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Part 1 of a longer paper
What Marx really thought about Class: 

It’s Not Only Bourgeois Pigs that are the Problem

By J. Cohan
“Wrong life cannot be lived rightly”





—Theodor Adorno, Minima Moralia

Sartre called Marxism the “untranscendable horizon” of all modern intellectual work. Is this still the case for us today? One would think not—after all, for a generation voices on both Left and Right have danced triumphantly on the grave of Marxism. Whether “totalistic” or “totalitarian” what was clear was that it had outlived its usefulness. As capitalism reveals once more the depths of the chaos into which it sends humanity spiraling, as both the Right and the Left (such as it is) face a world to which they are deeply ill-equipped to respond—we, like Sartre, commence our “Return to Marx,” a gesture each generation is likely to repeat until the fundamental problems Marx posed have been solved—not in theory, but in practice. As long as there is capitalism, there will be Marxism.

I would like to propose one theme that should concern us in this intellectual and political project to come. It is not only the analysis of the "organic composition of capital” (as important as this is) that the study of Marx calls for. Most important, in my mind, is to query the impetus, the driving aim, of Marx’s critique. The particulars of Marx’s formulation become sensible when the overall project of which they are a part is clarified. 

In this spirit, then, I would like to offer some provisional reflections on a concept central to Marx’s thought, whose formal analysis he left tantalizingly incomplete at the end of the manuscript of Capital Volume 3—social class. And I want to begin with simple, almost naïve questions: Why does it concern Marx so? Is it something on which Marx had something useful and original to say?  

I do think Marx understood class in a way radically different from his bourgeois predecessors (whom he recognized as being the forerunners of “class analysis”) and many of his successors, some of whom even lay claim to his legacy. It is the relationship of class to freedom—or, more precisely, social class understood as a universal form of social compulsion or “human alienation”—that explains its centrality in Marx. And it is the will and the capacity to overcome this deepest of socially created unfreedoms, truly visible and transcendable for the first time in capitalism, that is the standard by which we should judge the theory and practice of our day. There is a reason Marx saw the “dictatorship of the proletariat” as “itself constitut[ing] no more than a transition to the abolition of all classes and to a classless society.”
 The abolition of classes themselves, rather than fulfilling the interests of an oppressed group, or even bringing “power to the people,” is the core of Marx’s treatment of class; class itself is the unfreedom to be transcended and overcome.

In this first section of a larger paper, I will analyze the relationship between class and freedom for Marx—particularly Marx’s conviction that “class” was a way of describing the unfreedom not only of the “lower” class, but of all those involved in the relationship. In the forthcoming second part, with the purpose of his use of class in mind, we will undertake to comprehend why Marx chooses to examine the classes he does. Why did Marx care so much about the proletariat? What about the other classes that grace his pages from time to time? Finally, we will end with a brief discussion about the relationship between class and the politics of overcoming capitalism—i.e. why Marx thought class was not only descriptively important for understanding capitalism, but pointed to its possible transcendence.

Class as Collective Unfreedom

If all of history has been a class struggle of “oppressor against oppressed,” as the Communist Manifesto puts it, it seems relatively straightforward that Marx’s use of class is designed in sympathy with and as a partisan gesture towards the oppressed. This kind of “analysis from the bottom,” as it were, is how many understand Marx’s use of the term class. Erik Olin Wright, who has done extensive work trying to understand and specify the range of this category, is a typical example. He insists that the fundamental difference between Marxian and other forms of class analysis is that Marx is concerned with understanding the domination of the workers and the potential for their emancipation. I would be the last to deny that the degradation of the proletariat is not writ large in Marx’s works—reading through the chapters on “so-called Primitive Accumulation” in Capital one experiences the bile Marx had reserved for the capacity for calumny that the ruling classes have developed into a science over the course of millennia. But is this all there is to it?

I think that domination of one class by another is not what essentially characterized Marx’s theory of class—and that understanding this as the core of his critique can have real debilitating consequences for politics. I present my first evidence in the form of a passage in Marx and Engels’ early work, The Holy Family: “The possessing class and the proletarian class represent one and the same human self-alienation.”
 Nor is this a mere early exercise in Hegelese, to be excised later. In his unpublished “sixth chapter” of Volume 1 of Capital, written twenty years later, Marx puts it clearly, mimicking the language of The Holy Family and evincing that he still holds to this fundamental perspective—“The self-valorization of capital—the creation of surplus value—is therefore the determining, dominating, and overriding purpose of the capitalist; it is the absolute motive and content of his activity…which makes it plain that the capitalist is just as enslaved by the relationships of capitalism as is his opposite pole, the worker, albeit in a quite different manner.”

The domination of the capitalist over the worker ought to be seen as symptomatic of an even deeper malady—and if there is anything that is true of Marx’s method, it is his unwillingness to rest with the immediate. When he went deeper, to understand the true import of class, Marx was able to analyze capitalism in terms of a universal alienation—experienced differently (and antagonistically) by the different classes, but expressing the same underlying unfreedom. Steven Lukes puts this well: “Of course, Marx attributed a number of ills to capitalism: among them class domination and exploitation, waste of resources and energies, irrationality, inefficiency, poverty, degradation, and misery. ‘Alienation,’ however, captures these factors—particularly acute under capitalism—that constitute unfreedom, and whose abolition would constitute human emancipation.”


In the Communist Manifesto, Marx and Engels have this to say about the Utopian Socialists:

In the formation of their plans, they are conscious of caring chiefly for the interests of the working class, as being the most suffering class. Only from the point of view of being the most suffering class does the proletariat exist for them.

Now, Marx and Engels were here in part addressing their distaste for any programme that laid claim to the possibility of change by formula gifted to the working class. We will see later that the capacity of a class to overthrow the current order of society depends, for Marx, precisely on its “maturing” in the course of struggle. Therefore, the setting and working towards political goals is an essential element towards making the proletariat capable—and ultimately “worthy”—of leading the charge toward a new society. 


But Marx and Engels were also addressing a real difference between thinking about class that takes Marx’s critique as a point of departure and other attempts to think through class and the modern world. Let me risk a polemical statement: fundamentally, Marx was not concerned with the suffering of the proletariat. Marx is not passionless about the proletariat’s plight—no one making real political commitments as he did could be. However, his sympathy for the proletariat was ancillary to his fundamental concern in his analyses and his politics, which marks him as profoundly different from the populist critiques of class that surround us today. The litany of miseries is not the sole purpose of Capital—he might have spent more time with the truly “marginal,” the lumpenproletariat, whom Bakunin would later proclaim as the “truest” revolutionary force. No, it is not just an attention to suffering; it is what that suffering reveals about modern society as a whole, even human society thus far, and how that society might be changed. 


Marx and Engels make a rather odd statement in their unpublished, but seminal work, The German Ideology: “the division between the personal and the class individual, the accidental nature of the conditions of life for the individual, appears only with the emergence of the class, which is itself a product of the bourgeoisie.”
 We’ll return to the beginning in a moment; first, let’s take a moment to be struck by the oddity of the formulation that class is a product of the bourgeoisie. Don’t we find out only a few years later that the “history of all hitherto existing societies is the history of class struggle?”
 This seems to suggest that class significantly predated the capitalist mode of production—and we know that in later analyses Marx and Engels repeatedly use class as a concept that applies perfectly well to understanding other, pre-capitalist, societies. We might chalk it up to a youthful indiscretion, repudiated in later work. But there’s more to it, I think. 

Marx and Engels mention this quote in trying to understand the particular form “freedom” takes in modern bourgeois society. What they mean by the “division between the personal and the class individual” is that for the first time in history, one’s class appears as incidental to one’s character. Before capitalism, one’s role in social production was stamped from birth on one’s character and was seen as integral to what it meant to be a human being—in their words: “a nobleman always remains a nobleman, a commoner always a commoner…a quality inseparable from his individuality.”
 Of course, it is relatively uncontroversial for even a non-Marxist now to admit that this relationship is a social one. We might take it a step further and say that it was a form of fetishism that made it appear part of the “natural order.”


The deeper question being asked here, though, concerns the conditions of possibility for this kind of knowledge about the “accidental” character of social relationships—why is it that we can all be convinced now that class is “merely” social? Marx and Engels are interested in a materialist account of our conceptions of the world, how thoughts are related to the socioeconomic world in which they arise. So what forms of human life allow them to see class as opposed to the “self”? On their account it is in capitalism, due to competition and the increasing atomization of the individual, that class appears for the first time as an incidental aspect of the human personality, as something that is non-essential and stands outside and against the person. 


Of course, this is one of typical ideological illusions of the bourgeoisie. And The German Ideology specifies how this illusion can affect the working-class: “Thus, in imagination, individuals seem freer under the dominance of the bourgeoisie than before, because their conditions of life seem accidental; in reality, of course, they are less free, because they are more subjected to the violence of things.”
 But even this formulation reveals that there is some truth in this conception. The way in which bourgeois society conceals class relationships under some accident of the individual personality allows for the recognition that these relationships are in fact not natural or built into the human character. The abstract domination of capitalism, “the violence of things,” creates the phenomenal basis for the misunderstanding that class has already disappeared and that it is only individual peculiarities that govern the social world. But it also creates the possibility for a critical analysis that, noting that class and human personality are indeed separate, can point to class itself—not just this or that distribution of roles in production, but that distribution as such—for the first time as a deep political problem.


The method here is highly reminiscent of the Marx of the much-debated “Method of Political Economy” section of the Grundrisse. Marx notes that the category “labour” in its simplicity, “labour as such,” that Adam Smith first characterizes as the source of value, represents a remarkable advance for understanding human social life. Yet Marx is not content merely to praise Smith’s insight (though he does)—instead, he examines how it is only in capitalist society with a particularly developed form of labour that this category can be thought at all. “Not only the category, labour, but labour in reality has here become the means of creating wealth in general and has ceased to be organically linked to individuals in any specific form.”
 It is the development of real human labour, such that workers can move between productive activities with relative ease (indeed, they are forced to at times of crisis or technological development) that conditions the discovery of the category “labour” and makes it available as a conceptual and political problem. 

So too with class. In the experiential atomization of life in capitalism, class comes to appear for the first time as a form of unfreedom, as something that impinges on the unique character of the individual. Of course, the bourgeoisie think that they have dealt with this problem with the slogan “equality of opportunity.” Marx’s attempt to really resolve the problem of class begins first with insight into the fact that it is now thinkable—and it is the bourgeoisie’s occasional rude awakenings to the fact of their being a class, either in class struggle or bankruptcy, as Marx and Engels put it, that continually demonstrate that this form of unfreedom, now comprehensible, has not in fact disappeared in capitalist society. “Human anatomy contains a key to the anatomy of the ape,” Marx says, trying to depict the “backwards” clarification a new concept can have.
 Capitalism makes “class” understandable in full for the first time—and also eliminable.


This opposition between the person and what I will call “class imperatives”—the interests, capacities, and behaviors generated by the very fact of belonging to a class—is what Marx characterizes so memorably in the Preface to A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy, as the social antagonisms characteristic of “prehistory.”


The bourgeois relations of production are the last antagonistic form of the social process of production — antagonistic not in the sense of individual antagonisms, but of one arising from the social conditions of life of the individuals; at the same time the productive forces developing in the womb of bourgeois society create the material conditions for the solution of that antagonism. This social formation brings, therefore, the prehistory of society to a close.

These “social antagonisms,” conflicting interests and consequent behaviors, are driven not by the structure of human society as such— prehistory is the era of class struggle. They are instead driven by the fact that, with the onset of a social surplus, such that some (but not all) human beings have the capacity to free themselves from the production process, from (non-human) labour, the class struggle becomes the struggle over who has the right to be free. The exploitation relationship is most horrific in that what is being stolen is fundamentally not just some portion of the surplus that “should” have gone to the person toiling to produce it—it is that in the class relationship the freedom of one is conditioned on the unfreedom of the other. When we say that a class relationship, as Andrew Levine points out in his Arguing for Socialism, means control over the capacity to act due to the concentration of resources and the power they generate in the hands of the few—what we are essentially saying is that control over production is equal to the increased capacity for freedom.  This is indeed why historical materialism “comes to the conclusion that all forms and products of consciousness cannot be dissolved by mental criticism, by resolution into “self-consciousness” or transformation into “apparitions,” “spectres,” “fancies,” etc. but only by the practical overthrow of the actual social relations which gave rise to this idealistic humbug.”
 

This seems to bring us back full circle to the claim that the upper class does just fine in class societies and that Marx’s fundamental interest is in defending the losers in the struggle for freedom. But why did this struggle for freedom exist in the first place? Given Marx’s hostility to moralistic explanations overall, we know it can’t merely be some nasty, greedy individuals (a la Rousseau) who usurped the masses out of spite and created the foundation for millennia of unfreedom. Instead, human beings are seen as responding in certain ways to the possibilities that their productive forces (or “productive powers” as Derek Sayer helpfully re-translates the term) offer them. When the capacity for some to be free first arose, when human beings became true human beings insofar as they are producing more than that necessary for survival, this freedom was by necessity restricted to a few. Human beings did not have the productive powers to produce abundance for all—freedom would be had by some or by none. 

This creates an interesting paradox. Insofar as those who won the class struggle could be free, they could only be free by compelling those who lost not to be free. And they could only “share the wealth” insofar as they gave up the capacity to be fully human that was now revealing itself. A mug’s game for sure, a choice that shows the contradictory character of the supposed “freedom” of the upper classes from the very beginning. A member of the ruling class might be a wonderful human being—kind, gentle, loving—but that person also plays a “class role” in which he has definitive interests that clash directly with those of the surplus-producer. In capitalism, we know this as “business is business.” Rather than thinking that bourgeois society is the first time in which politics and economics have really been separated, and the quasi-objective (to use Moishe Postone’s term) logic of production rules over even the dominant class—might it be that in development alienation (like with “labour” and “class”) takes on a qualitatively new form in capitalism, but reveals something characteristic about all “prehistory” as such?


Indeed, might this not be one way to understand Marx’s controversial dialectic between the productive powers and the relations of production? Insofar as the ruling class will want to extend its freedom, to live farther and farther away from the call of necessity, it will develop the capacity of society to produce a surplus. But insofar as it can only be free as long as it remains in the role of an oppressor class, it must limit the extent to which it revolutionizes the organization of humans and technologies in production. The ruling classes must be progressive to some degree to increase their capacity for freedom. However, they must also be conservative, resisting any inroads on their unfair share of the surplus as if it were an assault on their life, or they would cease to be what they are—free. And this is the contradiction, the fetter of the social relations on the productive powers, which ultimately forces a class conflict to erupt, as there are others who could benefit from the increased possibilities for freedom available under a new mode of production. Again we see an unfreedom in freedom. 


And then of course there is the mental unfreedom—the ruling class can only remain a ruling class insofar as it does not understand how it arose and that it is transitory. This is a fetishism that is produced in its most acute form in capitalist society (I will not go into the phenomenal causes of commodity fetishism here, though I recommend Norman Geras’ penetrating short study “Essence and Appearance: Aspects of Fetishism in Marx’s Capital for a lucid interpretation), but that is characteristic of class society as such. Alfred Sohn-Rethel, an associate of the Frankfurt School, characterizes this ideological “forgetting” and its relation to the development of science as “purely abstract” as rooted in the commodity form and its growth to increasing prominence in social production, until its final complete domination through the commodification of labour in capitalist society. Yet he might have included as well the influence of class society on the misapprehensions of the ruling class and the constitutive blindspots they possess—Marx and Engels put it thusly in The German Ideology “Division of labour only becomes truly such from the moment when a division of material and mental labour appears. (The first form of ideologists, priests, is concurrent.) From this moment onwards consciousness can really flatter itself that it is something other than consciousness of existing practice, that it really represents something without representing something real; from now on consciousness is in a position to emancipate itself from the world and to proceed to the formation of “pure” theory, theology, philosophy, ethics, etc.”

Perhaps it is inevitable that when one uses the term freedom, so tied to the liberal tradition, one ends up descending to their most infamous tactic—the “origin story,” speculating about the beginnings of human history. So let me return to the always central object of analysis and action for Marx—capitalist productive powers and social relations. This general character of class throughout human prehistory becomes most salient in capitalism because capitalism is in a strange sense the full development of the unfreedom that has always characterized the ruling class, but that most definitively fetishizes the relationships involved. I want to point to some of the more specific ways in which, in capitalist relations of production, where human beings’ domination by their production is taken to a new level of obfuscation, where humanity, even as the potential for liberation becomes most universal, becomes the servant of things, Marx sees the capitalist as unfree. Rather than controlling their own and others’ destiny, the capitalists must be understood as also victims of the anonymous dynamic that characterizes the productive relations of capitalism. I will adduce several examples from his mature work, Capital Volume 1, to illustrate that this is not an early abstraction, but a persistent analytical achievement in Marx’s work.

In his preface to the first edition of Capital, Marx advises the reader to be aware that he is referring to the various characters of the book as “bearers” of economic relations. At first this seems like a methodological caveat—Marx is simply generalizing how capitalists behave to understand a certain dynamic that is inadequately grasped at the level of individual consciousness. Yet already in this preface, we are alerted to there being a deeper implication of this methodology. Capitalists, he says, may in fact be fine people—we may wonder if it is his collaborator, friend, and bankroller Friedrich Engels to whom he refers here. They do not bear individual responsibility for their actions, as

individuals are dealt with here only in so far as they are the personifications of economic categories, the bearers [Träger] of particular class-relations and interests. My standpoint, from which the development of the economic formation of society is viewed as a process of natural history, can less than any other make the individual responsible for relations whose creature he remains, socially speaking, however much he may subjectively raise himself above them.
 

They are creatures of the relations and compelled to act as they do. What becomes ever more apparent in capitalism is that where even “powerful” agents seem to be acting out of their own volition, they are in fact responding to and attempting to reign in for their own benefit, a dynamic outside of their control, the real protagonist or “dominant subject” of the process—capital.

Marx makes this explicit in several locations in the book, making it clear that this is no simple methodological assumption, but an actual operating factor in capitalist production. “But what appears in the miser as the mania of an individual is in the capitalist the effect of a social mechanism in which he is merely a cog…it compels him to keep extending his capital.”
  The capitalist, Marx says is “capital personified. His soul is the soul of capital.”
 Note the similarity to a passage in Marx’s 1844 Paris Manuscripts: “Capital, in its turn, is able to rule the capitalist himself.”

The capitalist identifies herself with the growth of capital, and thus sees this unfreedom as her personal liberty and a sign of virility and strength. This commodity fetishism only substitutes the strength of capital for the strength of human beings. This all goes to show the speciousness of the “hard line” drawn between the early and late Marx (and I hope we can finally lay this controversy to rest) when these statements from Capital are compared to this in The Holy Family: “But the [capitalist] feels satisfied and affirmed in this self-alienation, experiences this alienation as a sign of its own power, and possesses in it the appearance of a human existence.”
 Max Horkheimer has a lovely parable in his book Dawn, “The Little Man and the Philosophy of Freedom,” where he makes much the same point. A businessman is approached by an acquaintance for a job. He’d like to help, he says, but he can’t. Business is bad—it’s objectively impossible. Horkheimer goes on to point out that “the businessman is subject to laws which neither he nor anyone else nor any power with such a mandate created with purpose and deliberation. They are the laws which the big capitalists and perhaps he himself skillfully make use of but whose existence must be accepted as a fact.”
 We will return to the moral of this story later—it will directly concern the fetishistic and therefore political aspect of this unfreedom.

Another example of Marx’s treatment of capitalists as themselves alienated, as themselves reacting to a dynamic outside of their control, is Marx’s phrase the “coercive laws of competition.”
 So much like his jottings on the worker in his early Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844, Marx speaks of the capitalist as “confronted” by his own activity as if it is something wholly external to him. It is not the evil intentions of the capitalist against which a socialist should counterpose himself. Marx’s theory of capital is so powerful because it suggests a dynamic by which the pursuit of profit, the development of technology, the exertion of greater control, and the squeezing of every last bit of work out of the laborer are necessary for a capitalist to be a capitalist. Marx, though he may lampoon their cowardice, is not moralistically criticizing the people who become capitalists—his critique concerns the fact that we live in a society organized around this productive relationship. Marx does not analyze the individual capitalist’s motivations because the capitalist is just as unfree as the proletariat. The capitalist just looks at her servitude as freedom—while the worker may recognize it for what it is.

An interesting case study is Marx’s reference to Josiah Wedgwood, grandfather of Charles Darwin. Marx very frequently punctures the bloated self-ascriptions of piety and “abstinence” that accompany capitalists’ self-descriptions. However, he offers Wedgwood, “the inventor of modern pottery, and himself a worker by origin” every benefit of the doubt.
 Wedgwood and several other capitalists express a desire to mitigate or eliminate the worst evils of factory life—child labor, long hours, etc. Wedgwood is thus in some sense trying to actually change the relationship between himself and his workers—he is trying to be free. But Wedgwood is just as constricted by the “laws” of exploitation as anyone else—he needs to produce a maximum of surplus value in order to “remain in the game.” 

Marx believes these industrialists’ petition when it says “much as we deplore the evils before mentioned, it would not be possible to prevent them by any scheme of agreement between the manufacturers…Taking all these points into consideration, we have come to the conviction that some legislative enactment is wanted.”
 Marx describes the odd dynamic, whereby Wedgwood and other capitalists appeal to the state to curb the working day, as the capitalists themselves are unable to curb their compulsions to eke out more surplus value. The capitalists must act collectively to adjust any “ground rules,” because as individuals they are reliant upon each other and upon their mutual compulsion. The capitalist’s freedom to shower his workers with riches, in the admittedly rare instances in which he would desire to do so, is hedged in by the compulsion he faces to “keep up” with his fellow capitalists. 

Is it any wonder that capitalists tend, then, to behave with ruthless greed? For the saintly individual capitalist there are frequent difficulties and disincentives; at the very least, what he giveth with one hand, he must taketh away with the other.
 The capitalist, as well as the worker, must be bound to a society characterized by deep antagonism, to which he may offer small resistances or adjustments but whose fundamental coordinates are in a very real way outside of his control. His dominance is a sham; his power nothing but his toadying to the “laws” of economics over which he has no control. Like Shen Teh in Brecht’s The Good Person of Szechwan, the capitalist is not to blame for that fact that one cannot be good in a bad world.


To describe this situation, I want to extend the recently departed G.A. Cohen’s concept of “collective unfreedom,” which he uses to characterize the character of the proletariat in production. Cohen coins the term to rigorously approach the Marxist claim of whether or not workers are forced to sell their labor. For Cohen, collective unfreedom characterizes proletarian life both because there are more people in the working class than there are exits out of it into other classes, and anyone taking an exit must block someone else’s exit out of the class. Proletarians are thus free to leave the proletariat on condition that others do not do so. But if a claim were made in solidarity for them all to be free—this could not be countenanced.
 


This “collective unfreedom” can be widened to describe the situation wherein capitalists, the proletariat, and any of the “subsidiary classes” bound up in their orbit (we will discuss these in more detail later), are unfree because of their existence as the collectives they are. Similar to the proletariat all capitalists cannot exit their class roles—we saw with Wedgwood how difficult it is for even one to do so voluntarily. More generally, agents are forced to behave antagonistically towards one another, some at the bottom, some at the top, because of a particular—and unnecessary—organization of human society. And those antagonisms are generated and maintained in the service of the “hungry god” of capital, which Marx characterizes variously as a vampire, a werewolf, a pimp, and more.
 This is the collective unfreedom of the proletarian and for the capitalist—it is the existence of classes themselves. This understanding of class itself as a form of unfreedom, indeed, is a much simpler counter to the right-wing arguments Cohen wishes to refute. Rising “up the class ladder” is not freedom at all—it is just getting a cell with a better view.


Whereas in previous orders of society it may seem as if it is the exercise of political power, a certain freedom beyond the economic realm, that marks out the ruling class, it becomes increasingly clear
 that in capitalism power comes with a necessary relation to the economy that generates certain kinds of behaviors in social actors. The understanding that class is a form of unfreedom for the whole of humanity is now possible for the proletariat. For Marx “when the proletariat wins victory, it by no means becomes the absolute side of society, for it wins victory only by abolishing itself and its opposite. Both the proletariat itself and its conditioning opposite—private property—disappear with the victory of the proletariat.”
 Marx’s politics is not sympathetic with the bourgeoisie, certainly, but it is not designed to be merely in sympathy with the “oppressed” either. Marx’s analysis attempts to root out a form of unfreedom that has persisted throughout human history—social antagonism constructed around productive relations and the struggle over the social surplus—and bring it, and the relationships thus far pertaining between humans and nature and between humans and one another to a close. 


It’s a shame that I don’t have more time to continue the paper, because of course the real heft of the analysis is Marx’s characterization of the class he cared much more about—the proletariat and the goal of his politics—the end of class society. Very schematically—in later parts of the paper, I discuss the importance of the concept of relationality and “essential relations” for Marx’s understanding of class—and demonstrate this by using a passage in Theories of Surplus-Value to resolve the odd paradox with his widespread dichotomic conception of the “major” classes of capitalism (proletariat and bourgeoisie) versus that of Capital Volume 3, where he uses Adam Smith’s three major classes—the bourgeoisie, proletariat and landowners. Given this essential quality, I then go on to discuss the characteristics of the proletariat that point to political possibility and why other classes—like the lumpenproletariat, the peasantry, intellectuals, and others—do not share them. I compare Marx’s conception of class to our notion of personhood—the child being a person, but not a full person yet, having room to mature to achieve her full potential is likened to Marx’s differentiation between the “class in itself” and the “class for itself.” I use these concepts of class as unfreedom and maturation to try to undo the dichotomization between the objective and subjective in defining class, pointing out that the objectivity is the element of “unfreedom” the relationship contains, while the subjectivity is the openness to “maturation.” This way we avoid both quietist determinism and nominalistic voluntarism when thinking about class. 


The proletariat, then, is for Marx both essential for understanding the unique character and reproducibility of capitalism and (partly because of this centrality) the only class capable of leading to the overcoming of class society, this deep and structural form of unfreedom whose profound nature we can now understand for the first time. Indeed, an analysis based on the goal of transcending the universal alienation of class society helps one reach this conclusion in a way that playing the “who is most oppressed” game (the trendy theory of “intersectionality” takes this to perhaps its most absurd conclusion) cannot. As Marx and Engels put it, again in The Holy Family, “Within the antagonism as a whole, therefore, private property represents the conservative side, and the proletariat the destructive side. From the former comes action aimed at preserving the antagonism; from the latter, action aimed at its destruction.”
 On the basis of the more extended argument Marx gives for the proletariat being the only class capable of this transformation, I then critique the many varieties of “post-proletarian politics” for their incapacity to offer convincing alternatives to a road past the class unfreedom. 


In closing, to re-emphasize why it is that we care so much about the unfreedom associated with class, I will quote Horkheimer again, this time from a short piece called “The Relativity of Class Theory”:

To all those who are primarily concerned with the unhampered development of human potential and of justice, these classes must appear as the decisive structural principle of our time, for the realization of such goals depends on their elimination. There are other differences, other structural principles which, given the same interest in the free development of men and justice, may appear as fundamental as social classes… Nevertheless, the distinction according to social classes is superior to the other points of view, for it can be shown that while the elimination of classes would entail a change in the other antitheses, the reverse is not true…The elimination of classes is therefore the decisive principle…

Marx’s politics are fundamentally different from the politics of sympathy for a given “oppressed population,” however laudable that sympathy may be. Marx analyzed class as a universal form of unfreedom, a “subsuming of individuals under definite classes,” saw its continuing existence bound up in changeable relations between humans and nature and humans and one another, and saw the means in modern society to move beyond it.
 His task, misshapen as it has been by generations of vulgarization and losses, is worth taking up once again.
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