will argue: i) it might make sense to draw a conceptual distinction between theory and philosophy; ii) I am not doing ontology in the grand sense of the word and creating, to reference Feuerbach’s critique of Hegel, a “speculative theology”.




  Rather, the following pages are a series of reflections regarding philosophy’s function in relation to social practice. I will demarcate my approach from others, and hopefully provide some compelling arguments as to why such a demarcation is important. Although I will put forward certain conceptual terms (i.e. theoretical terrain, clarity, occultation, annihilation, spontaneity, catastrophe) that I find useful in explaining my approach, these terms are not meant to be the final word on the subject; they are intended for semantic precision and I thus have no problem if they are rejected by the reader in favour of terms that are more precise. My project is driven by an ethos that is opposed to philosophical codification; it is intended to force an appreciation of the sequence of theoretical truth generation existing before and outside of the practice of philosophy as the only thing that can establish tendencies, schools, and militant fidelities.




  Furthermore, although I will define philosophy as an endeavour that interprets rather than changes the world, while indicating the radical importance of the former, I am definitely not arguing that a refusal to engage in projects of political transformation is philosophically meaningful. The radical practice of interpretation (which, as we shall discuss, includes clarification and demarcation) is only possible if the philosopher is engaged in concrete political praxis. As a militant the philosopher’s work is borne from and contributes to the struggle for a better world. Philosophy does not change the world but it can provide the tools capable of clarifying world-changing movements that, as we shall examine, operate outside of the philosophical ambit.




  This book does not aim to be a political manifesto, or any attempt to establish an order of the political real––a revolutionary programme, a doctrine that by itself seeks radical change––because this should not be, as I will argue in the following chapters, the role of philosophy. Manifestos are produced by actual revolutionary movements (whether they be grand and earth-shaking social movements or small but important artistic/literary/film movements); political programmes are produced by revolutionary organizations that have concretely investigated their circumstances and are part of that mass motion from which radical social theory can properly emerge. Philosophy needs to take these circumstances as an object of thought; philosophers need to recognize that we are not the initiators but, like the character Ziyi in Sriduangkaew’s story, agents that at first appear to drop from the sky only to discover that their interventions are bound up in all the messiness of the truth procedures of multiple theoretical terrains.




  
Notes




  1. This story was originally published in the August 2016 issue of Mythic Delirium (http://mythicdelirium.com/featured-story-%E2%80%A2-august-2016). Since my previous book, Methods Devour Themselves, was co-authored with Sriduangkaew it is perhaps appropriate that I begin this treatise with an “analogical assemblage” culled from her work. To be clear, however, this prologue was written before Methods Devour Themselves was conceived as a project.





  2. Wittgenstein, §4.112.





  3. For example, the concept of the “theoretical terrain” is a concept that I developed in an early draft of this manuscript while also working on Continuity and Rupture and thus found its way into that book.



  




   

  Chapter One




  philosophy and the eleventh thesis




  The philosopher is a worker in another sense: detecting, presenting and associating the truths of his or her time, reviving those that have been forgotten and denouncing inert opinion, s/he is the welder of separate worlds.




  Alain Badiou, Second Manifesto for Philosophy


  




  In the eighteenth century, Immanuel Kant, enamoured with the European Enlightenment, proclaimed his intention to pursue a Copernican Revolution in philosophy. Recognizing the significance of the rise of the new sciences, those emergent and coherent theoretical terrains from which numerous truths were being explored, and worrying about Hume’s problem of induction (that implied there was no logical-philosophical basis for these scientific endeavours), Kant wanted to place metaphysics on an equal footing with the sciences. His assumption was that the sciences required the firm foundation of philosophy; that all pursuits of knowledge must, in order to properly count as knowledge, possess a philosophical basis. Indeed, Hume spurred him to pursue this assumption by demonstrating that causal reasoning might not possess any philosophical basis. Kant thus felt that philosophy needed to catch up to the European Enlightenment. Without philosophical stability, the reasoning goes, all theoretical engagements with existence would be doomed to incoherence.




  Such an assumption, however, is as old as so-called “Western” philosophy itself. The belief that philosophy (and particularly metaphysics/ontology) is the “queen” of all knowledge, including science, and that there can be no truth procedure1 without philosophy is a conceit that is so pervasive it is nearly banal. From Plato onwards attempts to provide grand metaphysical or ontological systems that strengthen reality with philosophical scaffolding have determined the history of the canon. In the early modern period Descartes attempted to refound knowledge on firm philosophical principles, thus bequeathing us with that troublesome notion of the subject, and even analytic philosophy has been concerned with the rules of logico-philosophical first principles. The claim that x theory needs “philosophical grounding” is common in some sectors of sociology; the idea that we do philosophy first so as to structure the operations of theory is the ethos of philosophy’s narrative. We can perhaps call this conceit, following François Laruelle, the “philosophical decision”––that is, the a priori and often hidden decision philosophy makes about how to divide and structure our world according to its operations.




  The pervasiveness of this conceit, however, has not persisted without challenge. Feuerbach, after becoming exasperated with Hegel, dismissed this grand practice of philosophy as “speculative theology”. More recently, Quentin Meillassoux has suggested that the philosophical canon rests on a “correlationist” fallacy that refuses to admit that scientific claims about an existence predating humanity’s ability to philosophize counts as proper knowledge.2 Even still, the preeminence philosophy accords itself regarding knowledge remains an essential part of the discipline, at least in the Western tradition which, because of the history of modern colonialism, has come to determine the meaning and direction of “the canon”. If this preeminence is no longer explicitly apparent, it remains a common attitude. All talk about creating or discovering a philosophical basis to this-or-that theoretical approach is evidence of this attitude’s persistence.




  There was a historical moment where the above problem was temporarily decentred, or at the very least shaken to its core, and this moment was the event of Marxism. This decentring, however, was one of confusion. For in its attempt to produce a scientific theory of society/history, Marxism was wagered as a decisive break from political philosophy while at the same time (based on Marx and Engels’ relationship to the discipline of philosophy and what they had learned from Hegel and Feuerbach) using philosophy to accomplish this supposed break. The mixture of scientific-social theory and political philosophy resulted in a confusion because Marx and Engels only cursively outlined how they understood philosophy in relation to what they called science. The break from the long-standing philosophical conceit was thus never complete because it lacked a thorough articulation. On the one hand philosophy was put in its place, eventually and particularly by orthodox Marxism-Leninism, and thus treated as separate from but parallel to the rugged practice of historical materialist science. On the other hand, philosophy––specifically Marxist philosophy––was treated as an unfinished project, something that needed to be completed so as to give historical materialism proper metaphysical foundations. Hence, despite Marxism’s attempt to break from philosophy’s preeminence, the conceit of the philosophical decision would return within Marxism itself: more than one Marxist philosopher has argued that Marxism ought to return to the business of doing philosophy so as to provide firmer ontological foundations for historical materialism. The historical failure of communism is thus interpreted as partly the result of a philosophical weakness: Marxism’s refusal or inability to articulate clear philosophical foundations.




  But I want to argue that the strength of Marxism’s influence on philosophy lies in its break from this long-standing philosophical conceit. The problem is not a lack of philosophical foundations but that this demand for philosophical foundations is part of the idealism that Marxism sought to dispel in its attempt to invert the way in which the world is understood. Indeed, Sylvain Lazarus conceptualizes Marx’s project as a fundamental rupture from philosophy:




  Marx will try to shift the [Hegelian] dialectic from a conception which involves structures of thought to one that requires operators which are themselves historical entities, that is to say, materialist. The central operator is clearly that of class (keep in mind that Lenin will add that of the Party). The break between Marx and Hegel is played out in this debate on the dialectic, and although it is, to be sure, a break from idealism, it is even more a break with philosophy.3


  




  Marx’s “break” can be conceived according to a simple reversal: philosophical thinking is not foundational but in fact dependent on a process of knowledge production that is not philosophical. At the same time, though, it would be erroneous to presume that Marx was dispensing with philosophy altogether since there was still something “philosophical”, but in a weaker and less central sense, to his approach; this something is what we will explore. The Marxist “break with philosophy” is a break from its central conceit, that philosophy is the foundation of knowledge––philosophy-qua-philosophy. Instead philosophy and philosophical practice possess a significant role in making sense of the world if they are put in their proper place.




  But the reason why the above claim about the Marxist “break with philosophy” is difficult to argue is akin to why Meillassoux finds it difficult to argue against correlationism: the moment you try to prove that something that draws the boundaries of speculative thought is also seeing/thinking the world through a “camera obscura”,4 you cannot help but speak in the terms determined by these boundaries. For example, the moment you claim that philosophy is not foundational is the very moment you can be accused of making a foundational philosophical statement; the well is poisoned, it seems naive to suggest you can escape the philosophical decision because by doing so you are making another decision. But I would like to suggest that this is less a philosophical decision than a decision about philosophy, and in order to begin thinking through these boundaries it is useful to start with the most quoted statement Marx made about philosophy and its role: the eleventh thesis on Feuerbach.




  Marx’s eleventh thesis




  At the conclusion of Theses on Feuerbach, Marx states, in the eleventh and final thesis, that “philosophers have only interpreted the world in various ways; the point is to change it”.5 Thus, those of us who are labouring under the auspices of “Marxist philosophy” are often forced to wonder about the meaningfulness of our work and whether or not philosophy as a discipline possesses any worth. While it could be the case that Theses on Feuerbach might not be a useful foundation for a definition of philosophy because they are “no more than a set of rather ambiguous aphorisms”6 that take up only a page or two, and more importantly are mainly a response to the work of Ludwig Feuerbach, the eleventh thesis, despite what Marx may or may not have intended, is often cited as a definition (if not the definition) of the Marxist philosophical project. Instead of simply rejecting this thesis and the essay in which it resides as useless due to historical limitations, then, I believe it is far more fruitful to grant it the importance it has been accorded; it has historically functioned as an axiom for Marxist philosophy.




  Hence I will treat the eleventh thesis as an invitation to thought so as to suggest a particular approach to philosophy that is demarcated from the traditional ways in which the thesis is interpreted. That is, even if it is indeed the case that this set of theses that ends with Marx’s dictum about changing the world was in fact nothing more than a set of scattered thoughts mainly about delineating Marx’s project from Feuerbach’s, it is also true that the eleventh thesis rightly or wrongly casts a shadow over the business of Marxist philosophy. This shadow has been lengthened by thinkers such as Georg Lukács, Antonio Gramsci, Theodor Adorno, Louis Althusser and many others. Marxists interested in philosophy thus find themselves working under this shadow and the ways in which it has been defined regardless of its original intention, if this in fact can be known. Historically, amongst the larger Marxist population, the eleventh thesis has been given three general interpretations. I believe that all of these interpretations are simultaneously incorrect and correct definitions of the philosophical project of Marxism, the result of the thesis statement’s particular amphibology. My interpretation, however, will read the aphorism of the eleventh thesis in light of the Marxist project as a whole, a project that conceived of itself as a science and that, as I have argued in Continuity & Rupture, has developed according to key world historical revolutions. In order to get to my interpretation, though, we should briefly examine the three general interpretations of the eleventh thesis that are most commonly circulated.




  First of all, there are those who argue that philosophy as a discipline, unless it is simply the method of “dialectical materialism”, is primarily idealist. Doctrinaire Marxism-Leninism, codified in the Soviet textbook division between historical and dialectical materialism, best represents this perspective. The claim, here, is that, outside of the philosophical method of dialectical materialism, true Marxists must engage instead with political economy, the key material science of reality, thus rejecting anything that smacks of philosophy. This interpretation imagines that engagement with political economy is somehow free from philosophical presuppositions, denying that political economists may also only be what Althusser called “spontaneous philosophers” who lack the perspective, due to their impoverished definition of philosophy, to realize that many of their commitments are based on unexamined philosophical decisions.7 Significantly, though, this interpretation of the eleventh thesis correctly warns against a retreat into the realm of ideas, the spectre of Platonism that threatens, however vaguely, every philosopher.




  Secondly, there are those who claim that Marx was only correct insofar as he projected his statement into the future: the point is to change the world but only when this world is properly “interpreted”––Marx simply assumed, too quickly, that the work of philosophical interpretation ended with Hegel. Thus, as Adorno appears to argue in Negative Dialectics, in order to provide a proper philosophical basis for changing the world, the realm of change (of praxis, of revolutionary action) must be delayed in order to work out the details of the correct foundational philosophy. Contemporary thinkers such as Slavoj Zizek have evinced this understanding of the eleventh thesis, arguing for a revalorization of the realm of interpretation so as to fix the failed attempts at political change. This interpretation breaks the link between theory and practice, advocating a return to the ivory tower where privileged thinkers will provide a new basis for future revolutionary struggles––what Devin Zane Shaw has termed “a kind of idealist revanchism”.8 At the same time, however, this position warns against the crude anti-intellectualism prevalent amongst some Marxists who would seek to ban all philosophical interpretation because of their assumption that the Marxist tradition has already worked out philosophy and requires no reconsideration.




  Finally, there are those––such as Henri Lefebvre in Metaphilosophy––who read the concluding passage of Theses on Feuerbach as meaning the following: “philosophers [until now] have only interpreted the world, the point is [for philosophers or philosophy] to change it”. That is, the role of philosophers is to produce revolution rather than interpretation. While this position is correct insofar as it demands that philosophers stake their thought in the realm of political practice, it is also a confusion of theory and practice because it imagines that philosophy by itself––or philosophers by themselves––can somehow produce revolutionary change. I am reminded here of those tiny communist grouplets that mistake the preservation and articulation of a pure ideological position (in their papers and slogans) as somehow identical to political organizing. Despite these problems, this position warns against losing sight of the need for every self-proclaimed Marxist, philosophers included, to focus on the necessity of changing the world.




  Propositions regarding interpretation




  I would like to suggest a different approach to defining Marx’s concluding thesis, one that borrows something from all three of the above positions, that will initiate a productive understanding of philosophy. It is my contention that the eleventh thesis can be used to signify a rupture with the way in which, hitherto, philosophy has been understood as a practice. My intention is to open a critique of the way philosophy has historically understood itself while simultaneously suggesting that philosophy has always been, and can only be, something other than its illusions. This approach might not have been Marx’s intention when he wrote the eleventh thesis but I think the definition I will suggest is in line with the overall Marxist project. Moreover, it is doubtful that other conceptualizations of the eleventh thesis––all of which begin by assuming a single aphoristic sentence is a materialist axiom––are any more correct. Indeed, I would argue that in light of the larger Marxist project they are in fact incorrect and that my interpretation, at the very least, interprets the eleventh thesis in a manner that is congruent with the unfolding dynamic of historical materialism.
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