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Rudiments for a 

Political Philosophy of Socialism

G. M. Tamás

   The very idea of a non-standard, ‘socialist’ political philosophy is fraught with difficulties from the start. Political philosophy is part of a discourse based on contrasts rooted in Roman law (such as ‘public’ vs ‘private’) which would vanish if you dared to think through Marxism (which is defined by the dominant chatter from the outside, making it irrelevant to the usual concerns). Also, political philosophy (almost by definition liberal) as a branch of ethics is supposed to be normative or prescriptive which, from a Marxian point of view, is already superseded by a higher order of knowledge. But if it is not normative, can it be political philosophy?

    Linked to this, there are political difficulties. 

    For the first time in modern history, rejection of capitalism is widespread and sometimes quite radical, however, this rejection is voiced in the absence of an organised, international socialist movement. There is a lot of impatience and Weimarish doomsday talk, an atmosphere of ‘something must be done, at last’. 

    Nobody seems to be prepared to accept protestations of anti-utopianism. The need sometimes seems to be so great as to make impatient interlocutors ask questions about the first economic and administrative measures after the victory of socialist revolution – otherwise, they would not be interested. Is Chávez’s or Morales’s régime socialist? If not, why not? Was the Soviet Union or the People’s Republic of China or Tito’s Yugoslavia socialist? If not, why not? Has anybody ever attempted socialist revolution or at least something approximating it? 

   Such discourteous queries abound.

   You can always say that you, personally, aren’t ready. But your interlocutor will say, if you cannot think of a viable alternative to late capitalism (and listening to us, it’s not late, but at worst vigorously middle-aged) why on earth do you call yourself a socialist? 

   In my opinion, although I am an assiduous reader of Ernst Bloch, utopianism – ie, the view according to which it is possible to have a theory of the post-capitalist future, a theory that will necessarily contain an idea about the superiority of such a future compared to the bourgeois present – runs into a heap of paralogisms. The reason for this is that comparisons including as yet non-existent states of affairs will have to be based on a normative theory of what might be the basic needs and perspectives of humankind. 

   If that is so, you’ll be likely to end up in an ethical theory of human nature, while Marxism is either radical historicism (in the sense of ‛Historismus’) or it is nothing. 

   In advocating socialism, our forebears usually could not resist damning capitalism for failing an immutable standard as likely as not unconsciously deduced from Old Covenant prophecy or an Aristotelian conception of a ‛good life’. The result always was and is one kind or another of egalitarianism, usually the Kantian variety. Many silently believed that the Sermon on the Mount pretty much sums it all up. And the critics – most acutely, perhaps, Simone Weil – have shown that empirical evidence does not quite support these egalitarian and this-worldly standards as far as ‛human nature’ is concerned, and in this case (and hers) the solution lies beyond merely human nature.

   To replace ‛socialism’ with ‛equality’ as our ‛ideal’ will of course offer a most-needed ethical foundation and a programme outlining similarly much needed redistributionist techniques of varying radicality. And this is exactly what is happening on the Left, save a few brainy, but ineffectual sects. 

   The hope which fuels authentic egalitarian politics was described in 1798:

[T]he passion and enthusiasm with which men embrace the cause of goodness

(although the former cannot be entirely applauded, since all passion as such is

blameworthy), gives historical support for the following assertion…: true

enthusiasm is always directed exclusively towards the ideal, particularly towards

that which is purely moral (such as the concept of right), and it cannot be

coupled with selfish interests. […] In these principles [the rights of men] there

must be something moral which reason recognises not only as pure, but also

(because of its great and epoch-making influence) as something to which the

human soul manifestly acknowledges a duty. Moreover, it concerns the human

race as a complete association of men (non singulorum, sed universorum), for they 

rejoice with universal and disinterested sympathy at its anticipated success and at

all attempts to make it succeed. […] Even without the mind of a seer, I now 

maintain that I can predict from the aspects and signs of our times that the 

human race will achieve this end, and that it will henceforth progressively     

improve without any more total reversals. For a phenomenon of this kind which 

has taken place in human history can never be forgotten, since it has revealed in 

human nature an aptitude and power for improvement… Only nature and 

freedom combined within mankind in accordance with principles of right,

                        have enabled us to forecast it; but the precise time at which it will occur must 

remain indefinite and dependent upon chance.

   But even if the intended object behind the occurrence we have described were 

not to be achieved for the present, or if a people’s revolution or constitutional 

reform were ultimately to fail, or if, after the latter had lasted for a certain time,

everything were to be brought back onto its original course…, our own 

philosophical prediction loses none of its force. For the occurrence in question

is too momentous, too intimately interwoven with the interests of humanity and 

too widespread in its influence upon all parts of the world for nations not to be 

reminded of it when favourable circumstances present themselves, and to rise up

and make renewed attempts of the same kind as before.

   Are we able to replace here the idea of the French revolution with idea of ‛socialism’? Is socialism an ideal in Kant’s sense, so that it cannot be ever forgotten since it is too intimately interwoven with the interests of humanity? Are we able – and should we, if we are – to conflate here the historical and philosophical notion of socialism? This conflation would allow a double tactic of establishing legitimacy: the validity of a philosophical ideal would justify the historical phenomena which went under the name of ‛socialism’, and the experiential force of almost two hundred years’ struggles would substantiate an ideal which may appear hollow to uncommitted observers. Both tactics are used, and sometimes in this dual way, too. This is superficially plausible: significant political action (beyond doubt inspired by socialist ideals) by millions of people should not be easily dismissed as it is, quite often, as ‛illusion’ or ‛daydream’ or worse, by liberals. 

   A first criticism of such a tactic would be – and we should deal with it even if it sounds platitudinous – that the actual struggles of the workers’ movement and the régimes which had some historical continuity with them are quite remote from any conceivable socialist ideal. This may be a commonplace, but it points towards two promising directions: an historical investigation of ‛socialism’ as a series of phenomena in time and of a philosophical investigation of what the ‛socialist ideal’ may consist in, as distinct from the experience of the proletarian movement. As it is well known, the alleged vacuity of such a distinction was demonstrated by Eduard Bernstein.
 Das Endziel, the final goal is nothing, he said in an impeccably Marxist manner, the movement is everything. The two main representatives of Marxian orthodoxy at the time, Karl Kautsky and Rosa Luxemburg, in their divergent ways, maintained that this was treason, and social democracy, while participating in the bourgeois parliamentary business of partial improvements and ‘tribunus plebis’ propaganda from the Reichstag pulpit, is or at least ought to be steadfast in its pursuit of revolutionary ends. This polemic was subjected to a devastating criticism by Karl Korsch.
 

   Korsch shows that Rosa Luxemburg’s brilliant and famous attack on Bernstein
 rests on a serious mistake: she criticised Bernstein’s ideology instead of examining social democratic pratice that was more accurately described by Bernstein’s pragmatic analysis (the abandonment of revolutionary aims in favour of egalitarian and participative reform through parliamentary influence and trade union pressure) than by fiery (and in Rosa Luxemburg’s case, sincere) rhetoric and stubborn defense of social democrarcy as a revolutionary movement distinguished by other similar forces by its ultimate world-view while the socialist parties of the time had been already complicit in pacifying bourgeois society through the co-optation of the proletariat via welfare systems and partial state power. Korsch, of course, applied the same criteria on any valid criticism of the Soviet Union and of the Komintern: he (rightly) ignored the speeches of Stalin and of his minions and called for a careful empirical study of Russian reality and of Bolshevik politics everywhere.

   The basis of Korsch’s assertions should be spelled out as he did not do this. (Although it can be inferred from his other writings, especially of his – largely unread – critique of Kautsky
.) Why was he reluctant to differentiate between ‛ideal’ and ‛reality’? More generally: why is this distinction, however useful in the era of incipient bourgeois modernity, not applicable to the epoch of proletarian revolutions, however tragic?

   The difference between ‛final goal’ and ‛everyday practice’, ‛revolutionary theory’ and ‛political compromises’ or, ultimately, ‛ideal’ and ‛reality’ are (a simplified) part of a philosophical account of early bourgeois modernity from the renaissance to, say, 1871, the year of the Paris Commune. This historical period is the period of the first real awareness of the break-up of ‛human nature’ into a random series of historical configurations or, more characteristically, an awareness of human nature, as present in all persons empirically, being unable to be accoutred as ‛reason’, therefore in dire need of improvement, i.e., an image of a distance between humanity as known in the present and as possibly developed in the future so as to bear witness of freedom and rationality which at present it cannot do. The distance between human beings ‛born free’ and ‛everywhere in chains’ reflects the state of parties to commodity exchange being truly equal in the act of exchange where equivalents are changing hands but at the same time being elements of an hierarchical order as producers according to their ownership (or not) of the means of production. There is also a distance between the respective state of citizens, truly free as far as basic rights are concerned, but at the same time being subjects who are ruled, governed and commanded; as private people, entitled to enjoyment and parochially differentiated views about happiness but, on the other hand, assigned to their respective places as men and women, adults and children, masters and hands, officers and privates, civil servants and clients of public services; and so on. 

   The extraction of surplus value on the market without legal and physical coercion replaces the identity of the obligation towards one’s own personal overlord and the abstract obligation for one’s polity with the duality of a contractual, i. e., voluntary (‛chosen’) obligation of an employee towards her employer (hence the ‛check-in/check-out’ character of all acts within ‛civil society’) and the coercive, legal, imposed, not chosen character of political obligation of a citizen who is, however, protected by egalitarian law (‛rights’) and morally free in his (and, later, her) capacity as general legislator, a protection and a liberty employees qua employees (proletarians) do not enjoy.

   This duality is sometimes assimilated to the classical distinction between ‛philosophy’ and ‛politics’, or better, ‛philosophical politics’ in Plato’s sense as interpreted by Leo Strauss
 where the true politics of the common good is hiding behind the politics of conflict in any given city. Here one side of the modern bourgeois duality is declared fraudulent or inferior, naturally that which is not eternal, which is bound to the historical and the social. 

   But Korsch has discovered that the essence of ‛revisionism’ was not corruption and betrayal (Bernstein himself was one of the most honest socialist politicians, opposed to the war in 1914 and opposed to the suppression of the Spartacist revolt in 1919, the two major treasons of German social democracy, and has joined initially the USPD against the ‛moderate’ henchmen of the Ebert-Noske-Scheidemann version of the SPD) but the opposing of ‛end goal’ to ‛movement’ by both parties in the famous quarrel where the specificity of capitalist dualism was dislocated and transformed into two permanent features of politics in all human societies following the model of ‛is’ and ‛ought’. This model was believed to assure the authentic revolutionary spirit in the workers’ movement by authentic revolutionaries.
 

   Socialism was to be legitimised by its normative content, by its being the imperfect embodiment of timeless ideals of justice, liberty and felicity. This is a sign, politically, of defeat, that is, of the embroilment of the movement in bourgeois society as a part of it while it was meant to be outside it. Also, it may be doubted that if the workers’ movement, i. e., in the Marxian sense, socialism, could claim moral superiority vis-à-vis its rivals, e. g., liberalism which, it would be senseless to deny, has presented (and to a certain extent still does) a lofty programme of freedom coupled to a profound and sophisticated understanding of history, at least in its greatest representatives such as Kant, Humboldt, Tocqueville, Lamennais, Lord Acton, John Stuart Mill or, indeed, writers from Victor Hugo and George Eliot to Henry James and Theodor Fontane. The sense in which socialism has superseded bourgeois liberalism – and in my opinion it has – is not a moral one and therefore it is not a normative one.

   But before we try to show in what does this advance consist, we should clarify a few political and cultural misunderstandings.
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                   ‘Socialism Is Past’

   The opinion according to which ‘socialism belongs to the past’ is a manifold, rich kind of nonsense, but there is no phrase more powerful than this within what still passes for ‘public life’ in Europe and the outlying islands. It is an influential phrase because many, rather contradictory interests demand it equally. 

    Going from left to right, first, it is communists and former communists, the ones who can claim the privileges inhering in the apostolic succession from Stalin, who will profit. The Opinion is doubly useful to them: primo, it affirms that ‘really existing socialism’ was socialism (grand, heroic past); secundo, that it is and it has past, therefore it can be safely abandoned and exchanged for the most novel ultracapitalist folly (rational, hard-headed, ‘modern’ present). It also precludes criticism of the Soviet bloc (and Chinese etc.) experience on ‘moral’ grounds – it would be pettifogging, ‘kleinkariert’, would it not, to repeat the dusty reproaches of erstwhile dissidents compared to the tragedy, heartbreak and conversion involved in a true ‘crime passionnel’. It would also automatically rebut any accusation of treason because that would be precisely that kind of passionate, sentimental mistake the critics affect to have left behind.

    Next, the Opinion is excellent for social democrats for only slightly different reasons. If ‘socialism’ was a chapter in the history of humankind bent on self-improvement, possessed by an irrepressible urge towards greater fairness and niceness, then egalitarian welfarism and benevolent nanny-statism coupled to a countervailing power in the hands of organised labour was socialism, thus social democrats have been authentic socialists but, alas, this cannot go on now, you know, limited resources, budgetary constraints, liberalisation of trade, scattering of the old industrial proletariat into the outer darkness. (Great past, honest present.) In both cases, the contribution of the traditional workers’ movement to the formation of total capitalism disappears from history.

   Next, liberals have an essential interest in maintaining that whatever it was that called itself ‘socialism’, was in fact socialism. The relevance and validity of a liberal criticism of socialism depends on the value of the historical asseveration, ‘all kinds of “socialism” are branches of the same tree’ and all lead invariably to the Gulag. This is born out by the facts once we accept, following famous thinkers such as Ludwig von Mises, Sir Karl Popper, Friedrich-August von Hayek, Michael Polányi and Leszek Kołakowski, that the economic and political theory of ‘socialism’ is a peculiar manner of hyperrationalism based on faulty, positivistically interpreted science.
 Liberal criticism shares the Opinion in an interesting fashion, since it is partly a self-criticism: it helps with the denial of the common Enlightenment heritage with its various (sometimes lunatic) plans for improvement, meddling, interference, impatience to cut through the millennial muck, the hubris of conceiving of politics depending on what science could and what morals would do. Quite apart from the historical impossibility of dislocating the humanistic Historismus of Goethe, Humboldt, Winckelmann and Hegel from the Marxian edifice, the ideas of hyperrationalist planning, collectivist destruction of private life as defining the essence of socialism are partly (a) atavistic remnants from Whiggish criticisms of various grand schemes by early socialists and other utopians such as Godwin, Saint-Simon, Fourier, Bentham (his ‘Panopticon’) and others, (b) partly the common misunderstanding stemming from the idea that socialism is a system of extreme egalitarianism of a fair re-distribution of consumer goods, services and other assets by a tyrannical state at the head of a nationalised industry and trade which is the way in which some socialists and communists have understood their own political creed.

   Suffice it here to say that (b) is not reconcilable with Marxism, but it is important because it was the de facto programme of social democratic and communist parties, and they have even taken quite a few steps in that direction, with results that did largely justify the liberals’ worries and critical claims.
 This is purportedly ‘the socialist past’, only that Marxists or, simply, people who understand Marxism and who have a grasp of Marxist criticism of and, indeed, Marxist resistance to social democracy and Stalinism, may and should insist that this was not socialism in any conceivable sense of the word although considered to be such by false consciouness-plagued socialists and their foes alike – a situation characterised by Lenin himself as ‘state capitalism’ and ‘a bourgeois state without the bourgeoisie’.

   Be it as it may, the unconscious collaboration of apologists and detractors of ‘really existing socialism’ resulted in regarding socialism a closed chapter, although what has happened was accurately predicted by Karl Kautsky’s generation of social democrats: bourgeois revolutions in Central and Eastern Europe will have to be fought and won by the workers’ movement; bourgeois democracy in the West will have to be protected and defended by the workers’ movement, since the bourgeoisie will do neither. There would be no universal suffrage and a sometimes egalitarian practice of ‘rights’ in the West or a modern secular, industrialised society in the East without this contribution of the proletariat which certainly did not succeed in emancipating itself but has – to date – prevented these societies from descending into total darkness. In the process, certainly, has lost its power. 

   It is a tragedy of breathtaking proportions and sombre grandeur, but surely no socialism.
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           The Historical Specificity of Marxism 

   In the last decade, Marxism in the West has become more of an academic discipline than a body of doctrine linked to a vast international movement. There are of course repercussions. Marxism appears as a school of thought, a tendency of social science, a method of (among other things) economic and cultural analysis. Marxists appear as academic neighbours to Weberians, Durkheimians, Heideggerians, Straussians, Lacanians, Foucauldians, to the marginal utility people and so on. This may be so at the moment, but there are puzzling questions. 

   What is the common element between Kautsky and Adorno, Debord and Brecht, G. A. Cohen and Ulrike Meinhof, Mariátegui and Eagleton, Althusser and Bloch, Tony Cliff and Rudi Dutschke, Otto Bauer and C. L. R. James, Bukharin and Negri, Karl Korsch and Christopher Hill, Luxemburg and Jameson, Bordiga and Žižek? How come that practitioners of such divergent ‘occupations’ as economics, aesthetics, military strategy, trade unions grudgery, philosophy, armed insurrection, journalism, arts, law, poetry, professional revolutionism claim to belong to the same mouvance? 

   What is Marxism, in fact, as a historical phomenon? (And ‘history’ does not mean ‘the past’.) 

   Here I shall use a few ideas of the regretted Hans Blumenberg concerning ‘the theoretician as “perpetrator”’, ‘paratheory’ and ’supersystem’. He says, speaking of the Copernican ‘revolution’,

At first the image of Copernicus the ‘perpetrator’ who stops the heavens and puts the Earth in motion seems to be a rhetroical element in the polemics against Copernicanism, in connection with which the the important thing is not so

much the kind of changes made in the world construction as rather the act of overthrow and the forcibleness of its intervention. […] Even if it is just as suitable for disparaging as for heroising, the formula of the theoretician as the perpetrator who makes the Sun stand still and the earth move could still be mere rhetoric. But even what one describes so contemptuously precisely as ‘mere rhetoric’ 

speculates on the thoroughly real pregiven potential of its audience, which either is or can be filled with fears about the dependability of what it stands on, or with admiration for the daring of the performer.

   On Copernicus using the language of natural ‘laws’:

…Copernicus could not use such a language in any but a metaphorical way. […] When [he] speaks of the Earth’s force, efficacy, commands and legislation in regard to the phenomena in the heavens, only the choice of metaphors is instructive, not the metaphorical manner of speaking itself. One could call this a classic case of ‘absolute metaphor’. The speaker is simply not free to mean what he says realistically. […] When Copernicus metaphorically makes the Earth into the agent in an action, this is only in accordance with the theoretical change by which the earth has become a star.

   The history of metaphors of the ‘perpetrator’ in the reception of Copernicus is more than anything else the history of a great modern need to see concepts as guarantors of reality – to realise the idea, which was invested in the medieval conception of the Divinity, that thought as such, and without delay, could determine (if not, in fact, produce) the world. Consequently the history of this Copernican metaphor is a history of the most welcome confusions between theory and practice: that theory, if indeed it cannot be practical, might at least be an assurance of the possible effects of thought on action too.

   And, apart from ‘paratheory’ (a philosophic prediction of probable objections and attempts at refutation based on a theory of the possible motivations and stance of future adversaries), Blumenberg says in a chapter called ‘The Copernican System as a Prototypical Supersystem’ that

[t]he objects or symptoms of man’s fear of the natural phenomena that are inaccessible, incalculable or uncontrollable for him turn out to be within the reach of the instruments of cognition.
 

   [T]he Critique of Pure Reason’s turning is also Copernican insofar as… it opens up access to practical reason. […] In the last work that Kant himself published, the Streit der Fakultäten (Contest of the Faculties), of 1798, there is another, this time anonymous, allusion to Copernicus. […] The issue is human history. It is compared to the apparent motions of the planets, the irregularity of which could finally be ended by choosing a point of view that was different from the terrestrial one. The question then is whether there is a comparable special point of view – optically unattainable, but accessible to reason – for the ups and downs of history as well, a pont of view from which the arbitrary motions of history would reveal themselves as a law-governed process in one direction only. Kant’s answer is that for historiographical reason, this systematic reference point cannot be constructed. But one cannot exclude the possibility, either, that some special standpoint for an observer of history would be possible.  To human sight, at any rate, only isolated elements of a path present themselves. Any attempt to lay claim, nevertheless, to a view of history as a whole has to lead to a situation that would be analogous to the post-Copernican situation of Tycho Brahe, who was willing to surrender the rationality of the whole in return for the advantage of a geocentric construction of the planetary system, i. e., of man’s being optically privileged.

   Kant’s conclusion in regard to history is that man, as its observer, can never be a theoretical onlooker, but only a moral one… [The French Revolution did] not make it possible to read off the progress of history, but only the motion of the onlooker, of which the event becomes an indicator – giving him information about himself.

      Now Marx’s reception fits these definitions or, rather, descriptions if regarded from the outside, as it were, historically. He is seen as the supreme ‘perpetrator’ putting in motion the very phenomena he analysed, he is likely to be defended by ‘paratheories’ (such as the one I proposed in chap. 1) and he is regarded as the main source of a ‘supersystem’ interpreting itself epistemologically, on the one hand, and offering a theory of agency, on the other, which explains, illustrates and defends his and his comrades’ position as an instrument of cognition and action rather than a temporal accident or some such. 

   The supersystem of the perpetrator-theoretician protected by paratheory (the deviations from Marxian theory’s correct readings tend to be false-consciously bourgeois) opens a route for an intellectual practice which is particularly, maybe dangerously, self-reflective. The hermeneutically correct reading of the authentic text puts the reader in a position in which fetishism, estrangement and reification would be moved from being a feature of one’s social make-up and transformed into a problem of society (and the only contemporary type of society we know is capitalism) wherefrom they return to one as a reflected, critically understood ‘personal’, that is, ‘moral’ problem. Nor is this putative problem only a call to a profound intellectual change but also a call for moral action, at least something that used to be called engagement, commitment, or else – this ‘else’ being pre-emptively and critically characterised by paratheory.

   At the same time, this change that has been repeatedly mispronounced as conversion, metanoia, involves – the whole point being historical ― a collective endeavour which links together a number of persons whose common situatedness is puzzling. It is so, because according to Marx’s view, the character of capitalist society is not obvious, it is opaque, mediated. Its discovery can be achieved by a démontage of, e. g., commodity fetishism, and that needs deliberate effort, even a sustained critical activity, therefore the starting point which is directly, visibly given in vulgar materialism (a given, preferably low position in social hierarchy or stratification) or in utopian socialism (moral feelings, e. g., revulsion at social injustice or state coercion) is not at all clear or ‘natural’.

   The old conundrum about ‘ideological bias’ in the social sciences  and everyday political judgment caused by disparate interests is a different one. The well-known difficulty of Marxism is – among other things – that honest representation of working-class interests as they appear is conducive to, well, petty bourgeois egalitarianism, since at first blush the prime source of social suffering seems to be distributive injustice.
 

   Interest-driven political action and political reflexion targeting capitalism is almost always essentially egalitarian. Most people ‘remember’ Marxism from ‘the past’ as a radical egalitarian tendency emphasising the obsolete industrial proletariat, ‘now sadly on its way to extinction’. One can also notice sometimes the backsliding of Marxist thinkers themselves, especially in their politics that has them repeatedly embroiled in various exotic tyrannies and experiments in military or nativist populism, seduced by the demise of traditional oligarchies (no tears to be shed about those, though), i. e., political egalitarianism, i. e., classical republicanism.

   Marxism most definitely allies itself with the ‘empirical’ class interests of one class, the proletariat, and since those interests are re-distributive and egalitarian within bourgeois society it is a sign of Marxists’ giving up the perspective of transcending capitalism when egalitarianism enters the very centre of their politics as distinct from that part  of their politics they share with non-Marxist socialists and feminists and non-socialist democrats such as anti-imperialist fighters for national independence. This kind of sharing is commendable, I personally do approve of and help to implement like strategies, but this does not help us to clarify the specificity of Marxist theory and (political) practice. 

    The difficulty of Marxism is also caused by what it regards – in sharp contradistinction to the dominant liberal discourse – as a subject. Liberal political philosophy in its first phase from Locke to Mill presented a story starting from servility or personal dependence helped along by superstition to a gradual exfoliation and efflorescence of a community of autonomous individuals. This community was to be discursive and deliberative, the reasonableness of which assured by the overprotected supersystem predicated on the evolving objectivity or declining bias of science, less and less a prisoner of interest and passion, an evolution made possible by a similarly, but separately evolving culture of freedom borne aloft by cultivated gentlemen of independent means, beati possidentes, who could not and cannot be intimidated into exaggerated deference and blind faith. Leisure and learning would permit to such people to avoid the pitfall of autonomy misconstrued as a licence for egotism, on the contrary, it had to be conducive to a responsible attitude towards common interest, general felicity and good government.

   Nature and labour had to be extraneous to this sort of generic historical subject, they had to be hidden behind impersonal devices such as ‘technology’ and ‘commerce’ deemed to be transhistorical and largely apolitical.

As the Subject, capital is a remarkable ‘subject’. Whereas Hegel’s Subject is transhistorical and knowing, in Marx’s analysis it is historically determinate and blind. Capital, as a structure constituted by determinate forms of practice, may in turn be constitutive of forms of social practice and subjectivity; yet, as the Subject, it has no ego. It is self-reflective and, as a social form, may induce self-consciousness, but unlike Hegel’s Geist it does not possess self-consciousness. Subjectivity and the socio-historical Subject must, in other words, be distinguished in Marx’s analysis. […] Marx changes the terms of the epistemological problem. He shifts the focus of the problem of knowledge from the knowing individual (or supra-individual) subject and its relation to an external (or externalised) world to the forms of social relations, seen as determinations of social subjectivity as well as objectivity. The problem of knowledge now becomes a question of the relation between forms of social mediations and forms of thought.

   So Moishe Postone.

   Not only epistemologically, but also in terms of political philosophy, the coupure operated in the conceptual texture of Subject’s story opposes Marxism to the rest of the field. The common presuppositions of the main theoretical discourse on society (although undermined by the ‘revolutionary conservative’ late Counter-Enlightenment from Schopenhauer to Wittgenstein, although this subversive theoretical practice remains on the margins and is embraced by radicals rather than political conservatives) appear not so much criticised by Marxists as seeming to be for them ‘at an angle’, the protagonist in their story – and, as a consequence, their idea of the task of a social theory – being different. There is thematical distinction here, so much so, that Marxist theory cannot be read as ‘political philosophy’ in the usual sense, for it cannot and will not answer the classical, indirectly but essentially moral, questions of this discipline.

   We should realise at this juncture that Marxism is an historical genre as ‘Western metaphysics’, ‘contrapuntal music’, ‘courtly love’, ‘psycho-analysis’, ‘the realist novel’, ‘cricket’, ‘suburbia’, ‘secret societies’, ‘beekeeping’, ‘public transport’, ‘prayer’, ‘diplomacy’ or ‘broadcasting’. Its various guises under which it is known in academia (political economy, aesthetics, theory of history etc.) and in politics (‘doctrine of  salvation’, ideology of revolutionary and reformist parties etc.) are wholly inadequate and misleading. The linguistic form in which it is couched (the ‘-ism’) is partly, but only superficially, responsible. Its anomalous status is unavoidable and, indeed, necessary. If the work of Mill or Rawls is political philosophy, then Marxism isn’t.

   An historical genre is not an independent pursuit whose terms can be changed at will from the outside, and philosophy is no exception. ‘The only science, the science of history’, this clumsy Marxian tag, is to be understood only metaphorically and strategically, aimed at assuring Marx’s theory of a high rank, a legitimate stratagem but not more. Schoenberg’s music does not fit ‘contrapuntal music’ and ‘courtly love’ is no term for what Swann feels. Historical genre is a temporal microcosm with constant features. 

   Marxism with its concentration on capitalism and its revolutionary overthrow is a (major) part of a totally novel historical genre, socialism, which is the first articulate and rational high culture and comprehensive politics – as opposed to folklore – of a subaltern class in history. The millennial folk culture of the old subaltern classes is a culture of complaint or better, Leidensgeschichte, and of identitarian self-celebration and of a repetitive interpretation of human life as natural history in acknowledging destiny, ecstasy, loss, pain, passage of time, unfairness and humiliation sometimes heroically challenged, sometimes sagely accepted. Its sub-genres are mostly modelled on music and verse, necessarily, since they are mostly oral in origin and anonymous-collective in their authorship and variable in their texture, timeless in their anti-historical traditionalism.

   Modern socialism and, especially, Marxism is the first ‘high culture’ of a subaltern class, the modern proletariat, that challenges the competition largely on its own terrain but trying, of course, to change the rules of the game (which is, for socialists, the class struggle). When dictionaries say that Rosa Luxemburg was an economist and Georg Lukács was an aesthetician and Edward P. Thompson was an historian and Louis Althusser was a philosopher and Bertolt Brecht was a dramatist and Lev Davidovitch Trotsky was a politician, they are simply mistaken. They are all – in spite of obvious, but banal differences – representatives of a new historical genre in which the time-honoured distinction between theory and practice, ‘positive’ science and ideology, philosophy and politics, art and ‘life’ does not obtain. These distinctions are characteristic of bourgeois society and bourgeois ideology (with ancient roots, of course) which may be valid in themselves – although I do not think they are, but I might be in error – but certainly they cannot describe and explain what Marxism is as a body of experience inscribed in a complex, but specialised narrative both caused by and continously shaping that experience and giving a common habitus to its practitioners. You cannot very well distinguish between Marxists as parties to a vast history and as interpreters of that history: if they weren’t the latter, they could not be the former. If its pratitioners could not read (up to a point, at least) musical notation, they could not be parties to the story named ‘contrapuntal music’. But this relationship is much more tenuous since you can listen to contrapuntal music and even ‘hear’ it right to a certain extent if you don’t have the knowledge that illuminates the mere complex sound produced by instruments and voices. No such separation (of ‘musicians’ and ‘audience’) is possible in our case. When current newspaper items will say, for example, that ‘Marxist guerillas in Nepal have set fire to a police station, sources reveal’, there is a way of judging whether they were indeed Marxist, quite independent of their personal conviction that they are. Indeed, this question is a Kampffrage. After all, Stalin thought he was a Marxist.

   Being a Marxist means, among other things, thinking about who is an authentic Marxist and about the criteria of deciding this judiciously. Lukács’s idea of ‘orthodoxy’, however shrewd, offers only an inside view, made possible by his apocalyptic abbreviation of revolutionary history. Correct as far as it goes (in my estimation) it is surely not sufficient.If we compare it to his version of class consciousness, we find that correct class consciousness is akin to, if not identical with, ‘orthodoxy’, thus the idea is self-explanatory or, worse, circular. The time has come for ‘scientific socialism’ to encompass an interpretation of socialism as an historical genre as well as a critique of capitalism. 

   For it is unthinkable that ‘a high culture of a subaltern class’ be identical with high cultures always associated with the ruling classes. So it is inconceivable that articulate, organised and deliberate politics of a subaltern class be indistinguishable from the ‘professional’ politics of class societies initiated in the leisured class of the diverse versions of armigerous nobility.

   The differences can be presented clearly through comparisons. I would chose a comparison that is both characteristic theoretically and which can point towards of a solution of the question, how do we describe credibly the historical genre called Marxism or Marxian socialism.

                                     3

‘Public’ and ‘Private’ in Traditional and Marxist Theory

    The central distinction of liberal political philosophy, on which everything turns, is between ‘public’ and ‘private’; the distinction is vital because it can delimitate the sphere of legitimate power where subordination, obedience, coercion, obligation, punishment, appropriation of personal wealth (‘taxation’), restriction of movement, ascribing of residence etc. etc. can occur, where – in other words – liberty can be circumscribed legally in a manner which is open to deliberation, debate, negotiation, criticism, protest, legal challenge and political change within the framework of an orderly but contested and contradictory political process of legislation and constitutional jurisprudence.  

   The public sphere (‘under the law’) allows coercion and hierarchy, obedience to which is impersonal and ‘objective’  in character since it is reducible to law-abidingness, that is, citizens are obeying laws subject to consent and assent, not arbitrary public authority as such. Freedom is circumscribed, not by an agency outside the political community (like divine commandments administered by an ecclesiastical institution exempt of customary obligations applied to the rest of the subjects or the unquestionable authority of an anointed king) but by the political community itself represented in the ‘state will’ via constitutionally established mechanisms – and so on. 

   The private sphere, i. e., ‘civil society’ is, in this view, funded on contract rather than unilateral obligation, even if  the binding character and fairness of contract is guaranteed by law from the outside, but certainly the terms of contract (within this framework) are subject to mutual approval (agreement) of persons guided by their private interest conceived as an algorithm of maximising unilateral advantage, short of coercion. The distinction between bourgeois and citoyen (i. e., private and public ‘subject’) is determined by the permission granted to pursue private interest within the law and, respectively, the peformance of obligations as the (civic) member of the political community extending as far as the sacrifice of one’s life when called under the flag. 

   Egalitarian men and women of the left frequently assume that the iniquities of ‘class rule’ are a result of the imposition of the selfish private interest of the bourgeoisie or of some bourgeois groups,  e. g., financial speculators, and thus are emulating the bourgeois/citoyen dichotomy of liberal ideology, as if the egotistical failure of the bourgeoisie to live up to a generous idea of the public interest would preclude the triumph of the fair distribution of goods and services, as if the dominant position of capital – forgetting that capital is ‘historically determinate and blind’ – would be tantamount to the actual political power of the bourgeoisie, the alleged ‘paymaster’ of parliamentarians, civil servants, judges and soldiers. A liberal-style moralising of ‘political influence’  (while it is real enough most of the time) and ‘special interests’ does not demand anything else than a more vigorous separation of public and private, a purge of the former from the meddling of the latter. But the hidden influence of one or another bourgeois interest group is an anomaly of the system known as liberal capitalism, and socialism targets the system itself and not the system’s anomalies. 

   A powerful criticism of such anomalies is an honourable task for the loyal and honest supporters of the régime (liberals), has nothing specifically socialist. Incorruptible and consequent capitalist régimes are in principle (but in practice, of course, rather seldom) quite capable of representing the ‘general interest’ of capital while hurting the immediate interest, the daily increasing profit of the bourgeoisie or of this or that actual bourgeois. The good citizen and the ‘selfish’ bourgeois who is after his or her profit, pleasure or fame, are reunited in the same person, and it is precisely this that was Rousseau’s and Kant’s and Fichte’s problem concerning civil society, so their moralising is more profound and thorough than the one displayed by the muckraking variety of leftist. Already the young Marx realised that the emancipation from this limitedness and ambiguity of bourgeois society would have to mean the real dissolution of both aspects of the bourgeois/citoyen which is a caesura reinforced rather than bridged over or reconciled by law. ‘Citizenship’ is a unilateral abstraction of the membership in a political community through participatory processes in which ‘public-spiritedness’ should prevail, thanks to patriotism, sympathy for the weak, social altruism, ‘equal rights’ and the like, over private greed etc.

   This is similar to the moral rhetoric of classical republicanism known from Attic and Roman oratory and advocacy, inherited by much of contemporary liberalism, but it does not illuminate the historical nature of capitalism, let alone of its transcensus. The realm of ‘private’ transactions is not touched at its core, only limited by intuitions of commonsensical honesty. The idea of the autonomy and neutrality of the state could be sustained only if it were shown that public transactions (subject to hierarchy) are quintessentially different in character from private transactions as regards obligations and compulsion, apart from their motivational colouring.

   The same opposition applies when distinction is made between ‘politics’ (government) and ‘the economy’. Relations of power (representation, obligation and command) are supposed to predominate in the former, and symmetrical relations of contract and mutual agreement (guided by the private interest of the contracting parties, largely free from government interference) in the latter. 

   Marxism denies this, it holds that this is an erroneous description of bourgeois society (the liberal state, rule of law, representative government, parliamentary democracy and countless other synonyms). The economy (especially capitalist economy) does not stand on its own as a peculiar synthesis of technology and free will (embodied by and in the contract) but it is there at the fountainhead of such phenomena. It is not so much a question how the legislation of the incipient bourgeois state has shaped modern industrial capitalism before its real start (as shown by recent Marxist historiography) but a question of parallelisms between social forms classified asunder by liberal political philosophy into ‘public’ and ‘private’ or: ‘politics’ and ‘the economy’. In Marxian socialism, both are social forms.

Since he was not restricted by the horizon of the capitalist economy, and since he saw it as only one of past and possible social forms of economy, Marx asked: why does the material-technical content of the labour process at a given level of development of productive forces assume a particular, given social form? Marx’s methodological formulation of the problem runs approximatively as follows: why does labour assume the form of value, means of production the form of capital, means of workers’ subsistence the form of wages, increased productivity of labour the form of increased surplus value? His attention was dierected to the anlysis of social forms of economy and the laws of their origin and development, and to ‘the process of development of forms [Gestaltungsprozess] in their various phases’.  […] Starting with the social forms as given, the Classical Economists tried to reduce complex forms to simpler forms by means of analysis in order finally to discover their material-technical basis or content. However, Marx, starting from a given condition of the material process of production, from a given level of productive forces, tried to explain the origin and character of social forms which are assumed by the material process of production.

    By classifying labour as a ‘section’ of ‘the economy’, mainstream or liberal political theory places it into the realm of the ‘private’, i. e., into the sphere of voluntary agreement, pursuit of private interest, voluntary contract and ‘rights’, that is, outside ‘politics’, i. e., power, obligation, duty, obedience, deference, rule-following, hierarchy, coercion and the struggle against those. Class struggle, instead of being recognised (as it is in reality) a structural feature of the total capital system, appears as a (possibly illegitimate) introduction of politics into the sphere of private transactions (extraneous power brought to bear onto voluntary mutual agreements between contracting parties) which are ideally herrschaftsfrei (free of domination). We should remember how in the eighteenth century strikes were forbidden as deliberate breach of the freedom of contract, the cornerstone of liberal society.

   Since labour in capitalism is forced by the separation of producers from the means of production, a fundamental fact of this social system, the hypothesis of voluntary labour contract (although a useful legal fiction for the status quo) is farcical. 

   But if it were only this…

   Since labour consists in a disciplined and uniform performance of pre-established parameters (blueprints etc.) to be achieved in a given time under prescribed technological circumstances and since wages are dependent on satisfactory and timely performance under the guidance of management exercising quality control, since real subsumption of labour to capital is formalised by an hierarchy established by diligence, training, punctuality, ‘showing up’ and the conformist ethic of ‘the job’ (nowadays exacerbated by the so-called corporate culture and cognate nonsense) not to speak of the turn of the screw applied with the various practices of increasing labour time and work intensity, it is quite easy to recognise the aspects of ‘politics’ to be found on the shop floor. 

   A situation governed by dire necessity (separation) and sharp inequality of power (subsumption) and regulation of needs (wage system) is conspicuously and pre-eminently political.
   It is as conspicuous, too, that the ultimate source of democratic legitimacy, elections, are taking place in an environment wherein citizens dwell as private persons, in territorial constituencies where you vote according to where you spend you leisure (in the telling phrase, ‘where you live’) and where your social function is that of a consumer (of housing, habitat, whatever), ergo a supremely isolated private person pursuing individual and incommensurable ends and where your paramount public, i. e., class interest plays less than at your workplace – this is a veritable invasion of privacy by politics, aiming at the isolation of emembers of divers communities classified according to their class position. Whereas workers’ councils (factory councils!), centred on the workplace, uncover and demonstrate the public and political character of the site of production. Where public relationships characterised by the element of duty are represented as private and voluntary and wherefrom politics is banished (workplaces) are de-politicised, private locations of individual ‘life’ are politicised by the electoral relocation of politics (hence the centrality of health, transport, clean air in ‘progressive’ electoral politics, because these factors are touching citizens as consumers and repositories of private interest in the topsy-turvy world of political equality and ‘economic’ oppression and ‘social’ inequality).

   Marxian politics should reverse this and put politics where it belongs, where the element of obligation is essential (labour). The shop-floor is more adequate as the locus of politics than accidental combinations of  families in private dwellings. Incidentally, it would be more faithful to the spirit of liberalism and classical republicanism to re-re-locate politics where duty and hierarchy dominate and are opposed, resisting the ongoing privatisation of the political that seems to revert worryingly to being limited to the re-distribution of hand-outs, reminiscent of the period of decay towards the end of the Roman republic, compare the anti-immigration moods to food riots in ancient Rome in crisis.

   Social justice, that is, petty bourgeois egalitarianism (sorry) opposes mostly consumer interests, i. e., interests of private persons, thereby perpetuates the cleavages at the basis of alienation. Addressing exploitation head-on is a reply to liberal political philosophy where politics stops at the factory gate and at the office door. The private/public dichotomy as it is currently operated is groundless. Reuniting producers with the means of production would theoretically and practically solved this problem caused by their separation.
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