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Abstract

Within the organisation of all societies, there are basic contradictions which histori-
cally have given rise to certain undesirable structural features. These same contradictions
also lie at the root of alienated, ideological forms of consciousness which act as a barrier
to the solution of these problems. In chapter one, I will deal with each of these 1ssues in

turn, thus introducing Marx’s problematic, i.e. the so-called "riddle of history".

Chapters two and three contain a discussion of Marx’s methodology, which was
intended to avoid the pitfalls of ideological forms of consciousness and provide a theoret-

ical framework for coming to terms with the problem. Chapter three in particular pro-

vides a syntax and a logical explanation for the terms and forms of argument employed in

the rest of the thesis.

Marx believes that historical development itself determines the possibility of solv-
ing the problems referred to. Chapters four and five, therefore, are an analysis of the
processes which govern the development of social structures, i.e. so-called "Historical

Materialism". Chapter six 1s an investigation of the relationship between historical

change and forms of consciousness.

This sets the stage for an analysis in chapter seven of the nature of capitalism itself
and how it gives rise in the consciousness of the working class to a solution, in principle,

to the problems identified in chapter one. Finally, chapter eight reviews the factors within

the development of capitalism which might make possible the transition to socialism and

the implementation of the solution in practice.
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Preface

I began writing this thesis in the mid-eighties when politically there was a swing to
the right. I felt that the problem for socialists was not so much that there were no convinc-
ing arguments against the new right, their ideas harked back to the nineteenth century and
the counter-arguments were well rehearsed, but that the left was unable to put forward a
convincing alternative. What defence there was, was moralistic in character. There was a
need, therefore, to demonstrate the rational as well as the moral basis of socialist ideas.

This thesis is intended to be a contribution to that enterprise.

Other than in Capital, Marx’s work exists in the form of notebooks, polemics, pam-
phlets, historical studies and letters. Only in Capital is there a systematic attempt to

expand upon a particular dimension of his thought. His epistemology and his theory of

history, therefore, have to be gleaned from the totality of his work.

In this thesis I have attempted to answer the question of what socialism means to
Marx as an answer to a set of problems which arise in the context of his analysis of

human, historical development, 1.e. socialism as the solution to the "riddle of history".

Thus, I have attempted a rational reconstruction of the viewpoint which I feel con-
sistently underlies the whole body of his work. This has led me to expand, in places, on

his analysis in a manner in line with the principles and perspectives which he adopts.

Irrespective of whether the main proposition of the thesis has been established there

are a number of technical problems which I have attempted to solve. Hopefully, these

contributions stand on their own.

The piece of work which follows was, as previously stated, conceived as an inter-

vention in the cultural changes, particularly at the level of ideology, going on in the



1980s. It was not, therefore, intended primarily as a response to other interpretations of
Marx’s work. Nevertheless, in the remainder of this preface I shall briefly situate my own
approach in relation to some of the most influential writers on Marxism, and indicate how

it differs from theirs.

As an attempt at a rational defence of the Marxist perspective which attempts to
show its coherence and explanatory power, the thesis is perhaps similar in intention to G.
A. Cohen’s Marx’s Theory of History - A defence' The differences between his book and
my thesis are, however, that he takes a narrower set of propositions to defend, namely,
those concerned with the base/superstructure model and his method is explicitly that of
analytic philosophy whereas mine is not. In contrast to Cohen, I don’t believe that the
complex causal explanations which Marx employs are treated adequately by the analytic

approach.

1. The analytic approach

Analytic philosophy requires that concepts should be unambiguously defined and
should be used consistently. One can immediately see the kind of problems which a work
like Marx’s, which draws upon dialectics, will generate when given this treatment.
Bertell Ollman gives examples of this in his book Alienation.> What is one to make, for
instance, of the assertion that "labour” is "variable capital" and that "capital" is "materi-
alised labour"? - seemingly an identification of concepts defined in opposition to one

another.

Marx’s usage is clearly context dependent. Labour is variable capital from the point

of view of the capitalist who regards it as a cost of production and hence part of the

| 'G.A. Cohen, Karl Marx’s Theory of History: a defence, Clarendon Press, Oxford University
Press 1978.

2 For a more extensive critique of Cohen from this perspective see Sean Sayers, "Marxism and
the Dialectical Method: a critique of G. A. Cohen", Radical Philosophy No. 36, 1984.

3 B. Ollman, Alienation: Marx’s conception of man in capitalist society, Cambridge University
Press, 1971.
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necessary outlay from which he extracts a surplus, i.e. "capital". From the point of view
of ownership, however, labour 1s employed by capital and hence is distinct from it.
Again, from the point of view of its substance, this capital is only past, accumulated

labour. Marx’s dialectical epistemology would suggest that this context-dependency of

individual statements is unavoidable. His total account, however, is that of a many-sided
structure in line with his method. I have given an explanation of the logic of this approach

in chapter three.

Context-dependency, however, leads to the violation of the condition of consistent
usage as well as that of unambiguous definition. Lack of subtlety in handling such state-

ments can lead to theoretical mistakes, e.g. the attempt to eliminate supposed logical con-

tradictions in order to render the theory coherent.

Ollman also suggests that Marx uses his terms with a core meaning and an extended

meaning. A concept which specifically excludes a certain term from its core meaning by
being defined in opposition to it, nevertheless, may include that same term within its
extended meaning. For example, whatever affects politics may be regarded as political.
This may include economic factors although the political and the economic are differenti-
ated in terms of their core meanings from each other. In this usage, terms which are

defined as opposites can include each other in their extensions. This also violates the con-

dition of unambiguous definition.

Cohen seeks to avoid most of these pitfalls, he is happy with reciprocal causality

between base and superstructure.* and can handle after a fashion, the simultaneous predi-
cation of social and physical factors. However, when trying to specify what factors are to

be included in the base as forces of production, he includes ideas.” Now it is true that

Marx speaks of "mental forces of production"® but again the context is all important.

4 c.f. Karl Marx's Theory of History, op. cit. pp 138, 145, 169.
> Karl Marx’s Theory of History, op. cit. pp 45-47.
5 K. Marx, Grundrisse (1857-8), Harmondsworth, 1973 p. 502.
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Ideas are not by themselves forces of production. Only when put into practice, i.e. materi-

alised in the collective activity of people, do they become forces of production. To exist, a

force must be capable of acting.

All forces of production consist of the intelligent arrangement of matter whether

they are devices, arrangements of natural forces or the arrangement of human activity in a
specific fashion. What makes the analytic philosopher miss this point is that the notion of
a "materialised 1dea" violates the condition of unambiguous definition. He realises that
ideas are important factors in material progress so feels they have to be included in the

base.

The danger of this, of course, 1s that firstly, it seems to conflict with the account of
practical-critical activity. There, ideas appear secondary in so far as they are determined
by the conditions of material existence both in terms of their content and also in their sta-
tus as acceptable. If ideas are forces of production, however, it seems that they have the
primacy accorded to the base. Secondly, any mechanically causal version of the
base/superstructure model would give support to the "ideas as the motor of history" view-

point if ideas are included in the base. This would conflict with Marx’s view that there is

no independent history of ideas which determines real history. This is an important point

of departure for Marx’s theory of history.

Although I believe that the analytic approach is inadequate for the reasons stated,

my own attempt to clarify the logic involved in dialectical arguments may nevertheless be

in the spirit of this approach in that it aims at conceptual clarity.

2. Lukacs

My work coincides with the Lukdcsian approach in a number of places. Luk4cs
regards theory as important because he believes that for a revolution to be successful it

must be a "conscious” revolution. He believes this to be a necessity because otherwise

other interpretations of experience might "grip the masses"’/ and divert action into

7 Georg Lukdécs, History and Class Consciousness, trans. Rodney Livingstone, London: Merlin
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unprofitable activities. His emphasis, therefore, is on showing the practical consequences
of holding a correct theory. In my thesis, I have emphasised the same point in relation to
overcoming ideological and alienated views of society which paralyse effective action.

Indeed, I have introduced chapters two and three, on materialism and dialectics respec-

tively, using precisely this justification.

I would also add to the above consideration the point that since the aim of a socialist
revolution is to develop the capacity to channel beneficially previously misunderstood
social forces, it must of necessity be a self-comprehending, conscious movement. Other-
wise, it is likely to slip back into the same kinds of practices as its predecessors. Theory
thus helps one to understand and clarify the objectives of a socialist revolution. This latter

1s the principal aim of my thesis.

Correct theory, for Lukdcs, involves the dialectical method. His principal concern is

that theory should avoid partial, one-sided viewpoints which involve categories regarded

as applicable for all time. Such viewpoints are characteristic of "reified" class perspec-

tives which are products of the historical process but are in fact limited and relative to that

process although they are treated as if they have universal validity.

To this end, he emphasises dialectical relations, as indeed I do consistently through-
out the thesis. In particular, however, he stresses the dialectical relation between subject

and object. This is because from History and Class Consciousness onwards, it plays a

crucial epistemological role in his theory.

Lukdcs understands knowledge as a product, the result of an active engagement with
the world on the part of the subject. He asserts this in opposition to a more traditional

view which regards knowledge as the result of contemplation of the object. This latter

view contrasts the subject’s impressions with the real object. He believes that this

inevitably produces the problem that since all the subject has access to is his or her own

Press, 1971 p. 2.



impressions, the true nature of the object is rendered unknowable. His own view avoids
this consequence because in production, i.e. via labour, the subject objectifies him/herself
and the object is subjectified. Thus the subject knows the nature of the object because it is

his/her own creation.

This raises the obvious question of whether this is not idealism. The argument that
the subject creates a world of material objects historically is not an idealist argument but
neither 1s 1t universally true, since some of the objects of experience are not the result of
labour. On the other hand, the argument that the subject actively creates knowledge of the
world of objects may be true but it appears to be idealist. In this respect, the account
given above® doesn’t take us much further than the problems besetting the traditional

approach.

I have addressed the problem of how Marx can retain the notion of the subject-

relativity of knowledge and yet not produce an idealist (and/or relativist) theory of knowl-
edge in chapter two of my thesis. I have taken the position that objective knowledge”
describes the power of an object to affect particular subjects in particular ways. Although
what is predicated of the object is subject-relative, the power which the predicate
describes 1s a real property of the object. The descriptions by different subjects who stand
in different relationships to the object can be synthesised into a wider theory which can

account for subject position.19 This is an application of the dialectical perspective.

If a materialist account of the subject-relativity of knowledge can be given along the

lines of the above, then the first argument about the historical production of the objects of

8 This is Parkinson’s understanding of Luk4cs’ position, cf. G. H. R. Parkinson, Georg Lukdcs,
London and Boston, Routledge Kegan and Paul, 1977 p. 44.

7 Two senses of objectivity are used here. In the first usage, one-sided views are regarded as
merely subjective, while the complete multi-faceted account is objective by contrast. This is

Hegel’s usage. In the second usage, the independent reality of the object is asserted over and
against mind. Materialists need to hold both. To merely hold the first but not the second leads to
an idealist position.

'0 Even at an elementary level of knowledge this kind of synthesis occurs. A table top which is

described as square can be experienced as a trapezium or a diamond shape from different points of
observation.
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the world is not required.

With respect to relativism, clearly different subjects will adopt different conceptual
frameworks through which they can identify the features of the world, within the range of

their experience, which are of relevance in terms of their needs and interests.!! These par-

tial perspectives, however, can be synthesised in a wider theory which accounts for their

one-sidedness 1n terms of subject position.

Although this can be done, since theories result from an active engagement with the
world, Lukdcs has to explain why it will be done, in particular why the working class
should do it. He also needs to explain why a proletarian perspective is not one-sided if it

1s driven by their particular needs and limited by their experience of the world. In History

and Class Consciousness he says the following:

"Only when a historical situation has arisen in which a class must understand

society 1if 1t 1s to assert itself; only when the fact that a class understands itself
means that it understands society as a whole ... will the unity of theory and

practice, the precondition of the revolutionary function of theory, become pos-

sible.

Such a situation has in fact arisen with the entry of the working class into

history."12

In chapter six of my thesis I examine the conditions which make this the case. I try
firstly, to show why any class whose mode of existence depends upon exploitation of

another class will not be able to form an accurate theory of the basis of power in the soci-

ety. I then show why these problems do not affect the proletariat and why this class must
attempt to understand accurately both itself and the source of its subordination. I then

show how historical circumstances make this possible. I discuss the factors which are

' This is the notion of an active engagement with the world as productive of knowledge.
12 History and Class Consciousness, op. cit. pp 2-3.
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most likely to promote a veridical understanding of the society and how these are more
prominent in capitalism than any previous system. Finally, I show how, because capital-
ism presents itself as the rule of property in general and as the depersonalised rule of a
system of transmutable property, the problem of subordination poses itself to the prole-

tariat in a fundamental way, a problem it cannot ignore.

In chapter seven, I chart the principal forms of consciousness of the capitalist era
and show how they are part of a single problematic. I then show how and why working

class consciousness prefigures a solution to the "riddle of history".

This approach is essentially Lukdcsian but some of the detailed work is different
though complementary.!3 This brings me to the issue of the use of concepts by Lukdcs

and myself which Althusser criticises as being part of a "humanist" problematic, i.e.

where my work stands 1n relation to Marxist humanism.

3. Althusser

The thesis touches on the concerns of Louis Althusser in certain areas, namely, the
nature of ideology and its relationship to science, the question of humanism in Marx’s

work and the model of historical change employed by both.

The very first statement of the thesis, the quote from the Economic and Philosophi-

cal Manuscripts, poses a problem in terms of Althusser’s viewpoint because he considers
them the work of the "young Marx" which address a different "problematic” to the later
works. Only the later works are regarded as "scientific" by Althusser. Also, my subse-
quent elaboration of the opening statement’s content in terms of the later works, in partic-

ular, The German Ideology which is a "work of the break" seems to cornpound the prob-

lem by bridging the problematics.

13 My treatment of the epistemology is more precisely related to classical problems and I hope

has contributed to the clarification of issues which are still contested, thus forming the basis of a
sounder defence of Marx’s position.
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My justification for doing this, however, stems from a view expressed by Marx him-

self: he says,

"It is only In a social context that subjectivism and objectivism, spiritualism
and materialism, activity and passivity, cease to be antinomies. The resolution
of theoretical contradictions is possible only through the practical energy of
man. This resolution is ... a real task of life, a task which philosophy was

unable to accomplish because it saw there a purely theoretical problem."!4

If the "riddle of history" is posed in terms of mutually exclusive abstract oppositions, that
1s because the kind of social object the oppositions are abstracted from always contains
them as irreconcilable antitheses. In a different kind of social object, e.g. the society sug-
gested by communism, the concepts may express complementary aspects of a single

practice or thing.

To grasp the nature of the problem and its solution, therefore, both the problem and
the solution need to be considered in relation to their social context, i.e. the problem
should be posed in terms of the transformation of the social structure. This is the kind of

analysis associated with Marx’s later works and also reflects my own procedure.

Althusser does not disagree with this approach, he says:

Note that my purpose is not to dispute the reality that the concept of " socialist

humanism” 1s supposed to designate but to define the theoretical value of the

concept.” 15

By this he means that statements such as the antitheses cited indicate a real problem but

they are not scientific, rather they are ideological in form. If this is his objection to
Marx’s early works, then it is obvious that a different problematic is not the same thing as

a different problem. What is at issue is the form in which the problem is posed and

'4 K. Marx, Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844, Progress Publishers, Moscow
1977 pp 103,104.

!> L. Althusser, For Marx, Verso, 1979 p. 223.
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answered and the political consequences that follow from this.
What Althusser is worried about can be seen from the following passage:

"There can be no doubt that communists are correct in opposing the economic,
social, political and cultural reality of socialism to the "inhumanity" of Imperi-
alism in general; ... But 1t might be equally dangerous to use an ideological
concept like humanism, with neither discrimination nor reserve, ... when it 1s
inevitably charged with associations from the ideological unconsciousness and

only too easily blends into themes of petit-bourgeois inspiration."1©

In other words, it is the substitution of a pre-scientific framework of analysis for Marx’s
scientific analysis which poses the threat, not the clarification of ideological statements in

terms of a scientific analysis.

When Althusser says that humanism is "ideological" it is important to see what he
means by this claim in order to assess his criticism of the use of ideological explanations.

Of ideology in relation to science, he says:

When I say that the concept of humanism is an ideological concept, I mean that
while 1t really does designate a set of existing relations, unlike a scientific con-
cept, it does not provide us with a means of knowing them. In a particular (ide-
ological) mode, it designates some existents, but it does not give us their

essences."!”’

and also,

"We can say that ideology, as a system of representations, is distinguished from

science in that in it, the practico-social function is more important than the the-

oretical function."!8

16 For Marx, op. cit. p. 239.
17 Tbid. p. 223.
18 1bid. p. 231.



The picture of ideology thus given is of a set of imperatives (moral or political etc.)
based upon an ontology or picture of reality which is inadequate to explain their founda-
tion. For example, "the rights of man”, "human freedom", "the dignity of the individual"
are ethical ideals which are conceptualised 1n terms of the abstraction "man", not in terms
of the conditions of actual people located in historically evolving societies. To address the
basis of ethics in practice, 1.e. scientifically, a new set of categories are required (social

class, mode of production etc.).

This description of ideology differs from the one I attributed to Marx in the thesis.
The latter is derived from Hegel’s concept of one-sidedness. Ideology is "partial” in two

senses. It is a partial perspective in contrast to a complex multi-faceted whole, and it is

partial in that its one-sidedness serves the interest of a particular group.

Althusser’s stress on the pragmatic factor of ideology to the neglect of its logical

structure leads, I believe, to the rehabilitation of ideology in his work and licences posi-

tions I would disagree with. He says, for instance,

"it is clear that ideology (as a system of mass representations) is indispensable

in any society if men are to be formed, transformed and equipped to respond to

the demands of their conditions of existence."!9

and

"I am not going to steer clear of the crucial question: historical materialism

cannot conceive that even a communist society could ever do without ideology,

be it ethics or world outlook."20

He substantiates this latter point by reference to the fact that the base-superstructure

model which is supposed to have general applicability, has ideology as a superstructural

element. Marx used the term in different senses, however, and the forms of consciousness

19 Ibid. p. 235.
20 1bid. p. 232.
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of communist society may not have been intended to be regarded as ideological in a pejo-

rative sense.

Where does Althusser’s view leave the consciousness of the working class? It would
seem led by ideology constructed by an intellectual elite who alone have access to the sci-
entific outlook. This view legitimates a practice which runs the risk of demagogy. In my
opinion, the best defence against demagogy is that the working class should have an
objective view of their circumstances and the possibilities for the realisation of their own
goals, i.e. a "scientific” view of their situation. This would prevent them from being
duped into a new form of subordination. I believe that the confidence that the working

class, through debate and rational appraisal of their circumstances, could develop such a

consciousness was the view held by Marx and Engels.

To return to the question of humanism, I have used the concept of "alienation”
which Althusser associates with a humanist problematic, in a fairly central way in my

thesis. He criticises the "young Lukacs" for using it in the following terms:

"... 1 am not using "class humanism" in the sense adopted in Marx’s early
works, where the proletariat in its "alienation" represents the human essence
itself whose "realisation” is to be assured by the revolution; this "religious"

concept of the proletariat (the "universal class", since it is the "loss of man" in

"revolt against its own loss”) was re-adopted by the young Lukécs in his

Geschichte und Klassenbewusstsein. 21

Whatever the validity of this criticism, in Althusser’s own viewpoint, the meaning of a
concept can only be understood in terms of its place within a problematic. It is not neces-
sarily the case, therefore, that because I use the term "alienation", I am committed to the
problematic which he indicates. I use the term to designate the phenomenon whereby, in

modes of production based upon antagonistic social relations, institutionalised practices

°1 Tbid. pp 221, 222 fn. Given Lukdcs’s emphasis on relating consciousness position within a
historically changing social structure, this criticism of his views as ideological may not be valid.
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become a constraint upon every individual and seemingly become an alien power subject
to their own laws. A corollary of this is indeed a loss of power by the individual in pro-

portion to the power gained by the system. A prime example of this phenomenon are so-

called "market forces".

Alienation, 1n the above, is contextualised within the framework of the concepts of

"antagonistic social relations”, "mode of production” etc. These are "scientific" concepts
according to Althusser. The phenomenon described has no other name but "alienation"
within the literature and has not been replaced by another, scientific concept. There is no

reason, therefore, not to use it %2

The central point, however, is the question of whether to write from the point of
view of humanity is always ideological. Whilst it is true that men make history collec-
tively, and also their behaviour is socially conditioned, hence in a sense, as Althusser
says, society is the subject in Marx’s work, at the highest levels of generality, it would

seem that the use of concepts such as "human need" or "need satisfying activity" is

unavoidable.

The issue turns upon what kind of thing the generalities signify. If they imply the
similarity of experience for all individuals to the exclusion of the diversity and develop-
mental character of human life, then they are abstract universals and ideological.?> In
Hegelian terms, a concept which does not recognise its own internal complexity is an
abstract universal. It 1s this latter charge which humanism stands accused of in
Althusser’s work. But if on the other hand, they designate a complex historically evolving

process, then they are concrete universals and are not ideological if they represent some-

thing real.

22 1t is certainly central to Engels’ understanding of the task of theory, namely to grasp scientif-
ically the nature of social relations in order that they cease to be an alien power, just as nature
ceased to be an alien power after the advent of the natural sciences.

23 If they indicate a set of behaviour patterns current at a certain time and social location but

falsely generalised to all time and all locations, they are ideological in the sense of being one-
sided, as well as implying the fixed character of human nature per se.
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"Human needs”, for instance, are understood by Marx as a diverse set of require-
ments which develop historically within the context of an evolving social system. They
also differ between persons and between social groups. Communism is a form of social
arrangement whereby need-satistfying activity and personal self-development can be pur-
sued by all members of the society within the limits of its material resources with the sup-
port of the community as a whole, rather than by some members benefiting at the expense

of the rest.

In so far as communism has transcended one-sided interests it functions for the ben-
efit of "humanity”. The latter, however, is understood as a concrete universal. This
"humanism" serves the complexity of human need and is made possible by certain spe-

cific social arrangements. Without some concept of this generality it is difficult to com-

prehend the purpose which communism/humanism serves.

Also, without a general concept of "human" need-satisfying activity, the animus
which produces the transition between modes of production can only be accounted for in
terms of an "alien” process, a mechanical transition between social arrangements rather
than one driven by human requirements. It appears that these high level general concepts

both cannot be dispensed with and are not necessarily ideological.24

The question of transitions brings us to Althusser’s theory of history. Althusser uses
concepts taken from Freud to develop Marx’s theory of historical change: "condensation",
"displacement” and "overdetermination”. "Condensation" means, for Althusser, the way
that different social antagonisms coalesce in a revolutionary situation into a conflict along

a single dimension.?> Displacement means the circumstance where the focus of social

discontent can be transferred onto a different object than the one which engendered it, 20

24 In Althusser’s defence, I believe that the prejudice in bourgeois circles against his work in
the last decade or so indicates the importance of his general approach in the present era. I believe

that there has been a regression to pre-Marxist pre-scientific concepts in social theory and in gen-
eral political consciousness.

25 E.g. how workers and peasants, with different forms of oppression fought together against
the Tsar and again against the "White Army".

26 ¢.g. when internal unrest is displaced onto an external enemy in a war.
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His complementary concepts "overdetermination" and "structure in dominance" are
used to account for political questions which arise from the uneven development of the
productive forces. Mao, in his paper "On Contradiction",2’ identifies many distinct levels
of social antagonism (contradictions) and asks the question as to which is the dominant
one around which the others coalesce. Similarly, he asks which of the levels of activity:
economic, political, ideological, taken from the base-superstructure model should be

principally engaged in at a particular time, i.e. which one is dominant.

From these examples it becomes obvious that Althusser is not addressing the same
questions as Marx. He 1s using these concepts to address tactical issues which arose in the
context of the Russian and Chinese revolutions. The concept of "structure in dominance"
is intended to supply the answers to these questions. At this point, however, it overlaps

with the base-superstructure model employed by Marx and appears as a re-interpretation

of i1t.

Engels explains the relations between base and superstructure by saying that the
superstructure “reacts back” on the base but the base determines the superstructure "in the
last instance".28 Althusser interprets this to mean that superstructural elements are not
epiphenomena, they produce effects in their own right but the action of each of the levels
is modified by its dependence on the other levels. In Althusser’s terms, each level is
"overdetermined" in its action by the rest of the structure. This is also what he means by
"structure in dominance".?® The economic sphere, however, has primacy in the sense that

it determines which is the dominant level of contradiction at any time.

For instance, Althusser says, in a revolution, the political sphere is dominant. This is

determined by the crisis in the economy which makes the future of the society rest upon

27 Mao, Tse-Tung, Selected Works, International Publishers, New York 1954, Vol. II (1937-38)
pp 13-52.

28 F. Engels, "Letter to J. Bloch", 21 Sept 1890, in A Handbook of Socialist Thought, ed. Irving
Howe, Victor Gollancz Ltd., London 1972 p. 153.

29 "Structure in dominance" is also intended to imply that because of uneven development, one
contradiction will always dominate the structure as a whole.
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the outcome of the political struggle. Thus, when Engels refers to mutual causal relations

between base and superstructure but "determination in the last instance" by the base,

Althusser suggests that he was referring to the way the sphere of the economic continu-
ously determines the relations of dominance between the levels, not some point in time
when the economy determines the future of the society alone. This is what he means by

the statement "the lonely hour of the last instance never comes."3°

What this 1gnores, however, 1s the fact that what Marx was trying to stress by using
the base-superstructure model 1s the "correspondence” between base and superstructure
and that when this correspondence is broken by different rates of development, it is the
superstructure which 1s forced to adjust. Thus, in a sense there is a time when the eco-
nomic sphere asserts its dominance, i.¢. in the period of adjustment. Nevertheless, the
argument that the superstructure i1s semi-autonomous and exercises real causal relations
over the base, i.e. that the base is always modified in its action by the superstructure is not

disputed. I have given my own account of this semi-autonomy in chapter five.

Determination in the last instance, however, I have explained in terms of the fact that
the base is the "raison d’etre” of the superstructure and hence, when the base changes its
form, then much of the legitimation for the superstructural elements is lost. Whatever

"self-perpetuating” factors have been built up by these spheres will then prove inadequate
to prevent the imperatives of change from overcoming them. This explanation is in line

with Marx'’s original use of the theory.

It is not simply the case, therefore, that the primacy of the base consists in its power
to select which of the levels of struggle dominate at any particular time, or which antago-
nisms will prove the galvanising factor in a revolution, or even which country will prove

the "weakest link” in Lenin’s terms. Whilst it may do all these things and Althusser’s the-

ory may extend the explanatory power of the base-superstructure model, the "primacy of

30 ¢.f. For Marx, op. cit. p. 113.
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the base" originally explained which key elements produce the transformation of one

social structure 1nto another. Althusser appears to neglect this central point.

4. Summary

To summarise, my work would suggest that it is necessary to retain the notions of
human need and its satisfaction to make sense of the Marxian enterprise. However, as
Althusser says, to do justice to Marx this should be explained in terms of a theory of his-
tory in order to put it on a scientific footing. I disagree with Althusser, however, in his

treatment of ideology and hence also, of the science/ideology distinction.

My understanding of Marx stresses the Hegelian inheritance and many of the posi-
tions I take are similar to Lukacs. In many ways my work is a contribution to the
Luk4csian enterprise but my account of the epistemology is, I believe, more adequate and

less prone to idealist interpretation.

Finally, the stress on dialectics makes my work incompatible with the analytic
approach as exemplified by G. A. Cohen but I have approached the topic with the same

ideal of conceptual clarity.
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Chapter One

The Riddle of History

"Communism is the riddle of history solved and knows itself to be this solu-

tion." - [Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844]!

In this thesis I will attempt to outline what I believe to be the perspective which
prompted Marx to write the sentence above. It will involve the analysis of Marx’s
dialectical-materialist conceptual framework and the reasons why Marx adopts this per-
spective. I will show how this provides the tool for the analysis of historical development
and hence conditions his theory of history. Then I will go on to show the way in which
the theory of history informs his analysis of the capitalist economy and the transition to

socialism, and hence why, Marx believes, there is the possibility of a solution to the so

called "riddle of history".

The first step in this exposition however, involves trying to grasp what Marx might
mean by "the riddle of history” which requires a solution. The sentence which is quoted
in the opening paragraph is the summary and conclusion of a set of statements which pre-

cede it and which outline the problems? that communism is alleged to solve. They state :-

"This communism, as fully developed naturalism equals humanism, and as
fully developed humanism equals naturalism; it is the genuine resolution of
the conflict between man and nature and between man and man - the true reso-
lution of the strife between existence and essence, between objectification and

self-confirmation, between freedom and necessity, between the individual and

I Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts, Progress publishers, Moscow 1977 pg 97. From
henceforth referred to as "E.P.M.".

2 Problems in the sense of being the source of human suffering; of being problematic to the
realisation of human goals. The "nddle of history" is the question of how to overcome them.



the species."”

Stated in this way, these oppositions, however, are a-historical abstractions. To under-
stand what a resolution of them might mean in social and historical terms we need to

examine how Marx conceptualises their embodiment within historically developing

societies and social structures. The material I have used to illustrate this perspective is

mostly drawn from The German Ideology.

One of the problems which will be described in the course of this exposition is the
emergence of "ideological” forms of consciousness which obstruct the attempts of human
beings to form a correct understanding of their situation and hence their capacity to alter
it for the better. Marx’s own method 1s an attempt to correct this problem and so the

exposition provides both an explanation and a justification for his adoption of this

method.

However, since the method is used to develop the theory of ideology and the theory
of ideology is used to at least partially justify the method, then there is a problem of cir-

cularity in the account. This problem will be dealt with in chapter 2. In the meantime,

since a circle must broken into at some point, I will start where Marx himself starts, with

the exposition of the theory rather than its justification.

1. The fundamental problem of society

Marx sees "man" as a natural being with appetites and needs for objects existing
outside of himself. 4 He satisfies those needs however, within a social group 1.e. via col-
lective activity. In the simplest form of society, social cooperation coincided with indivi-
dual self-interest. Social man cooperated with others to fulfill his individual needs. Self-

interest, however, 1s a potentially divisive motivation and is capable of destroying

3 op. cit. EP.M. pg 97
4 ~f. CH3 sections 3.2 - 3.3.1



cooperation. The need to cooperate and individual need, therefore, are aspects of human
motivation that have the potential to come into conflict with each other. In the simplest
societies, 1.e. ones with little or no specialisation of economic functions, (division of
labour), no particular sectional interest 1s powerful enough to impose its will upon the
whole group. This is because the nature of this mode of production gives rise to more or
less equal power within the social structure. The only social differences which occur here
are at the individual level and any individual no matter how gifted or powerful will
always be weaker when outnumbered by the rest of the group. ° This is the stage of

development of the mode of production which Marx refers to as primitive communism.

The main institutional characteristics of society as we know them emerge with the

extension of the division of labour beyond the family. This, according to Marx, gives rise

to the social phenomena of private property, class rule, artificial scarcity, the state, and
alienated consciousness. Each emerges as a result of the conflict between sectional com-

petition and co-operation under conditions of an advanced division of labour.

In various places in The German Ideology Marx writes about the division of labour
as if it automatically implies conflict of interest between the different functional groups.

On page 43, Marx says,

"The division of labour inside a nation, leads to the separation of industrial and

commercial from agricultural labour, and hence to the separation of town from

country and to the conflict of their interests."0

Again, when discussing why 1deology comes into contradiction with the forces and rela-

tions of production, Marx says,

> Indeed it is a feature of hunter-gatherer societies today that equality is enforced and anyone

who possesses anything special will be obliged to share it with the group. It is considered normally
reprehensible in these societies not to do so and such behaviour would invite reprisal cf, Politics
and History in Band Societies, Leacock and Lee, Cambridge University Press 1982, pp 7,8.

® The German Ideology, ed. C.J. Arthur, Lawrence and Wishart, London 1970 pg 52.



".... because the division of labour implies the possibility, nay the very fact that
intellectual and material activity, enjoyment and labour, production and con-
sumption - devolve upon different individuals, and that the only possibility of
their not coming into contradiction lies in the negation in its turn of the divi-

sion of labour." ’

The social mechanism which causes separation to produce conflict requires a more
detailed explanation. The theoretical premiss on which Marx proceeds I believe to be as
follows :- Productive relations are necessarily co-operative in character. This implies that
each co-operating partner will be dependent upon others. Division of labour separates the
activities of people such that functional groups stand in this relation of dependence to
each other. Where each functional group pursues its own collective self-interest, each
group will try to extract the maximum in terms of resources and effort from the group or
groups upon which it depends in order to enhance its own way of life. Thus each group

will attempt to subordinate the others and organise the society in a manner favourable to

its own aspirations.

Whereas in primitive communism an individual pursuing self-interest to the detri-
ment of others in the group would be outnumbered, here, the power relation is not so
unequal. Where a section of society stands opposed to other sections, the odds against it
are thus reduced and if its role in the society is perceived as the most crucial to the

community’s well-being, may well be able to impose exploitative relations upon the rest

of society.

It is the pursuit of self-interest within co-operative relations which produces condi-

tions where functional separation implies conflict of interests. The concept of

7 Tbid. pg 52

Ideology, in so far as it represents some aspect of society as the Independent cause of social
behaviour, will be at odds with any forces and relations of production other than those which it is
in fact inseparably related to and therefore at odds with social change.




exploitation comprises these two aspects, the interdependence of co-operative relations
(which gives point to one party subordinating another) and the pursuit of self-interest
(which leads one party to suppress the interests of another). In Marx’s subsequent dis-
cussion of the consequences of division of labour, we see that this situation is the origin
of the formation of and conflict between classes, the privatisation of property, the emer-
gence of the state and of alienated consciousness i.e. the major features of all societies
hitherto excepting primitive communism. These features embody the contradictions
referred to in the quotation, the difficulty of overcoming which is referred to as the "rid-

dle of history".

1.1. Social classes

Although functional groups act collectively and therefore individual members

depend upon each other, selfishness within the group only promotes mutual suspicion and
hence intra-group discipline (each demands that the other "pulls his weight"). Between
groups however a struggle ensues until a group or groups, aided by their position in the
division of labour, become dominant i.e. become a ruling class. Marx describes the pro-

cess of class formation thus, (with respect to the bourgeoisie)

"The extension of trade, the establishment of communications, led the separate
towns to get to know other towns, which asserted the same interest in the
struggle with the same antagonist. Out of the many corporations of burghers

there arose only gradually the burgher class."8

and also

"The separate individuals form a class only insofar as they have to carry on a
common battle against another class; otherwise they are on hostile terms with

each other as competitors. On the other hand, the class in its turn achieves an

8 op. cit. The German Ideology pg 82.



independent existence over against the individuals, so that the latter find their
conditions of existence predestined, and have their position in life and their
personal development assigned to them by their class, become subsumed under
it. ... We have already indicated several times how this subsuming of individu-

als under a class brings with it their subjection to all kinds of ideas etc." *

Thus class formation is predicated upon conflict of interest between different functional
groups within the division of labour. Conflict of interest as we have seen is the result of

the mutual pursuit of self-interest within the division of labour.

Control of the means of production is clearly a crucial factor in maintaining class

domination. It confers power to extract a surplus product which can then be used to con-

trol and direct labour. This brings us to the issue of private property.

1.2. Private property

Privatisation of property is the struggle to retain control of resources and thus
(de)prive others of their use. This situation occurs as a result of the pursuit of self-interest

within the division of labour. Marx says

"With the division of labour, in which all these contradictions are implicit, and

which in turn is based on the natural division of labour within the family and
the separation of society into individual families opposed to one another, is
given simultaneously the distribution, and indeed the unequal distribution,
both quantitative and qualitative, of labour and its products, hence property:

the first form of which lies in the family, where wife and children are slaves of

the husband." 10

? Idem.
10 Ibid. pg 52.



we see that for Marx labour power 1s the basic resource and hence the struggle for control

of labour power is the essence of the privatisation of property. He goes on to say of pro-
perty

"....even at this early stage it corresponds perfectly to the definition of modern

economists who call it the power of disposing of the labour power of others."!!

Control of physical objects is for Marx merely control of labour power in the past tense.

For him, competition for hegemony over labour power lies at the heart of any system

based upon the private ownership of property.12

1.3. The state

The social relations in the type of society described are simultaneously relations of
conflict and co-operation (because of exploitation). These aspects are opposed in inten-

tion. Hence, there is a danger that the conflict will destroy the co-operation leaving either
a "Hobbesian" war of all against all or complete atomisation. Either way the implication
is social breakdown. In order to maintain the co-operation the the more extreme actions
arising from the conflict of interest have to be suppressed. This gives rise to the institu-
tions of the state. The state represents itself as the executor of the "general interest" and
the communal life of the society appears to be acted out at this level.!3 In fact if there is

genuine communal consensus there would be no need for a separate institution to enforce

this interest against the intentions of individual members of the society.

The state, however, 1sn’t simply a neutral institution which ensures a necessary
minimum of co-operation within a conflict riven society. The state must be organised and

maintained and in a class divided society and only a ruling class has both the power and

interest in organising such an institution.

T Ibid. pp 52, 53.

12" Since property has to be produced and reproduced.
13 op. cit. The German Ideology pg 53 last paragraph.




The ruling class wishes to preserve a division of labour from which it benefits to a
greater extent than others, hence the state at any particular time operates to ensure a
minimum of co-operation within the existing division of labour. This latter clause
expresses the particular interest of the ruling class. All struggles between classes there-
fore are accompanied by struggles to determine the form or even the existence of the

state because of its role in protecting the existing division of labour. Marx says

"It follows from this that all struggles within the state, the struggle between
democracy, aristocracy, the struggle for the franchise etc., etc., are merely the
illusory forms in which the real struggles of the different classes are fought out

among one another...” 14

The state does, as an institution, reflect a genuine interest in preserving co-operation

for economic purposes common to the members of a society. But because of the "con-
tradiction” between the need to co-operate and the conflicts of interest within the society,
the state, the agency which promotes this interest is set up in opposition to the free action
of the members of society as if it were another individual with another particular
interest. !> Thus society appears to be something other than its members - an alien being

which constrains individual liberty. This is an example of the more general phenomenon

inherent in the situation under discussion, namely alienation.

1.4. Alienation

Thus we see that the conflict between the individual and society also has its roots in
the situation of the pursuit of self-interest within co-operation. The reification of the col-

lective activity of the members of a society into an alien, super-social and repressive

14 bid. pg 53.

Marx uses the word illusory in the same sense in which he refers to ideas as imaginary premisses
i.e. they are expressions of something other than themselves and not, as they appear to be, the
thing itself.

15 1bid. pg 53 last paragraph.



force 1s a pervasive phenomenon in societies founded upon antagonistic social relations.

The logic of such a situation is as follows:- If each individual makes demands upon
the other members of society then paradoxically each individual will experience the rest
of society making demands upon him. The result of this is that he will feel that his

behaviour is the product of external coercion, the very opposite of his intention to assert

his own interests at the expense of the rest.

For instance, because each individual demands from others as much work as possi-
ble for minimum returns, each individual also feels forced to labour, is forced to labour,
and is in constant danger of not being able to survive. This state of affairs in capitalist
society is reified as the "laws of the market". In so far as it is not thought to be the result
of any individual human will, it is identified with a super-human will, the action of com-
modities as they exchange in the market according to their own immutable laws. The

imperatives of the economic system appear to control peoples lives. Marx says,

"The social power, 1.e. the multiplied productive force, which arises through
the co-operation of individuals appears to these individuals, since the co-
operation is not voluntary but has come about naturally, ! not as their own
united power, but as an alien force existing outside of them the origin and goal
of which they are ignorant, which they thus cannot control, which on the con-
trary passes through a peculiar series of phases and stages independent of the

will and action of man nay even being the prime governor of these." !7
Later he says,

"Or how does it happen that trade, which is after all nothing more than the

exchange of products of various individuals and countries, rules the world

16 The distinction between volition and nature is that between free will and determinism. In the

context of division of labour which is a human activity, nature refers to determination by actions
not consciously directed to the end achieved.

17" op. cit. The German Ideology pg 54.
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through supply and demand - a relation which as an English economist says,

hovers over the whole earth like the fate of the ancients, and with an invisible

hand allots fortune and misfortune to men, sets up empires and overthrows

empires, causes nations to rise and disappear...."!8

Similarly, the hostility which the individual expresses and exercises towards those
who endanger the relations which serve his interests, helps to create a collective hostility

towards each individual should he endanger the existing social relations, the institutional

expression of which is the state.

Again, the states of affairs which each individual wishes to see manifested or prohi-
bited take collective expression as a set of societal norms or ethics binding upon every-
one and seemingly originating from no-one in particular, simply a large alien "ought".
All these situations exhibit the same pattern and arise from the same cause, the pursuit of
egoism or self-interest within the relations of interdependence which constitute division
of labour. Each class also contains alienated relations between the individual and the
group.

Competition within the working class expresses itself as "the work ethic”, in the

capitalist class as "market forces” and between the classes as "the trade cycle".

1.5. Scarcity
Finally, There is the question of scarcity. Harvey defines economics as follows

"Scarcity forces us to economise. We weigh up the various alternatives and
select that particular assortment of goods which yields the highest return from

our limited resources.....Economics is the study of how men allocate their lim-

ited resources to provide for their wants." 19

18 Idem.
19 Modern Economics, J. Harvey, Macmillan 1969 pg 24.
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The problem of scarcity which forces this situation upon us he describes as follows:-
"This then is the economic problem - unlimited wants, very limited means." 20

What this viewpoint conceals is that there is more than one type of scarcity involved in
the discussion. Harvey, in the examples which he gives, suggests that people do not have
enough money to buy everything they desire, this is a conflation of two issues, whether
the range of human needs can be satisfied and whether society could provide enough of
each particular good 1t produces to satisfy desire for that good. Money is a means of

rationing consumption and no rationing is required for goods produced in abundance.

Marx might well have agreed that human desires run ahead of the means required
for their satisfaction in the short term. This after all is what gives human society its
dynamic character. He could well have conceded that there may be a greater number of
desires than can be satisfied at any one time by the whole society. None of this however
addresses the problem of the scarcity of particular goods which are available in the
society already. Why for instance are food and shelter scarce in large areas of the world
including so called first world countries? Scarcity of particular goods is not an inevitable
human problem as Harvey seems to imply. The Sumerian civilisation of 6000 b.c. pro-
duced food surpluses and traded them to command the labour of wood and stone cutters
of other areas to provide the raw materials for their temples. Yet in the societies with the
greatest capacity to produce that the world has seen, people go short of these things.
Scarcity of this kind is the result of unequal distribution of the power to consume and to
determine what is produced, which in turn is the result of egoism within the division of

labour.

What 1s more, scarcity isn’t only the result of the attempt to control the production
of goods for one’s own benefit in co-operative enterprises, it is also the principle means

of exercising that control. Anyone who can supply a commodity which is scarce can

20 Ibid. pg 21.
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command the labour of others and hence social power. If scarcity were to disappear, class

rule would be thereby undermined. Scarcity is, therefore, socially necessary to the

maintenance of class divided societies.

This situation 1s rationalised in our own society in the idea that people need to be
forced to work by scarcity. Instead of regarding work as a means of overcoming scarcity,

scarcity is seen as a means of producing work as if work had no rational justification of

its own, thus obscuring scarcity’s role in class domination.

Scarcity is both a product of conflictual/co-operative societies and also serves to

produce them. In principle there is no reason why all goods actually produced should not

be produced in quantities in excess of need.

Scarcity, Alienation, the repressive state and class antagonisms are all limitations
imposed upon the possibilities of human self-fulfillment by humanity’s own institutional-

ised practices (which 1s a general definition of the "riddle of history"). We can now turn
to the question of the role of consciousness in bringing about a solution to these prob-

lems, and hence to the significance of the materialist method.

2. The nature of consciousness

In the section of the book where Marx analyses the material basis of human his-
tory,%! he points out that first and foremost in order to survive human beings must pro-
cure their means of existence, i.c. they must enter into a relationship with nature.
Secondly, since they do this collectively, they must enter into co-operative relations with
each other. Thirdly, the satisfaction of needs by the social group leads to the emergence
of new needs, thus making this situation dynamic in character, and fourthly, to perpetuate

this social arrangement, a new generation of people must be produced, nurtured and

presumably socialised. These then are the basic material prerequisites of the history of

e ——

2! op. cit. The German Ideology pg 48.



13

human society as we understand it. He then turns to the issue of consciousness and thus

to the relationship of 1deas to material circumstances.

Immediately he begins to talk about language.

'Language 1s as old as consciousness, language is practical consciousness that

exists also for other men, and for that reason also for me personally as well;" 22

(echoes of Wittgenstein’s private language argument, but also Marx’s views on

objectification). He goes on,

"Language like consclousness only arises from the need, the necessity of inter-

course with other men."23
The conclusion however is

"Consciousness 1s therefore from the very beginning a social product, and

remains so as long as men exist at all."24
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