Morality and desire in Alasdair MacIntyre’s Marxist humanism

Abstract
In his 1958/9 essay ‘Notes from the Moral Wilderness’ Alasdair MacIntyre makes two important suggestions for the development of socialist theory.  Firstly, he argues that moral criticism of existing conditions must be anchored in an account of human needs and desires if it is not to be disarmed by being reduced to the status of a mere expression of personal preference.  Secondly, with (admittedly limited) reference to Marx’s Paris Manuscripts, he suggests that desire need not lead to conflict, since it is possible for human beings to discover that certain ways of sharing human life are indeed what they most desire.  However MacIntyre himself later came to reject this vision.  Not only did he come to reject Marxism, he also argues in both A Short History of Ethics and After Virtue that no account of human nature can play the role required of it by his earlier theorising.
This paper examines the possibilities for defending the kind of account of human nature required by MacIntyre’s earlier work.  Crucially, I examine the liberal charge that the Marxism of the Paris Manuscripts to which MacIntyre appeals is based upon a far too narrow understanding of what it is that human beings desire and neglects the value of other goods such as consumption and personal relationships.  I will attempt to show that the acceptance of the value of a range of goods need not undermine a Marxist account of human nature, even if we cannot reconcile the goals of different human beings as painlessly as MacIntyre once seemed to be suggesting.  Instead I will suggest that although socialism can, and needs to be, justified as a state of affairs that will aid human flourishing, it will also need to learn to deal with sources of conflict that will continue to exist beyond capitalist society.
1. Morality as the satisfaction of desire
The context of MacIntyre’s ‘Notes from the Moral Wilderness’ is a debate about the nature of moral criticism within the first New Left.  In a 1957 article in the New Reasoner E.P. Thompson had sought to reject the Stalinist understanding of morality as a kind of epiphenomenon of economic processes (‘‘a form of erratic, involuntary response to steel-mills and brickyards’
) and instead asserted the relative autonomy of human consciousness and the ability of human beings to engage in moral criticism in the name of truly human values
.  The starting point for MacIntyre’s contribution to the ensuing debate in his 1958/9 article is his agreement that the crude determinism of the Stalinist does indeed rob human beings of their critical powers by submerging the ‘ought’ of morality into the ‘is’ of history and justifying any action that is considered necessary in the cause of historical progress.  However he is just as keen to point out the pitfalls of the moral critic who wins the freedom of moral criticism at the price of impotence, making the ‘ought’ of morality completely external to the ‘is’ of history and ending up reduced to condemning others purely on the basis of his or her own ultimately arbitrarily chosen preference
.
However it is not simply the impotence of the moral critic that concerns MacIntyre.  He argues that for anything to have meaning as an action, rather than a purely physical movement, it must have reference to an identifiable human purpose and that anything that lacks such a purpose falls into the anthropological category of that which is unintelligible, a survival or superstition that may once have related to human reasons but does so no longer
.  His claim is that moral judgments are intelligible in relation to a human purpose, the fulfilment of desire.  This is a connection that he believes was clear in classical Greek philosophy and continued to be maintained within a theistic context in Medieval moral thought.  It is only with the Protestant Reformation that the link with desire is completely severed in favour of a morality based simply on divine commands, a development which, in its turn, is superseded by the purely secular belief that moral injunctions are entirely autonomous commands with no basis in either God or nature
.  Prefiguring his later analysis of the ‘emotivist’ culture of modernity in After Virtue
, he suggests that moral utterances cease to be statements and become something like a nervous cough that we hope will accompany the more impressive of our injunctions
.  
The problem for MacIntyre’s account of morality is that we seem to want ‘many and conflicting things’
.  Indeed it may seem plausible to claim that desire is anarchic and amoral, exactly the thing that needs to be regulated by an external moral code rather than the basis for morals themselves
.  MacIntyre’s response is to reject the understanding of desire inherent in ‘simple hedonism’, something which he suggests is as destructive of moral understanding as a belief in the complete autonomy of morality from desire
.  Instead in his 1960 essay ‘Freedom and Revolution’ he distinguishes between two senses of what it is to get what one wants:

There is the sense in which to get what one wants is to follow and satisfy one’s immediate and short-term impulses; but there is also the sense in which to get what one wants is to attain what will in the long run and at every level in fact satisfy.  Often, to get what one wants in the first sense can stand in the way of getting what one wants in the second sense.

What we desire is therefore bound up with an account of human nature.  But if this is the case we are owed a fuller account of the philosophical anthropology that underlies his claims.

Although we have seen that it is the Greeks who MacIntyre claims have the most coherent account of morality, other than Marx himself it is Hegel not Aristotle who is most in evidence during his Marxist humanist period.  MacIntyre argues that it is from Hegel that Marx inherits the conception of the ‘human essence’ that is striving for realisation, a striving that has been limited in ways that are particular to different forms of society and so never before truly fulfilled
.   Moreover MacIntyre suggests that, for both Hegel and Marx, history is the story of human beings ‘discovering and making a common shared humanity’
.  However for Marx, as for MacIntyre, the coming together of community and individual self-realisation are not to be accomplished by the activity of Spirit but though the more down to earth history of capitalist development and class struggle.  Thus:
The rediscovery of common desire cannot be achieved by introspection, it comes from capitalism placing people in a position where they can ask “What do I really want?” realistically.  ‘And this question can only be answered by a discovery that ‘I want’ and ‘we want’ coincide ...

Crucially, MacIntyre argues, for Marx the discovery and the education of desire is to be achieved in the ‘experience of human equality and unity that is bred in industrial working-class life’
.  To be more specific:  

Capitalism provides a form of life in which men rediscover desire in a number of ways.  They discover above all that what they want most is what they want in common with others; and more than this that a sharing of human life is not just a means to the accomplishment of what they desire, but that certain ways of sharing human life are indeed what they most desire.

MacIntyre illustrates this notion, that what we most want is what we want in common with others, with Marx’s comments in the Paris Manuscripts that, although communist workers may at first come together for the purely instrumental purpose of theory, propaganda and so on, the need of society that begins as simply a means will in time be discovered as an end in itself.  In this context we can discover the point of moral rules not as injunctions independent of desire but as important correctives against short term (perhaps we might add short sighted) selfishness that might prevent us from releasing our desires.  
What MacIntyre does not do in any of the articles of his Marxist humanist period is to make fully explicit the reasons why human beings can be satisfied in this way through their relationships with others and why the satisfaction of this desire requires social transformation.  To fill out this account we must therefore turn to the main text cited by MacIntyre, the Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844, and its discussion of ‘species being’.  Marx suggests that the distinctive feature of human beings, as opposed to other animals, is that humans are not one with their life activity and instead can look upon themselves as a ‘universal and therefore free being’
, this is a capacity that is tied up with our self-conscious, self reflective nature
.  Thus he claims that ‘free conscious activity constitutes the species-character of man’
.  The proof of this conscious species being is to be found in human beings’ practical creation of an objective world, the fashioning of inorganic nature in a manner that is freed from the restrictions of immediate needs that drive the nest building and food gathering of other animals
.  
Even as capitalism brings human beings together and increases their creative powers, it also alienates human beings from their species being.  Their lack of control over their work turns it into a loss of self when it could have been a means of self-expression
.  It can only therefore be a means to satisfy needs outside itself and so takes on an alien character that is demonstrated by the fact that it is ‘shunned like the plague’ in the absence of compulsion
.  Instead: 

man (the worker) feels that he is acting freely only in his animal functions – eating, drinking and procreating, or at most in his dwelling and adornment – while in his human functions he is nothing more than an animal.

It also leads to estrangement between human beings since:
Every self-estrangement of man from himself and nature is manifested in the relationship he sets up between other men and himself and nature.

We are therefore confronted with the two faced reality of bourgeois society that contains ‘both the promise of greatly enlarged freedom and the denial of that freedom’
.  
2. The problem of pluralism

By the time that MacIntyre came to publish A Short History of Ethics in 1966 he had already come to reject the foundations for his previous defence of Marxist humanism.  Within this text Marx’s work is treated not providing us with a way out of the moral wilderness but rather as stressing the possible role of morality as a form of ideological manipulation invoking ‘an authority which no longer exists’ in order to ‘mask the sanctions of social coercion’
.  Moreover MacIntyre’s emphasis is now on the difficulties we face coming to a coherent moral perspective given our inheritance of a plurality of moral perspectives in which ‘Aristotelianism, primitive Christian simplicity, the puritan ethic, the aristocratic ethic of consumption, and the traditions of democracy and socialism have all left their mark upon our moral vocabulary’
.   Between these different moral perspectives and between any of these perspectives and ‘those who stand outside all of them’ incommensurability is now the rule with no impersonal standard to which it is possible to appeal
.  As he suggests:

Conceptual conflict is endemic in our situation, because of the depth of our moral conflicts.  Each of us therefore has to choose both with whom we wish to be morally bound and by what ends, rules, and virtues we wish to be guided … I must choose for myself with whom I am to be morally bound.
 
If it is possible to appeal to more than the mere assertion of our will then MacIntyre believes it is because we have resources from our ‘social past’, a ‘form of life’ that gives me some basis for choosing.  Given the fragmentation of moral perspectives that he himself has highlighted it is difficult to see how this helps, a problem that would continue to undermine his later account of the role of ‘tradition’
.  What is clear is that he does not think that we can appeal to an account of human nature to provide any sort of guide:   
Nor can I look to human nature as a neutral standard, asking which form of social and moral life will give to it the most adequate expression.  For each form of life carries with it its own picture of human nature.  The choice of a form of life and the choice of a view of human nature go together.

The notion that our ideas about human nature are simply a component of a self-contained conceptual scheme which is incommensurable to other such schemes raises huge problems, problems that I believe fatally undermine the value of MacIntyre’s later work
.  However even if we do not accept the idea that ‘forms of life’ can be the basis of such incommensurability the defence of a philosophical anthropology is far from a simple matter.
Another, and in my view more convincing, way of formulating the challenge to a Marxist account of human flourishing would be to point instead to the diversity of forms of human flourishing that can be available within rather than between different ‘forms of life’.  This is the problem of value pluralism as interpreted by philosophers like Isaiah Berlin.  Berlin argues that because ‘the ends of men are many, and not all of them are in principle compatible with each other, then the possibility of conflict – and of tragedy – can never wholly be eliminated from human life, either personal or social’
.  He argues that it is the failure to acknowledge both pluralism and the necessity of tragedy that is responsible more than any other attitude ‘for the slaughter of individuals on the altars of the great historical ideals’ as rationalists seek a ‘final solution’ to the recalcitrant nature of human existence
.  This failure can, he believes, be seen at work in a rationalist strand in Western thought that can be traced from Plato through to the ‘last disciples of Hegel or Marx’ which rejects his pessimistic conclusion as ‘a piece of crude empiricism’, an ‘abdication before brute facts’ which reason must indignantly reject as it seeks to put everything into a coherent system
.  Seen from this perspective the project of Marxist humanism cannot be realised and the attempt to do so will inevitably end badly.
Berlin’s attempt to depict Marx as an authoritarian thinker who believed in the ‘incurable stupidity’ of the ‘uncomprehending flock’ of humanity
 lacks credibility and is not even integrated with Berlin’s own occasional acknowledgement of Marx’s commitment to what Hal Draper terms ‘socialism from below’
, the very Marxist tradition with which the younger MacIntyre unambiguously identified his own thought
.  However even if Berlin’s depiction of Marxism as intrinsically elitist is unfair that does not mean that he is also wrong to suggest that a Marxist humanist philosophical anthropology might be undone by the fact of pluralism.  To consider how this might be so it will be useful to consider the criticism of Marxism made by another liberal thinker, Will Kymlicka.
In his discussion of communist approaches to justice, Kymlicka considers the Marxist concern with alienation as a form of perfectionist critique of the manner in which private property inhibits the development of our most important capacities
.  However he argues that even if we accept that unalienated work is valuable, it is far from clear that it should always have priority over other goods such as leisure pursuits, the value of consumption or the value of time spent with family and friends
.  All things being equal we might like to have unalienated work and to have access to all these things, but things are not always equal.  Even if we don’t accept Kymlicka’s suggestion that alienated work may be far more productive and so allow more consumption opportunities, we can agree that our time is limited and we will have to make decisions about what to pursue and what to neglect.  If we have to make a choice it is possible to imagine circumstances in which we would reasonably give priority to unalienated work, for example when we compare it to the kind of unfulfilling consumption of possessive individualism and a pointless race to keep up with the Joneses.  But, Kymlicka asks, why must there be anything pathological about ‘a music-lover wanting expensive stereo equipment, and being willing to perform alienated labour to acquire it’?    Similarly a tennis player who substitutes productive work for extra hours of practice or the parent who forgoes creative work to be with her children will have rejected Marx’s single minded focus on production but have surely not done anything wrong.  Indeed in seeming to give productive work such an overwhelming priority over reproduction Kymlicka charges Marx with sexism in neglecting an important aspect of women’s experience as not essentially human but rather ‘natural’ and even ‘animal’
.
From Kymlicka’s perspective the overriding value placed on unalienated work by Marx therefore seems to be clearly unreasonable.  He even suggests that Marx’s argument is simply based on speculative taxonomy, the attempt to decide what is good for human beings through biological classification and the search for features that are possessed exclusively by our species 
.
3. The importance of self-realisation
A defence of the value of the Marxist ethic is given by Jon Elster.  In ‘Self-realisation in work and politics: the Marxist conception of the good life’ Elster defends the superiority of activities embodying self-realisation over consumption.  Elster clarifies what he means by self-realisation by way of a list of examples: 
Here is a list of some activities that can lend themselves to self-realisation: playing tennis, playing piano, playing chess, making a table, cooking a meal, developing software for computers, constructing the Watts Towers, juggling with a chain saw, acting as a human mannequin, writing a book, contributing to the discussion in a political assembly, bargaining with an employer, trying to prove a mathematical theorem, working a lathe, fighting a battle, doing embroidery, organising a political campaign and building a boat.

What is important about these things is that they are not (or do not have to be) boring drudgery, they are defined by a further goal, and that they are externalised in some significant sense.  He has two arguments for the central importance of such activities in our pursuit of the good.  Firstly he puts forward a welfarist argument that activities involving self-realisation tend to have a high start up cost but that this is off set over time by economies of scale of increasing satisfaction, something that can be directly contrasted with the diminishing marginal utility of consumption
.  There are, of course, forms of self-actualising consumption, such as learning to appreciate poetry, that share the increasing returns that are possible with self-realisation
.  However Elster argues that self-realisation can still be said to rank above such activities by way of the Hegelian argument that human beings are crucially concerned with self-esteem, something that cannot be gained by the ‘beautiful soul’ that does not make itself part of the public domain through its creations
.

oHohhOJJhOThe first problem raised by Elster’s discussion is that it seems to suggest that it is quite possible to pursue self-realisation outside of the context of productive activity or the world of ‘work’ more generally.  G. A. Cohen seems to suggest that the kind of harmony of the individual and society within a communist society could be understood by analogy with a jazz band in which each player seeks his own fulfilment as a musician, the precondition of which is the success of the band as a whole giving us a community of producers.  The listeners in this story, those ‘less talented people’ who ‘obtain some satisfaction not from playing but from listening’ and whose presence further enhances the fulfilment of the band’s members, are those people engaged in consumption
.  Rather than such a predictable harmony between the needs of consumers and producers we seem to have a more confusing picture where self-realisation can be achieved outside of production and so be more difficult to reconcile with the overall needs of society.  
However although this is an important consideration, perhaps we should be careful not to exaggerate the extent to which self-realisation can be achieved outside of work.  In this vein Sean Sayers reminds us that the demoralising effects of unemployment and the ‘crucial and perhaps unparalleled psychological role in the formation of self-esteem, identity, and a sense of order’
.  Returning to one of MacIntyre’s themes, he also stresses the manner in which modern work is a social activity that takes people out of their homes and puts them in contact with others
.

However even if we concede a central role for work in self-realisation it could be argued that the harmony of the jazz band starts to disintegrate in other ways.  One problem is the need to take full account of the very real value of consumption.  As Elster points out elsewhere, in Making Sense of Marx, the value of self-realisation in production must in some sense depend on there being a very real value in consumption
.  That there is a great deal of value to consumption, both in its passive and active self-actualising forms, need not present a problem if what we are maintaining is not that a flourishing human life must always be completely focused on self-realisation but that it must have some opportunity for recognition and satisfactions involved.  The problem that now presents itself is that by itself this observation sets no boundary for the valid pursuit of music appreciation or personal relationships in relation to self-realising activities, let alone productive self-realising activities.  Reasonable people would surely be capable of disagreeing on this and would require a way of negotiating the satisfaction of their desires which do not always neatly dovetail with those of others.   
4. Conclusion: socialism and the resolution of conflict

Commenting on Berlin’s construal of Marx as an apostle of the myth of a final harmony in which ‘all riddles are solved, all contradictions reconciled’, Cohen comments that the historical materialist prediction of the end to class antagonisms is not a forecast for heaven on earth and does leave room for antagonisms, misery and tragedy
.  We have seen one possible source for antagonism, reasonable pluralism in the value that people place upon different forms of self-realisation, personal relationships and forms of consumption (both self-actualising and passive).  This does not amount to a Hobbesian vision of the disruptive nature of desire, but it will require methods of coordination to ensure that the justification of socialism in terms of human fulfilment does not lead to unmanageable forms of disruption or the oppressive imposition of socially approved ways of flourishing.  Rather than simply decree that self-realisation in the workplace has priority over all other goals we need to consider how producers and consumers can present their cases to one another and negotiate a reasonable compromise between the conflicting goods that can be achieved while replacing market forces with the relationships based on community.
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