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Marxism is often thought to have a 'moral deficit'. Alasdair MacIntyre, for example, in After Virtue, has argued that Marxism has suffered from 'grave and harm engendering moral impoverishment'. In this paper I examine what this could mean, and what responses are available to Marxists. Marxism's moral impoverishment is generally held to consist, firstly, in its paradoxical approach to morality. Marxism has always maintained an ambiguous relationship with morality, dismissing it as a pernicious ideological abstraction, whilst at the same time clearly advocating socialism not merely as a scientific prediction, but as a moral idea. Secondly, it has been argued that Marxism's ambiguous philosophical approach to morality has dangerous political consequences for Marxism. Steven Lukes, for example, argues that Marxism's problematic treatment of morality led to Marxism becoming ethically disabled as a theory, such that it found itself unable to condemn the crimes of Stalinism. In his early Marxist phase, contributing to the debate about Marxist humanism, MacIntyre pointed to a way out of the moral 'wilderness', where Marxists are caught between Kantianism and Utilitarianism. In between the Scylla and Charybdis of abstract, ahistorical, groundless moral principle and utilitarian Stalinism, MacIntyre sought to find a materialist ethics for Marxism, historically conditioned and socially grounded. However, he has long since abandoned this hope. In this paper I will contrast the prospects for such an ethics with those for an alternative, but similarly materialist, 'post-modern' ethics. I suggest we can see Hegel and Marx as contributing to a line of thought developed by thinkers such as Nietzsche and Foucault. Such an approach might have the advantage that Hegelian Marxism provided – its historicity – without the idealist and teleological 'baggage'; it might provide a way of overcoming the political, as well as philosophical 'moral deficit'.
Marxism and Morality: out of the 'Moral Wilderness'?'

Marxism, it has been widely argued, suffers from a ‘moral deficit’. This deficit has two related aspects – one philosophical; one political. Philosophically, the problem stems from Marxism’s ambiguous and apparently paradoxical approach to morality. It is a well-known problem that on the one hand, Marx and Engels disdained moral discourse; they viewed moral theories and concepts as pernicious ideological abstractions, and distractions from the real movement towards socialism. Communism, Marx and Engels assert, “is not for us a state of affairs which is to be established, an ideal to which reality [will] have to adjust itself. We call communism the real movement which abolishes the present state of things” (Marx, Engels 1999: 56-7). On the other hand, Marxism clearly embodies certain value-judgments, and advocates, not merely predicts, socialism as an ethical ideal. This philosophical paradox is thought to have political implications. For example, Steven Lukes has argued that Marxism's problematic treatment of morality led to Marxism becoming ethically disabled as a theory, such that it found itself unable to condemn measures that have been taken in its name (1987: 141). 

In this paper I am going to look at Alasdair MacIntyre’s early suggestion of a possible way out of this moral deficit. While he later came to believe that Marxism has suffered from “grave and harm-engendering moral impoverishment” (2004: x), in his early Marxist days MacIntyre pointed to an ethics that sought to steer a naturalistic path between the kind of consequentialist reasoning employed by Stalinism and the ahistorical liberal morality of its critics. I am going to explore the problems, issues and possibilities that MacIntyre’s suggestion raises. MacIntyre is an important figure because the issues raised by his early contribution have resonance in contemporary thought about Marxism and morality. One can see clear continuities – such as his opposition to ahistorical morality – that survive his change of position on Marxism, and themes which I argue can still inform current work toward a Marxist ethics. Two influential positions today are a broadly Aristotelian Marxist approach, which grounds ethics in human nature, and what I describe as a broadly Kantian Marxism, founded on transcendent morality. MacIntyre’s criticisms of the liberal humanism of his time remain pertinent today, and present challenges to ‘analytical’ Marxists such as Cohen and Geras, who argue for an essentially Kantian Marxist approach to morality. On the other hand, consideration of MacIntyre’s attempt to outline a naturalistic ethics for Marxism brings out certain problems for a Marxist ethics grounded in human nature.

The Moral Wilderness

Firstly, it will be necessary to briefly situate MacIntyre’s contribution to an ethics for Marxism in its context. MacIntyre was a participant in the debates which created the New Left in the 1950s, and these debates were largely centred on the problem of morality. The difficulty was in finding a standpoint from which one could recognise and denounce the crimes of Stalinism without thereby losing simultaneously something fundamental to Marxism. The New Left sought a third alternative to the choice of Stalinism and liberalism by means of which Marxists could reclaim Marx’s ideas from the dogma imposed by Moscow, and criticise Stalinism without capitulating to liberalism. The Communist movement had been dominated by a crude consequentialist philosophy according to which “the ends justifies the means”, coupled with a mechanistic interpretation of historical materialism, according to which the laws of historical social development are of a similar character to those which govern a mechanical system. The New Left observed that the ‘orthodox’, consequentialist Marxist view provided little resources for arguing against Stalinism, however, and they sought to reaffirm Marx’s ideas, supplying them with a new, firmer grounding, in Kantian ideas about morality, as a base from which to launch a critique of Stalinism as morally bankrupt. 

Writing in response to this new Marxist humanism which sought to base the critique of Stalinism in transcendent, universally binding moral principles, and the Communist orthodoxy to which it was opposed, MacIntyre advances powerful criticism of both. The limitations of the Marxist Humanist position were displayed in its ultimate arbitrariness: “The ex-Communist turned moral critic of Communism is often a figure of genuine pathos”, he observed; “They repudiate Stalinist crimes in the name of moral principle, but the fragility of their appeal to moral principle lies in the apparently arbitrary nature of that appeal. Whence come these standards by which Stalinism is judged and found wanting, and why should they have authority over us?” (MacIntyre 2008b: 46) The problem, for MacIntyre, was that the New Left’s picture of their own situation – independence regained, and a newly won power to speak with their own voice rather than Moscow’s – concealed the extent to which they had “merely exchanged a conscious dependence for an unconscious”. Their appeal to moral principle in their denunciation of Stalinism was actually a fall back to the very sort of thinking about morality that Marx condemned; while Marx sought to historicize morality, they sought to moralize history. The moral critic imagines himself somehow outside of history, a spectator, able to pass judgment on history unconstrained by facts, invoking moral principles that themselves are valid independent of history. After Virtue continues this theme: the modern (liberal self) “finds no limits set to that on which it may pass judgment…Everything may be criticized from whatever standpoint the self has adopted, including the self’s choice of standpoint to adopt…To be a moral agent is, on this view, precisely to be able to stand back from any and every situation in which one is involved, from any and every characteristic that one may possess and to pass judgment on it from a purely universal and abstract point of view that it totally detached from all social particularity” (MacIntyre 2004: 31-32). 

This picture of morality, although deployed in criticism of Stalinism, nevertheless merely inverts the latter. Stalinism’s moral perspective was a crude consequentialist one, premised on a technical, mechanical view of historical development: objective historical laws determine the course of human history, and the outcome of that development defines what is “morally right”. Thus, “The ‘ought’ of principle is swallowed up in the ‘is’ of history”(Ibid: 47). The moral critic, on the other hand, criticises from without history, invoking moral principles and claiming validity for them independent of history: in this case, “the ‘ought’ of principle is completely external to the ‘is’ of history.” Both of these positions MacIntyre finds wanting. Indeed, he claims that the latter’s standpoint is a “kind of photographic negative of Stalinism”. Whereas the Stalinist sides with (a mechanistic interpretation of) history, the moral critic falls back onto liberal assumptions about morality: that it is autonomous and a matter of individual choice. Both interpretations lose something of Marx’s insights into morality. Stalinism substitutes crude determinism for human agency, with a resultant moral historicism that fetishizes the outcome of ‘objective’ historical development. The counterpart to a mechanical theory of society, MacIntyre observes, is therefore a means-ends morality. Liberal moral individualism, on the other hand, substitutes abstract subjectivity for the historicity that could provide a basis for avoiding arbitrariness. 

The Third Alternative

MacIntyre offers a suggestion of a third alternative to this “barren opposition of moral individualism and amoral Stalinism” (MacIntyre 2008b: 52). A third alternative, MacIntyre writes, would have to ensure the following: “If it is to avoid the defects of a purely empirical approach, it will have to provide us with the insights of a general theory without falling into the dogmatic ossifications of Stalinism. If it is to avoid the arbitrariness of liberal morality, it is going to have to provide us with some conception of a basis for our moral standards” (Ibid: 52-53). 

On the first point, MacIntyre argues that Marx’s historical materialism should not be interpreted mechanistically. The theory of the evolution of species, he claims, provides an illuminating parallel to Marxism: this was “established as a general truth long before it was possible to say anything of the genetic mechanisms which play such a key role in the evolutionary explanation. And the thesis of historical materialism can equally be established in a way that leaves open all sorts of questions about how at a particular epoch basis and superstructure were in fact related” (Ibid: 54). The relation between base and superstructure is not mechanical; it is not even causal, he argues. The economic base provides a framework, a set of relations within which a superstructure arises. Abandoning a mechanistic interpretation of historical materialism thereby repudiates the problematic means-ends morality.

Regarding the second point, MacIntyre seeks to base a Marxist ethics in a concept of human nature. Marx inherits from Hegel a conception of the ‘human essence’, he writes. Human life is always limited by the characteristics of the basis of the society, so the human essence has never been realised. In particular, freedom has always been restricted. “But in our age we have reached the point where this can change, where human possibility can be realised in a quite new way” (Ibid: 56). The realisation of this possibility will not occur independently of human wills and aspirations, as on the Stalinist view, for it is precisely these wills and aspirations which are freed from subservience to economic necessity and the “law-bound inevitability of the past” and which characterise the next stage in history. A Marxism purged of Stalinist misunderstandings, then, might present a third alternative: “a theory which treats what emerges in history as providing us with a basis for our standards, without making the historical process morally sovereign or its progress automatic” (Ibid: 57). Here in this one sentence MacIntyre sums up the essence of his third alternative. Marxist morality must be neither detached from history, nor reduced to historicism. 

One of the root mistakes of liberal morality, he argues, is its separation of ‘ought’ from ‘is’ (Ibid: 58). Morality is incapable of rational vindication by reference to desires or needs; “The ‘ought’ of morality is utterly divorced from the ‘is’ of desire”. For example, on the Kantian view, morality’s defining characteristic is its opposition to inclination. MacIntyre argues that to conceive of morality in this way is to make it unintelligible as a form of human action: “It is to make our moral judgments appear like primitive taboos, imperatives which we just happen to utter. It is to turn ‘ought’ into a kind of nervous cough with which we accompany what we hope will be the more impressive of our injunctions” (Ibid). Human action is made intelligible only by showing its relation to human needs and desires. The Marxist third alternative, then, should preserve a link between needs and desires and morality. 

There is of course the problem of which desires should be promoted, and which should be inhibited. Therefore, “We need a morality which orders our desires and yet expresses them” (Ibid: 59). This is where the Marxist concept of human nature becomes so crucial: “For it is in terms of this concept alone that morality and desire can come together once more” (Ibid: 63). For Marx and Hegel, MacIntyre writes, the history of humanity is the history of humans discovering and making a shared humanity. While for Hegel the subject of history is Spirit, “for Marx the emergence of human nature is to be comprehended only in terms of the history of class struggle”. Each age reveals a development of human potentiality specific to its form of social life. Under capitalism, it is finally possible for human beings to re-appropriate their own nature, and “rediscover desire” (Ibid: 65). They discover 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”. 

Marxist morality, then, as MacIntyre observes, depends upon an answer to the question ‘What do I really want?’ “And this question can only be answered by a discovery that ‘I want’ and ‘we want’ coincide; I discover both what I want and how to achieve it, as I discover with whom I share my wants, as I discover, that is, the class to whom I am bound” (Ibid: 65-66). 

MacIntyre’s third way seeks to transcend the liberal distinction between human nature and morality by constructing a relation between what we are, what we want to be and what we ought to be. The Marxist does not choose arbitrary principles, but discovers them. Human nature provides an absolute basis for morality; (MacIntyre 2008b)moral judgments do not merely speak for the individual, as on the liberal account. Human possibility provides an absolute standard: MacIntyre argues, for example, that the H-bomb, racial inequality and rigged trials all deny a common humanity. MacIntyre summarizes this Marxist morality: “As against the Stalinist it is an assertion of moral absolutes; as against the liberal critic of Stalinism it is an assertion of desire and of history” (Ibid: 66)
Assessing the Third Alternative

Firstly, we can see that MacIntyre’s third alternative retains Marx’s emphasis on historicity. Against the liberal moral critic, MacIntyre powerfully argues that morality detached from history becomes abstract, groundless individualism. This presents an important challenge to analytical Marxists such as Cohen and Geras, who construe morality in this way. According to Geras, for example, Marxism condemns capitalism “the light of transhistorical norms” (1992: 37) and is based on “what is in effect a notion of natural right” (Ibid: 255). Geras agrees that Marx’s historical sense – that ideals alone, unconstrained by historical realities are insufficient for human liberation – is “Marx’s strength, his greatness” (Geras 1989: 267). However, Marx’s historical sense was not limited to the historical realities in which we can bring about liberation in accordance with ideals. Rather, Marx’s historicity applied to those ideals as well. 

Marx denies that ideals can be transhistorical, and asserts consciousness as a whole, including moral consciousness, does not form an independent realm above society and outside of history. In the postface to Capital, Marx writes “the ideal is nothing but the material world reflected in the mind of man, and translated into forms of thought” (Marx 1990: 102). In direct contrast to idealist philosophy, which “descends from heaven to earth”, Marx and Engels “ascend from earth to heaven”: “The phantoms formed in the human brain are also, necessarily, sublimates of their material life-process…Morality, religion, metaphysics, all the rest of ideology and their corresponding forms of consciousness, thus no longer retain the semblance of independence…Life is not determined by consciousness, but consciousness by life” (Marx and Engels, 1999: 47). Engels is particularly explicit on this: “We reject every attempt to impose on us any moral dogma whatsoever as an eternal, ultimate and forever immutable ethical law on the pretext that the moral world, too, has its permanent principles which stand above history and the differences between nations. We maintain on the contrary that all moral theories have been hitherto the product, in the last analysis, of the economic conditions of society obtaining at the time” (1978: 726). To resort to moral idealism, then, is to reject one of Hegel and Marx’s most important insights.

Although there is not the space to justify this claim here, I think this is something that ought to be preserved in a contemporary Marxist ethics. To reject the view that morality is a social and historical phenomenon, would be a step backwards. As MacIntyre notes, to divorce morality from its social and historical groundings is to make it unintelligible. I think we should preserve Hegel’s observation that Moralitat without Sittlichkeit has no content; it is merely abstract form. Sean Sayers writes, “It was Hegel’s great achievement to see human consciousness, will and reason in concrete and dialectical, social, historical and developmental terms. Practical – moral and political – ideals, he insists, are not the product of a transcendent reason operating a priori, nor are they purely subjective. On the contrary, they are historical products, and arise out of and reflect ‘the ethical world’ (that is to say, social institutions and relations)” (1998: 97). This view is at odds with those writers who think morality is transcendent and timeless, as if there were only one set of moral concepts. As MacIntyre’s conclusion to A Short History of Ethics states, “One virtue of the history of moral philosophy is that it shows us that this is not true and that moral concepts themselves have a history. To understand this is to be liberated from any false absolutist claims” (MacIntyre 1993: 269). 

Of course, with Hegel the price to pay for this insight is a teleological historicism, which sees history as the unfolding of God’s will on earth. Nevertheless, the insight that morality is an historical phenomenon, which Marx follows, represents a liberating and important discovery. I suggest an adequate approach to ethics should preserve the historicity of the Hegelian, but lose the moral historicism. The result would be a more fully materialist ethics, and arguably more in line with historical materialism, once that theory has been subjected to its own critique, just as post-structuralism has turned the Marxist notion of ideology against itself.

But does MacIntyre’s approach maintain this historicity without the Hegelian teleological ‘baggage’? Paul Blackledge and Neil Davidson think so. They suggest that MacIntyre’s “conceptualisation of a Marxist ethics through a historically mediated humanist interpretation of the concept of desire can fill an absence in contemporary radical thought” (2008: xix). They argue that “while human desires are related to human needs, MacIntyre refused to reify the concept of human nature. Instead, he followed Marx in radically historicising human nature, without losing sight of its biological basis”. Through the real movement of workers in struggle, they can become capable of realising that solidarity is a fundamental human desire. 

McMylor claims that the plausibility of MacIntyre’s third way “depends on the reality and plausibility of Marx’s essentialist notion of human nature and Marxism as a general theory of this nature’s development in history” (McMylor 1994: 22). If this is correct, this spells a problem, for Marx’s early essentialism is at odds with a view that seeks to historicize morality. (By “essentialism” I mean the notion that there exists a transhistorical, universalistic “essence” of humanity, as distinct from historical forms of human existence.) Marx clearly does sometimes, in his early works, justify socialism by means of a theory of the human essence. But Marx rejects the concept of a species-essence in his later work, and he is right to do so: an ethics based on Marx’s early Feuerbachian essentialism would be guilty of idealism, and could be accused of arbitrarily selecting one feature of ‘humanity’ as its ‘essence’. All human activities, Andrew Collier (1981: 130) argues, are “cultural complexifications” of natural functions, and there is no naturalistic reason for asserting the superiority of productive activities as the “essence of man”. The humanistic attribution of an ‘essential’ character to social productive labour, then, rests not on a naturalistic observation but a value-judgment, which may not be able to be justified naturalistically. 

Furthermore, we live in a pluralistic society, with many conceptions of the good. Each conception of the good may have its own view of what a fulfilling human life entails. In A Short History of Ethics, MacIntyre recognises this: human nature cannot be a neutral standard, according to which we can ask which form of life gives it the fullest 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 (MacIntyre 1993: 268)”. If a Marxist ethics is to rely on an account of human nature, this will be one, among others. The Marxist case against capitalism would then depend, in part at least, on convincing people on the desirability of the Marxist concept of humanity. This presents a problem for Marxists who seek not only an ethics, but a theory of justice. Justice, it is generally thought, involves the priority of the right over the good (Rawls 1999: 28). So, it has to do with fairness etc., and ensures that each can pursue their conception of the good as far as possible, provided it does not conflict with others or with the demands of justice (although it may well be that the good of each is intrinsically connected with the good of others). But if Marxist ethics are to be based in a perhaps idiosyncratic conception of human nature, can Marxists make a case against the injustice of capitalism?

However, MacIntyre’s insistence on historicizing human nature seems to me to mean his third alternative is not dependent upon the early Marx’s essentialist humanism. It depends on an understanding of human nature as an historical phenomenon. As Blackledge (2005: 710) writes, “As a Hegelian, MacIntyre refused to reify freedom as the endpoint of history, but rather historicized it as a series of moments moving towards this end”. A Marxist ethics derived from human nature need not be essentialist. The later Marx, at least, has a social, historical, and materialist conception of human nature, not a universalistic, invariant concept. As Kellner points out, “the Marxist concept of human nature and its alienation is not measuring and condemning capitalism from the standpoint of a fixed, ahistorical, identical human essence which is then shown to be in contradiction with activity in capitalist society. Rather, Marx argues that human nature should be interpreted in terms of creative agency and social interaction embodied in social labour and productive activity. The crucial thrust of the Marxian theory of human nature and alienation is that capitalism restricts free, many-sided, creative activity” (Kellner 1981: 108). Therefore, MacIntyre’s third alternative may be a promising route.

There is a potential further difficulty, however, for an ethics based in human nature. This is the problem of setting up a notion of human nature independent of what human beings actually think or want in a given place/time. MacIntyre is perhaps guilty of this himself when he writes that “The capitalist is both better off and worse off than the worker. Better in the obvious and crucial sense that he escapes poverty and insecurity. Worse in the sense that he has no reason to become dissatisfied and frame the questions which might reveal to him the less-than-human quality of his life” (MacIntyre 2008a: 127-8). If the capitalist is prevented from seeing the less-than-human quality of his life, presumably he does not see it as less-than-human. In which case, how is the particular conception of humanity employed here to be justified? What status has this conception of humanity? An essentialist ethics immediately comes up against familiar, and, I think, insurmountable epistemological challenges.

Founding a materialist Marxist ethics in an essentialist theory of human needs and desires may suffice when the most basic needs of human beings can only be fulfilled by socialism. But if this conception of humanity is to be anything above and beyond the most basic requirements of survival, the theory will then become controversial, and the selection of any particular features of humanity as essential may be contested and may be epistemologically dubious. And a Marxist ethics based in concrete human needs runs up against immediate problems. 

Firstly, the particular needs and desires of particular workers might not coincide with the general needs of humanity. As Kai Nielsen (1980: 55) notes, “That socialism is in the collective interests of the working class does not establish that it is in the immediate individual interest of all members of the working class or that in all situations it is in the interests of a given member of the working class to support or act in solidarity with their own class. In the struggle for socialism, sacrifices will sometimes be necessary for some members of the working class, and it will be necessary, in the attainment of class consciousness, for at least some individuals who are immersed in the culture of possessive individualism to attain a sense of class solidarity and to move from preoccupation with the egoistic “I” to a commitment to the “We”.” There is also the familiar problem of free-riders: it might be rational and in the interests of each to not participate in reciprocal revolutionary action.
 An individual worker’s interests might lie in “scabbing”, for example. Consequently, whenever a harmonious nexus of interests does not obtain, socialism cannot be premised purely on ‘human desires’. 

Secondly, not only the individual desires of particular workers, but also the collective desires of workers might not necessarily coincide with the ‘general interests of man’. While Marx asserts a “categorical imperative to overthrow all those conditions in which man is an abased, enslaved, abandoned, contemptible being” (Marx 1978: 60), this general ‘categorical imperative’ is the proletariat’s imperative also because Marx posits a ‘Pauperization Thesis’, whereby the working class inevitably become poorer in inverse proportion to their production of surplus value and the accumulation of capital:

all methods for the production of surplus value are at the same time methods of accumulation, and every extension of accumulation becomes, conversely, a means for the development of those methods. It follows therefore that in proportion as capital accumulates, the situation of the worker, be his payment high or low, must grow worse…Accumulation of wealth at one pole is, therefore, at the same time accumulation of misery, the torment of labour, slavery, ignorance, brutalization and moral degradation at the opposite pole, i.e. on the side of the class that produces its own product as capital. (Marx 1990: 799)
Bernard Yack (1992: 286) thus identifies a disjunction in Marx’s thought between the workers’ and the critical philosopher’s perspectives: without this ‘Pauperization Thesis’, Marx would be forced to admit that “it is the acceptance of a particular interpretation of the quality of life, rather than sheer economic need, which leads to the overthrow of capitalism” (Ibid: 285). Such an interpretation would then have to rest on one’s conception of ‘humanity’, and what a fulfilling human life should look like, and not merely on the concrete needs and desires of the workers. Marx seems to have been wrong in his ‘Pauperization Thesis’ – for whatever reasons, contrary to Marx’s expectations, the working class has not become further and further impoverished as the accumulation of capital has increased – and consequently, an ‘egoistic materialist’ conception of interests cannot provide the basis for socialism or the overthrow of capitalism. Yack seems correct that for Marx’s ‘categorical imperative’ to also be the workers’ imperative, the workers must have a concrete interest in overthrowing capitalism such that Marx’s Pauperization Thesis provided. Without it, the categorical imperative is only also the workers’ imperative according to a certain interpretation of the quality of human life, and not because of clear economic need. And if this is the case, the theory of human nature underpinning the Marxist’s materialist ethics can no longer be an uncontroversial one; it will then have to make particular claims about the good of human beings, as Marx’s early concept of species-essence did. Marx rejected this concept with good reason.

This is the problem: if a naturalistic ethics for Marxism is to provide a convincing case against capitalism, in our day, it may have to be essentialist. A non-essentialist account of human nature will be too basic to ground socialism. The historical notion of human nature seems more promising, but it seems to me, ultimately must be either historicist, following Hegel, or must be reduced to a kind of basic needs approach. In the first case, the spectre of idealism arises; in the second, the theory of human nature seems unable to ground socialism. 

Conclusions

Where do we go from here? Blackledge and Davidson wish to revive MacIntyre’s early project for a naturalistic ethics. I do not entirely reject this possibility, although I have suggested a few reasons for thinking it problematic. Rather, I want to suggest the possibility of an alternative ethics for Marxism that maintains the materialist theme and preserves something central to both Marx and MacIntyre – the historicity of the ethical. The merit of MacIntyre’s work, through ‘Notes on the Moral Wilderness through to After Virtue and later, is that it negotiates a course between the twin dangers of, on one hand, the Scylla of abstract, ahistorical, groundless moral principle, and, on the other, the Charybdis of consequentialism and moral historicism. A historical approach to ethics, purged of all teleology, I submit, takes us down a path at the end of which wait the likes of Foucault and Rorty. I suggest we can see Rorty, in some sense, as the heir of Hegel and Marx. 

Taking historical materialism to its logical conclusion means eradicating humanist essentialism. Rorty’s and Foucault’s emphasis on contingency is, I think, in line with Marx’s critique of perspectives that claim to stand outside of history. Foucault’s suggestion of a “permanent critique of ourselves” (Foucault 1984: 43) takes this historicity further. A principle of such a permanent critique is at odds with essentialist humanism. According to Foucault, we should ask, “in what is given to us as universal, necessary, obligatory, what place is occupied by whatever is singular, contingent, and the product of arbitrary constraints? The point, in brief, is to transform the critique conducted in the form of necessary limitation into a practical critique that takes the form of a possible transgression” (Ibid: 45). The important political task, for Foucault, then, is to criticise institutions that appear neutral and independent in such a way that the political violence behind them may be unmasked and then consequently fought. 

What would a materialist ethics look like? I cannot go into this in any detail here (this is a work in progress), but coming back to the ‘moral deficit’ I mentioned at the beginning of the paper, we can now get a glimpse of how a materialist ethics might take Marxism out of the wilderness. Firstly, the philosophical problem evaporates. Marxism can and ought to be critical of morality, conceived of in a Kantian sense, for example. Moral idealism is at odds with contingency. But an attitude of critique is itself normative. In this sense, the “crypto-normativity” that Habermas sees in Foucault’s work is real. But this need not be problematic. It is only a problem if we think of morality as having foundations. As Jeffrey Stout (1988: 225) asks, might not our morality seem more defensible without the foundations? Our society and its distinctive modes of public discourse, he suggests, are best viewed as the result of a “manifest failure to achieve agreement on a fully detailed conception of the common good – as the arrangements and conventions of people who contracted, in effect, to limit the damage of that failure by settling for a thinner conception of the good that more people could agree to.” Rorty goes even further: the fundamental premise of Contingency, Irony and Solidarity, he says, is that “a belief can still regulate action, can still be thought worth dying for, among people who are quite aware that this belief is caused by nothing deeper than contingent historical circumstance” (Rorty 1989: 189). If one can maintain a Foucauldian attitude of critique that is itself normative, but without deep foundations, there is no philosophical moral deficit. Morality needs no basis other than the fact that we agree on it. We can have morality in virtue of our sense of solidarity; morality on this view is a matter of what Sellars (1968) calls “we-intentions”. 

As Rorty argues, we need to disengage human solidarity from what has often been thought of as its ‘philosophical presuppositions’. Seeing solidarity as the recognition of something antecedent, discoverable through metaphysical theorising, such as a common human nature, he argues, is the wrong way to view it, for that leaves space for the “pointlessly sceptical” question of whether this solidarity is actually real, and Nietzsche’s suggestion that the end of metaphysics signifies also the end to attempts to minimise cruelty (Ibid: 196). For Rorty, there is moral progress, in the direction of greater human solidarity, but this is not thought of as a recognition of a human essence. A pragmatist justification for a socialist ethics could only take the form of a comparison between a possible society which could exemplify freedom, community and self-realisation and those that do not, leading to a suggestion that (almost) nobody would prefer the latter. Inter-subjective consensus could replace the search for deep foundations. In which case, “we socialists” face no philosophical moral deficit. On the contrary, inability to provide deep metaethical foundations, contra MacIntyre, is not a deficit at all; it frees us from the possibility of domination, by making morality dependent on agreement.

How might this alternative ethics overcome the political aspect of the moral deficit? It is more fully democratic than an essentialist or teleological approach, which to some extent sets up a moral truth above history, which people may then submit to. The emphasis on contingency and unmasking violence may constitute an important safeguard against tyranny. Stalinism, then, could have been opposed by such an approach on the grounds that it fetishizes the outcome of ‘objective’ laws of history, whereas a materialist, democratic approach that sees morality as something real (and not arbitrary) yet contingent and does not imbue processes or institutions with transcendent value, over the human beings by whose very agency such entities come to exist in the first place. This, I suggest, may offer a more promising road out of the ‘moral wilderness’.
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