Simon Skempton
Marx’s Philosophy of Infinite Determinability 

This paper will assert Marx’s status as a philosopher by arguing that his works articulate a philosophy of infinite determinability. Marx’s concepts, like all concepts, rest on philosophical presuppositions. Marxism has been criticised in a number of strands of contemporary thought for its unexamined, spurious, and outmoded metaphysical assumptions. For example, so-called poststructuralist and postmodernist thinkers have accused Marxism of aiming to curtail difference and alterity. I will here use Jacques Derrida’s book, Spectres of Marx, as an example of such a critique. I will argue that this critique rests on a misunderstanding of the philosophy at work in Marx’s writings, and in particular it ignores the significance of the notion of ‘determinability’ that is prevalent in post-Kantian German philosophy as well as in Marx’s work itself.

According to Derrida, Marx’s critique of capitalism exhibits an aversion to difference and a desire for the establishment of the fullness of presence. In the terms used in Derrida’s Spectres of Marx, Marx objects to the spectral quality of capitalist social relations and wishes to ‘exorcise’ this in order to restore the reality of a living presence. This spectrality is that of the trace, of différance, of that which is neither fully present nor fully absent, nor fully anything. For Derrida, Marx’s dislike of this spectrality, and his concomitant desire for the overcoming of the capitalism and alienation that it manifests, involves a prejudice in favour of the spurious, and ultimately dangerous, metaphysical myth of a fully integrated life, free from the disjuncture of otherness and death. In the 1844 Manuscripts, Marx writes that ‘…communism… [is] the complete return of man to himself… the true resolution of the strife between existence and essence…’.
 For Derrida, this reintegration of ‘man with himself’ in the abolition of alienation entails the elision of alterity, and thus of the possibility of a ‘justice’ understood as the opening to the other. It is Marx’s notion of the overcoming of capitalism’s alienating disjuncture, whether good or bad, that Derrida equates with a ‘pre-deconstructive ontology of presence’
, as opposed to the ‘hauntology’ of deconstructive and capitalist différance, a ‘hauntology’ of the spectrality of the commodity form.


Before proceeding to a rebuttal of this on the basis of what Marx actually wrote, I will say a few things about the concept of ‘determinability’. This concept derives from the aesthetic theory of Friedrich Schiller. According to him, the aesthetic relates to totality, because it is not bound to the one-sidedness of determination. It can relate to the whole person without constituting a determinate object for any particular aspect of that person. Schiller writes: ‘A thing… can relate to the totality of our various functions without being a definite object for any single one of them: that is its aesthetic character.’
 The sensuous and the rational are two opposing and exclusive determinations of humanity. When they are combined, and thus act simultaneously, they cease to be particular determinations, and the person enters a state of what Schiller terms ‘determinability’. Determinability is a kind of productive indeterminacy, a freedom from determination that differs from indetermination in that it involves a limitless abundance rather than mere emptiness.


This definition of the aesthetic as the ‘free disposition’ of limitless determinability, which is necessary for the full flourishing of human nature, puts into question the idea that totality, or wholeness, constitutes an overarching determination that subsumes difference under an exclusionary identity. Derridian différance is itself determinability in that it makes possible and undermines any particular determination. The opposition between determinacy and determinability is similar to Derrida’s opposition between identity and the endless process of identification. The latter opposition is made explicit in A Taste for the Secret, where Derrida advocates identification as against identity. For examples, he advocates a political situation where ‘there is no identity. There is identification’.
 Similarly, in Monolingualism of the Other, he advocates an ‘autobiographical anamnesis [that] presupposes identification. And precisely not identity. No, an identity is never given, received, or attained; only the interminable and indefinitely phantasmatic process of identification endures.’
 Identification, différance, and determinability involve a ceaselessly productive and destructive process that both makes possible and undermines identity, difference, and determinacy.


This conception occurs elsewhere in German Idealism, for example, in Schellings notion of freedom, which is described in the following way: ‘This freedom… is not mere independence from external determination. It is precisely the freedom to adopt a form.’


It also occurs in Feuerbach’s understanding of the so-called human essence, which is not reducible to the notion of the enduring presence of a fixed identity. The human essence is the generic, universalising nature of consciousness, the ability to see beyond all isolated immediacy. This ability is not the effect of any self-present substantiality; it is precisely the effect of emptiness and indeterminacy. Consciousness can be generic and universal because it is nothing in itself. A human being is free to assume any subject position, to be anyone, and this universality is the result of his insubstantiality. Feuerbach writes: ‘Man is himself at once I and thou; he can put himself in the place of another, for this reason, that to him his species [Gattung], his essential nature, and not merely his individuality, is an object of thought.’
 The emptiness that is the basis of universality is put forward as the freedom to adopt any determination, resembling Schillerian and Schellingian determinability. He writes: ‘[T]he pantheistic essence, which speculative philosophers or much more theologians have separated from the human being and objectified as an abstract essence, is nothing else but its own essence undetermined, but capable of infinite determinations.’
 Emptiness and indeterminacy are the basis of the free determinability of universality.

A spectral, emptily formal, insubstantial relationality is what for Marx characterizes humanity. This insubstantiality is the basis not only of sociality, but also of the formal universality definitive of consciousness. In his early works, particularly the 1844 Manuscripts, Marx uses the term Gattungswesen to refer to the conscious universality intrinsic to humanity. Gattungswesen can be translated into English as ‘generic-being’ or ‘genus-being’, but has usually been misleadingly rendered as ‘species-being’. The latter is a disastrous translation, as, despite the fact that ‘species’ and ‘genus’ may be near synonyms in English, the term Gattungswesen refers to generality and not specificity. The term Gattung (‘genus’) refers to generality and universality, and to say that a human is a Gattungwesen is to say that it is a living universality, that is, a conscious being. Consciousness involves apprehending universals as objects, and is not the mere awareness of phenomena in their immediate sensuous particularity, an awareness that animals are limited to. Marx writes: ‘Man is a species-being, not only because in practice and in theory he adopts the species [Gattung] (his own as well as those of other things) as his object, but – and this is only another way of expressing it – also because he treats himself as the actual, living species [Gattung]; because he treats himself as a universal and therefore a free being.’
 Unlike an animal, a human is not confined to the immediacy of its individual life activity. The ability to separate itself from its individuality and apprehend generality is what makes a being conscious. Marx writes: ‘Man makes his life activity itself the object of his will and of his consciousness. He has conscious life activity. It is not a determination with which he directly merges. … It is just because of this that he is a species-being. Or it is only because he is a species-being that he is a conscious being’.
 Awareness of genera depends on not being bound to a specific determination.

For Marx, the term Gattungswesen refers to the negative universality that constitutes consciousness, a universality stemming from the lack of any specific determination, an insubstantial intrinsic relationality. To say that a human is a Gattungswesen is simply to say that a human is a conscious being, having the indeterminacy productive of universal awareness. It is not to say that a human is a being who has an identification with its biological ‘species’, with humanity. Marx writes: ‘An animal forms objects only in accordance with the standard and the need of the species to which it belongs, whilst man knows how to produce in accordance with the standard of every species, and knows how to apply everywhere the inherent standard to the object.’
 A human qua conscious being is a ‘species-being [Gattungswesen]’ precisely because it does not ‘belong’ to a ‘species’, because it is free from specific determination, and is hence able to perceive generality.  A human qua sensuous bodily individual finite being is a type of animal, and ‘belongs’ to the ‘human’ biological species. The point is that Gattungswesen involves freedom from specific determination.

Misunderstandings of the term Gattungswesen have tended to involve regarding it as referring to a human ‘essence’, a set of qualities distinguishing humans from other ‘species’. For example, Allen Wood writes that Gattungswesen refers to ‘humanity as a single collective entity or else to the essential property which characterizes this entity and makes it a single distinctive thing in its own right.’
 Gattungswesen is actually not a distinguishing property, but an absence of properties enabling an awareness of universality, which paradoxically ‘distinguishes’ a conscious being from an animal. Wood’s error is to regard ‘species being [Gattungswesen]’ as consciousness of being a member of a species. It is nothing of the sort, but rather the awareness of universality as such, being itself ‘the ability to form universal concepts’, an ability founded on an inherent indeterminacy, on not belonging to a species.

According to Marx, human Gattungswesen is alienated through the division of labour. He writes: ‘[T]he division of labour… is nothing else but the estranged, alienated positing of human activity as a real activity of the species or as activity of man as a species-being.’
 This means that under the division of labour the universality of humanity, its lack of restriction to specific determinacy, is a feature of humanity in general that is alienated from individual human beings. The latter are restricted to particular one-sided activities that stifle their multi-faceted potential. Marx also writes: ‘[D]ivision of labour and exchange… are perceptibly alienated expressions of human activity and essential power as a species activity and species power.’
 Division of labour and exchange are both expressions of human universality and the way in which that universality is alienated from individuals in capitalism.

In Marx’s later works the term Gattungswesen is abandoned, but his concern with human universality is not. In Capital he asserts that the one-sided determinate particularity of the individual enslaved to partiality through the division of labour must be replaced by the unrestricted universality of a multi-faceted individual. He writes: ‘[T]he partially developed individual, who is merely the bearer of one specialized social function, must be replaced by the totally developed individual’.
 In the Grundrisse he argues that human universality is made possible by capitalist exchange and that capitalism simultaneously alienates it from individuals. He writes:
Universally developed individuals… are no product of nature, but of history. The degree and the universality of the development of wealth where this individuality becomes possible supposes production on the basis of exchange value as a prior condition, whose universality produces not only the alienation of the individual from himself and from others, but also the universality and the comprehensiveness of his relations and capacities.

As we have seen, Derrida argues that Marx wishes to ‘exorcize’ the insubstantial spectrality of exchange value. Yet here Marx argues that it is the very ‘emptiness’ of exchange value that makes possible the universal comprehensiveness of the individual, while at the same time alienating her from this universality.

The spectrality of exchange value is precisely its negative universality, devoid of the substantial particularity of use value. This spectrality is the precondition of both alienation and the realization of human universality. In the Grundrisse Marx writes:
[W]hen the limited bourgeois form is stripped away, what is wealth other than the universality of individual needs, capacities, pleasures, productive forces etc., created through universal exchange? … The absolute working-out of his creative potentialities… [w]here he does not reproduce himself in one specificity, but produces his totality? Strives not to remain something he has become, but is in the absolute movement of becoming?

Thus the universality of exchange value, and hence the system of production resting on the commodity form, brings about the absolute becoming of infinite determinability of humanity in general, while at the same time alienating it from the human individual, who is in the process reduced to the most limiting one-sided specificity, a repetitive, mechanistic, quantitative labour, an isolated cog in the machine of human universality. It is the individual who is alienated, from the freedom of the productive nothingness of infinite malleability, from the negative universality of her Gattungswesen, by a capitalism that brought it about in the first place.


The spectrality of the commodity form, of exchange value, its trace-like nature, its non-presence, its différance, is the precondition of the free determinability of the universally developed individual, but it is alienated from the individual through the capitalist relations of production. This entails that the différance that is brought into the open by capitalism is itself alienated through the latter from the human individual. This individual, because of the essential nothingness and non-presence that underpin its nature as a conscious being, is itself the source of the différance from which it is alienated. It is not the lack of a determinate essence itself that is a product of capitalism, but the manifestation of this indeterminacy. The fact that humans differ in their specificity across history and geography, unlike any other species of animal, is testament to the essentially unessential indeterminate emptiness of their ‘nature’. Capitalist modernity enables this free universality to become consciously manifest. This is a Hegelian view of modernity as the awakening of reason qua the unbounded consciousness of freedom. In Spectres of Marx, Derrida, interpreting and advocating Kojève’s quasi-Hegelian thesis on ‘post-historical Man’, writes: ‘There where man, a certain determined concept of man, is finished, there the pure humanity of man, of the other man and of man as other begins or has finally the chance of heralding itself – of promising itself. In an apparently inhuman or else a-human fashion.’
 The negative universality of form frees humanity from being tied to the positive specificity of a particular content. What Derrida is advocating here is no different to Marx’s conception of the overcoming of all fixed determinacy.


The productive nothingness of pure labour is a limitless determinability that has always already lost its determinations. Marx refers to ‘labour pure and simple, abstract labour; absolutely indifferent to its particular specificity [Bestimmheit], but capable of all specificities.’
 ‘All specificities’ (i.e. determinations) are appropriated by capital and alienated from labour. The empty, insubstantial, indeterminacy of abstract homogeneous social labour has its limitless determinability appropriated by capital, taking the form of the limitlessly substitutable determinability of exchange value, entirely separated from the labour that makes it possible, a labour left indeterminate and propertyless. The poverty of indeterminacy is rigorously separated from the richness of determinability. The nothingness of indeterminacy is a necessary but not a sufficient condition of determinability.


As we have seen, for Marx, production on the basis of exchange value is the precondition of the existence of the ‘universally developed individual’, whose free determinability involves not being restricted to a specific determination. This mode of production, i.e. capitalism, simultaneously makes possible and inhibits the formation of such an individual. The free determinability is abstractly socialized, a characteristic of society as a whole entirely separated and alienated from the individual. A post-capitalist overcoming of alienation would involve an internalization of this social determinability on the part of the individual. The generality of production would not produce the generality of exchange value, of money, which is but the alienation of human generality; it would produce human generality and substitutability, not the financial liquidity of exchange value but the social mobility of the multi-faceted individual. Marx writes: ‘[I]n communist society, where nobody has one exclusive sphere of activity… society regulates the general production and thus makes it possible for me to do one thing today and another tomorrow, to hunt in the morning, fish in the afternoon… criticize after dinner… without ever becoming hunter, fisherman… or critic.’

The abstract labour at the basis of the generality and sociality of production does not necessarily involve a rigorous, rigid, and inflexible assignment of labour-roles to individuals. Its very abstraction opens the possibility of substitutability. The point here is that the overcoming of exchange value is not an ‘exorcism’ of the spectrality of différance and the manifestation of the fullness of presence in a humanized sociality, but rather a re-absorption of différance, in the form of an indeterminacy productive of free infinite determinability, into the individual, from whom it had been separated and alienated in the form of exchange value or money.

De-alienation is not a re-establishment of the narcissistic enclosure of metaphysical presence; it is, rather, the manifestation of the free determinability of negative universality within the life of the human individual. Capitalism realizes such universality on a macro-social level, but alienates it from the individual. This alienation involves universal determinability taking the form of the ‘spectrality’ of money and exchange value. For Marx, humanity’s ‘generic being’ is an insubstantial unessential universality, not tied to specificity, which is the basis of its social relationality, but which is alienated from the individual through capitalist social relations and the division of labour, which in turn tie her to specific determinacy.

__________




References





� Marx, K., Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844, trans. Milligan, M., Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1977, p.90.





� Derrida, J., Specters of Marx, trans. Kamuf, P., London: Routledge, 1994, p.170.





� Ibid., p.161.





� Schiller, F., ‘Letters On the Aesthetic Education of Man’, trans. Dahlstrom, D.O., in Schiller, F., Essays, New York: Continuum, 1993, p.146.





� Ibid., pp.145-147.





� Derrida, J., ‘I Have a Taste For the Secret’, trans. Donis, G., in Derrida, J., and Ferraris, M., A Taste for the Secret, Cambridge: Polity, 2001, p.28.





� Derrida, J., Monolingualism of the Other; or, The Prosthesis of Origin, trans. Mensah, P., Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1998.





� Schelling, F.W.J., ‘On the Nature of Philosophy as a Science’, trans. Weigelt, M., in Bubner, R. (ed.), German Idealist Philosophy, London: Penguin, 1997,  p.220.





� Feuerbach, L., ‘The Essence of Christianity’ in Stepelevich, L. (ed.), The Young Hegelians: an Anthology, New Jersey: Humanities Press, 1997, p.130.





� Feuerbach, L., ‘Provisional Theses for the Reformation of Philosophy’ in Stepelevich, L. (ed.), The Young Hegelians: an Anthology, p.168.





� Marx, K., Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844, p.67.





� Ibid., p.68.





� Ibid.





� Wood, A.W., Karl Marx, London: Routledge, 2004, p.17.





� Marx, K., Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844,  p.114.





� Ibid., p.118.





� Marx, K., Capital: Volume 1, trans. Fowkes, B., London: Penguin, 1990, p.618.





� Marx, K., Grundrisse, trans. Nicolaus, M., London: Penguin, 1993, p.162.





� Ibid., p.488.





� Derrida, J., Specters of Marx, p.74.





� Marx, K., Grundrisse, p.296.





� Marx, K., and Engels, F., The German Ideology, New York: International Publishers Co., 1947, p.22.








__________











PAGE  
1

