SEVEN TYPES OF CBLOQUY:
TRAVESTIESGF MARXISM

NORMAN GERAS

One comes across the strangest arguments these days. If you happen to be
interested in Marxist thought, whether as history of ideas or as ideas of
history, you find yourself quite regularly surprised. You may find yoursdf
startled even, at the character of some of what you encounter. | offer here
amodest compilation of examples, with accompanying critical commentary.

The principles governing the compilation are few. Examplesare dl from
writers of the Léft and from writings of the 1980s. Seven broad types of
argument are reviewed; each type prominent within contemporary socidist
discussion- though | make no claim to their being exhaustiveof the genre of
criticismthey represent. Together, the assembled examplesprovideakind of
snapshot of something, that isall. The sequence o them isinterrupted here
and there by adigression.

L Snling Marxists
'Obloquy’, as generdly understood, means something very pronounced:
speaking ill of a person or — as it may also be and is here - tradition of
thought. | use the word in that sense. Instancesdf thefirst type of obloguy,
which | shall be consideringin thissection, are unified by (loosely speaking)
their stylerather than their substance. They differ in that fromthesix typesto
follow, whose unity isthematic. Thestyledefiningthefirst typeof oblogquyis
that of the quick, casual disparagement, untroubled by effort of serious proof
or even advocacy: the smadll, avoidable falsehood or lightminded absurdity;
the rendering of an oppaosing viewpoint in transparently prejudicial terms;
the passing caricature or easy oversmplification;each of thesegeneraly in
cahootswith otherslikeitin the sametext - for authorspermittingthemselves
one usualy permit themselvesmany - and cumulatively producing a not very
good impression of their object. Here are some examplesd such a'syle€ of
recent critical discussion.

Jon Elster gives his readers to understand that Marx may have thought
‘each individual. . .has al the capacitiesthat any other has, aview hefinds
‘extremely' utopian, 'by itsdenia of any geneticaly determineddifferencesin
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ability." Curious hereisthat in support of the suggestion he adduces but one
linefrom the Grundrisse which speaks, inageneral way, about theartisticand
scientific'development' of individuasin a prospective- better = future. This
seemsdifferent from sayingthat everyonehasidentical inherent abilities. It is
al Elster offers. Except, that is, for a broad gesturetowards'the corpusasa
whole, which never to my knowledgerefersto differencesin natural talents.'

Also curiousis that there is a famous passage in the Critique d the Gotha
Programme, concerningthedistributive principl essuitabl eto a post-capitalist
order, and in which Marx saysthingslike: 'But one man issuperior to another
physically or mentaly. . ."; and ‘it [a particular distributive principle] tacitly
recognizes unequa individual endowment and thus productive capacity as
natural privileges; and individuas ‘would not be different individuas if

they were not unequal’; and 'From each according to his ahilities, to each
accordingto hisneedd' Elster discussesthe passageat somelength elsewhere
in hisown text. Oversights are perfectly possible. How odd, though, unless
on the basis of the clearest statement or entailment to this effect, to credit
someone with the bdief that we dl have the same natural aptitude to be
sprinters, or weightlifters, or mathematicians.'

Thereisa certain kind of sociaist, accordingto John Keane, by whom it
is supposed that 'under conditions of genuine socialism. . .al decisionsin
public affairs, no matter how smal or insignificant, will be taken directly
by the community as a whole. Whoever else he may be thinking of here,
heis anyway thinking of the Marxist kind of socialigt, for thisiswhat Marx
supposed, so we are told, in'a species o the collective harmony myth'": "All
communist beings would make decisons on dl public matters, no matter
how insignificant, and without resorting to separate political institutionsfor
securingagreementsor reconcilingconflicts.” Amongst the many and difficult
problemsMarx bequeathedto the Marxist traditionthrough what he did and
did not say about theregul ativeinstitutionsof afuturecommunist society, this
onehad, | confess, hitherto escaped my notice: that everybody would haveto
be directly involvedin thesiting of each road sign. | had come acrossMarx’s
referencesto the continued existenced a'public power' and the mechanism
of elections; Engelss scepticism towardsthe notion of being able to dispense
withthe'authority of the mgjority over the minority'; some reflections, even,
of August Bebel, concerning'democratic' electionsto 'positions of trust' in a
central administration,with the possibility of recal and re-election if thisis
demanded by circumstancesor theelectorsdeem it desirable' - and had come
across a bit moreyet (some o it to be detailed later) pointing to a picture of
communist public affairs dightly more mediated and less harmoniousthan
Keane suggests. Keaneis perhaps exaggerating. But how odd to exaggerate
$0.2

How very odd, really, when you reflect uponit, asociety of peopleendowed
with exactly the same natural talents; or of peopleall directly deciding about
everything,'no matter howsmdl'. 1t would beitself, doubtless, excessvewere
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weto say of thisform of discourseabout Marxismthat it turnsyour average
Marxist into someonewho thinksall humankind will be permanently smiling
‘after the revolution'; or into someonewhose beliefsare consonant only with
the wearing of an inanegrin.

Stuart Hall commends Antonio Gramsci: "Where Gramsci departs from
classical versionsdf Marxismisthat hedoesnot think that politicsisan arena
which smply reflects already unified collective political identities, already
constituted forms of struggle.' Thisisgood for Gramsci but bad for classical
Marxism. Tothat category we may takeit Marx belongs, and L uxemburgand
Lenin also. Now, it seems hard to give a clear meaning to Lenin’s thinking
on the revolutionary party, or on the strategy of proletarian-peasantalliance
in pre-1917 Russia, if it was a matter for him of dready unified collective
political identities. Equally, it is hard on such a basis to understand the
mass strike's significance for Luxemburg: as formative, educative, unifying
indeed; as congtitutivedf a new and active, self-governing political identity
for the working class. Thesetwowerefamiliar with thedistinctionMarx made
between a class-in-itsdlf and a class-for-itself, and with what it implied about
long, difficult struggles, about learningfrom the experience of them, about
interruptions and defeats. Stuart Hall is familiar with the same distinction.
He callsit ‘Marx’s formidable distinction between a class “in itself* and one
which hasdevel oped sufficientpolitical, qultural andstrategicunity to become
anactiveforcein history—"foritself'. . . Thisseemsrather betterfor classica
Marxism. It could be the difference between Gramsci and less saintly figures
in the tradition is poorly formulated.3

'‘Marxigm's more scientificadherents. . .implicitly assumed the God's eye
view of a transcendental, monological meta-subject able to grasp the whole
from a presumed point exterior to it.' So says Martin Jay. That is some
subject, al right: with a God's eye, and transcendental, and monological,
and meta - and when Marxism's more scientific adherents have not been
so sympathetic to notions of deity or transcendental subjecthood. It is
perhaps merely an emphatic expression of the well-known and properly
lamented tendency towards dogmatism in certain Marxist circles. No, it is
not that. The target is other; contained in the words 'to grasp the whole.
Jay's target is 'totalistic knowledge. What exact pejorativeweight falls, for
him, respectively on 'totalistic' and on 'knowledge (asin 'more scientific
adherents) is hard to say. But such, in any case, are the features of the
historical-materialistenterprise— itsaspirationto understand different forms
of society, to explain their general character — which convict Marxism of the
arrogant God's eye view.4

Another who is worried about totality is Jean Cohen. The problem which
troubles her is Marx’s 'one single totalizing logic, the logic of a ""mode of
production™. . .[S}uch atotalistic theory dangeroudy excludesthe possibility
(which we of the twentieth century ought to know well) that there might
be other modes of domination than socioeconomic class relations, other
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principlesd gtratification in addition to class (nationality, race, status, sex,
etc.). . . Notethat the said totaistic theory, according to Cohen, does not
merely give primary emphasisto class, nor even just understate, perhaps,
the importance of other modes of domination. It 'excludes the possibility'
of them. Cohen excludes the possibility of things | definitely remember
reading: Marx saying that 'the general positiond women in modem society
is inhuman', and that ‘'Labour cannot emancipate itsdf in the white skin
where in the black it is branded'; Engels saying of Germany that a nation
which has dlowed itself to be used as'a tool of oppression against. . .other
nations' must entirely renounce that past; Lenin following the two of them
in declaring'no nation can befreeif it oppressesother nations; Luxemburg
remarking on the specia sorrowsaf children; Trotsky, likewise, writingd the
'darkness and 'dependence’ o so many childhoods, and that a 'revolution
does not deserve its name if it does not take the greatest care possible of
the children’; and writing of 'Woman. . .at last freefing] hersdf from her
semi-servile condition’; Adomo speaking of ‘the husband's barbarous power
over the property and work of hiswife and of 'the lying ideology which sets
up the man as superior'; Deutscher (yes, even in an essay with the title'On
Sociadisgt Man') looking forward to the end of ‘the present family, with. . .its
dependenced woman and child on father' - and so, if need be, on.5

Stuart kel also hassomethingto say about all thissingularity: 'We cannot
imagine socidism coming about any longer through the image of that single,
singular subject we used to call Socidist Man. Socidist Man, with one mind,
oneset o interests, oneproject, isdead. And good riddance. Who needs'him'’
now. . .with 'his particular sensed masculinity, shoring'his identity upin a
particular set of familial relations, a particular kind of sexual identity?Who
needs’him' asthesingular identity throughwhich thegreat diversity of human
beingsand ethnicculturesin our world must enter the twenty-first cemtuary
Thesewriters, it may be observedin passing, are ever so contemporary. They
invoke the twentieth, or the prospect of the twenty-first, century; sy ‘we
ought to know' and ‘we cannot any longer imagine. And they draw dl the
whileapicturedt thesegrinning— and shrunken — predecessors. Bewarewhen
thewriter writes, 'We know, today. . ." Doessheknow, or isthat currentlythe
thingto say? And what he knows, wasit perhapsal so known yesterday?\Was
it known by someone, known at least in part?

Gosta Esping Anderson interprets Lenin: if socialists take parliamentary
democracy serioudly, they will betray the proletariancause by hel ping obscure
the nature of class struggle. Even worse, their participation will serve only
to perpetuate and strengthen class expl oitation, thus delaying the inevitable
revolutionary moment.' By contrast with Kautsky, for whom 'parliamentary
partici pationcan devel opthe prol etariat's capecity for sociaist palitics,' Lenin
is said to have held that 'participation in bourgeois ingtitutions. . .would
corrupt working class palitics. Thisis the same Lenin as he whose strategic
perspectivefor the Russian workers movement over more than a decade was
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summed up thus: 'there isnot, nor cantherebe, any other pathtoreal freedom
for the proletariat and the peasantry, than the path of bourgeoisfreedomand
bourgeoisprogress; whorailed against'the hoary Narodnik theorythat. . .we
do not need bourgeois political liberty', and against 'anarchism which denies
any participation of the proletariat in bourgeois palitics. . .in bourgeois
parliamentarism'; who, in Sate and Revolution (Esping Anderson's aleged
source), spoke of the benefitsto the proletariat of the ‘wider, freer and more
open formof theclassstruggle' vouchsafed by the demacratic-republicantype
of bourgeoisstate; who upheldin fact 'the viewpoint that it was. . .obligatory
to participate even in a mogt reactionary parliament'; that 'participation in
parliamentary electionsand in the struggle on the parliamentary rostrum s
obligatory on the party of the revolutionary proletariat." Esping Anderson
feels'lt isimpossible to cling to Leninism when one engagesin empirical
analysis.' Y ou can see what he means.7

The list of such examplescould be extended at will. But thisfirst type of
obloquy is now sufficiently exemplified. The above instances of it are dl
representativeof the style: off-the-cuff, belittling— and, upon examination,
feeble. They are not chosen, however, only for the style. They also signal,
loosely, thesubstantivethemesaf theother six typesaf obloquy, to be pursued
after the following short digression.

D1. Snapshat

There is any number of reasons, cogent, intellectualy arguable, moradly
understandableor otherwise worthy of respect, why a person might not be,
not want to be or not chooseto call hersdf or himsdf a Marxist; and there
is any number of reasonstherefore - again, cogent, intellectually arguable,
morally understandableor otherwiseworthy of respect—why, Marxistor not,
someone might be critical of this intellectual tradition, whether individual
aspectsor wholeareas of it.

They might feel that Marxism to date has had too little to offer towards
atheory of the political institutionsnecessary for any genuinely democratic
community, deficiency enough when problemsaf political mediation will be
with us for good. Or might think that, in historical and socia explanation,
although Marxism explainssomething or even quitealot, thereistoo much
which it cannot explain. Or might hold, on the basisof their judgement of
whatever evidencethey take to berelevant, that itscentral theoretical claims
are wrong or at least not proven. They might not wish to appear to identify
themsel veswith a primary emphasi son the effort toend economicexploitation
and class division, in a world with more inequities than these. Even
recognizing the desirability of socidism, they might doubt its probability,
whether because of the discredit brought upon it by the regimes that have
claimed its name, or for older and deeper reasons. Or they might wonder
from where, or from what, credible agencies or strategiesof socialism will
emerge. They might feel, from within the 'inwardness of their own personal
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sphereand their sense of itsimportanceto them, that Marxism will not help
them much towards understanding or fulfilment here. Or feel that its major
thinkershave had too littletimefor problemsof moral philosophy, germane
though these are to any project of human emancipation. Or feel, in the light
o areligiousor other metaphysical belief, that Marxism has had nothing or
not the right sort of thing to say to them about the most profound meanings
of lifeand death. They might just think that contributionsto our knowledgeof
the social world have been too many and variedfor it to besensibleto identify
onesdf with alabel derivingfrom the named one man.8

Thereis, to put it otherwise, plenty of room for differencewith, and for
difference within, this tradition of thought; for serious substantive criticism
o it; for argument over its shortcomingsthat is precise and worthwhile.
Why, then, with no lack of matter for sober critical discussion, is there on
the Left today such a volume of caricature, ill-informed oversamplification
and generally facile disputation in the treatment of Marxist thought? Note
the specificationsof timeand milieuin the question. For Marxism hasaways
been subject to thissort of thing. Thesourcesd it, moreover, were generally
not hard to see: overt palitical hogtility, prejudice and the like. But the same
easy critical themes, the same kinds of misrepresentation and distortion as
werefed by such sources, now comefrom writersof the Left overtly open to
what is positivein Marxist thought, and sometimesprofessing,indeed, aform
of Marxism themselves. And they comefrom them after two decadesin which
aflourishingof debate and scholarshipin thisarea has nuanced and enriched
Marxiam itself, aswell as confounding the more vulgar representationsd it
which prevailed at the beginning of the period, during the Cold War. The
point can be accentuated till further. It is possible to identify the themes
and inflectionsdf this new obloguy even confining oneself, as | mostly do
here, to work of some quality: to the writings of serious scholars, some of
them o considerableintellectual standing.

Whatever the explanation for it, the phenomenon itself is unmistakable.
Amongst writers and academics across a significant sector of the Left, an
impulse has lately grown towards the taking of some 'extra distance, so to
say, from Marxiam. That is the subject of this snapshot: for the record, a
moment of intellectual history when good reasonsdid not suffice; the actual
standard of somedf the reasons put forth.

II. Amazi ng Reducti ons

There are three common variants o the discursiveform to be treated next.
Its theme was foreshadowed more than oncein Section |. It is that Marxism
is— inescapably — reductionist.

An exampledf thissecond typed obloquy, in thefirst of thethree variants
| distinguish,isprovided by Jean Cohen. Shewrites: 'The base/superstructure
model, according to which the state, law, and ideology are conceived as
determined ('in thelastingtance™) by the modeof production. . .impliesthat
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political power and dominationrepresent somethingelse: the socia relations
of dominationof the only sphere with real weightin the historical materialist
framework, the economy." It obvioudy follows, if the economy is the only
sphere with real weight in the model, that no other sphere hasreal weight
in it; and it must seem reasonable, if that is so, to say that the 'reduction’
thereby perpetrated 'precludes the investigation of the internal dynamics of
the political sphereand the naturedf the power of thosewhooccupyitsranks.'
Cohen saysit. Sheisvery quick on the subject of what Marxism precludes.
Before, remember, it was other modes of domination than class; now, it is
merely investigation of the dynamicsdf the political sphere.9

Thisfirst variant is the smpleone. It smplifies. Marxism has here been
rather pared down; reduced, infact. For Cohen'sisnot theonly versionof the
base/superstructure model. What student of Marxism can really be unaware
of that today?She herself allowsto peep out at usfrom between scarequotes
the phrase, 'in the last ingtance'. It hastwo immediate associations: a letter
from Engels to Bloch, and the writingsof LouisAlthusser. Expresdy argued
in both is that the economy is not the only sphere with real weight; that it
would be 'sensdless indeed (Engels) so to construeit.}? On a conservative
estimate, this must now have been argued by several dozen Marxist writers.
Cohen just discountsthe fact. And, with respect to 'the internal dynamicsof
the political sphere and the natureof the power of thosewho occupyitsranks,
shediscountsa few other thingsaswell. Marx’s analysisof Bonapartism, for
example, is mentioned by her in thisconnection, but asexceptional only, ‘an
extraordinary deviation from the paradigm of classrule. Also exceptional,
onemust suppose, would be Thalheimer or Trotsky on fascism, and Gramsci
on hegemony, and Althusser on repressiveand ideologica state apparatuses,
Miliband or Poulantzason the capitalist state, virtually the whole classical
Marxist tradition on the difference between parliamentary-demacratic and
autocratic forms of rule, and a certain amount of recent discusson of the
notion of relative autonomy — tosome of which material Cohen even refers.

It seemsnot to beenough tosay that reductionistformsof explanation have
been a problem within Marxist thought, a recurring tendency or temptation
there; and onetowhich someMarxistsmay havesuccumbed morethan others.
This sort of critical observation, the import of which is undeniable, would
obvioudy alow,for the problem, the possibility of solutions; for thetendency,
the existence of other tendencies; for the temptation, a resistanceto it aso.
It would alow that there might be Marxisms which were not reductionist. It
is a criticiam too wesk for the tastesof some. There is more to the matter,
however, than taste; argumentswould also be to the point. An argument,in
particular, as to why the base/superstructure model might not be rendered
with a base which hasreal weight but isnot the only spherewhich has, would
be most pertinent.

Moving on to a less blinkered variant of this theme, | benefit from the
momentary support of Barry Hindess. Hindess rejects such simplification:
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'No serious exponent of class analysis maintains that class analysis tells us
dl we need to know about the political forces at work in the modem
world. The assertion that we must avoid reductionism is commonplace in
the literature and everyone now presents some version of Marx and Engels
insistence that other elements must be given their due.' Further: 'Marxists
have dways insisted that economism is something to be avoided." And:
'‘Much o post-war marxist theory. . .has been devoted to developing non-
reductionist interpretationsof that [base/superstructure] model.’1! Marxism
then, for Hindess, is more complex than for Cohen. It is not irredeemably
reductionigt. If we look again, though, we will find that he thinks, after all,
it isirredeemably reductionist. He offers two criticisms. One, that Marxist
theory hasyet to specify clearly 'the precise mechanisms of the relationship
between base and superstructure, provides a perfectly good issuefor critical
discussion.12 But it amounts to the cdlam that Marxist types of explanation
o politica structuresand eventsin termsd class or economic causes have
generally not been good enough; and thisisa matter of judgement, in which
Hindesss view will not necessarily prevail with everyone. Talk of 'precise
mechanisms in the domain of socid and historica analysis does nothing to
strengthen the claim. 1t looks like an attempt, rather, to impose on Marxist
theory standardswhich no other socia theory has yet been able to attain, to
the best of my knowledge. Still, thisat least iscriticism of akind that can be
serioudy debated.

Hindess's other criticismisdf another kind. It givesusthe second standard
variant of the second type df obloquy. It comes down to this, that by their
refusal of reductionismMarxigtsfall into inconsistency — becausethey remain
committed to what they refuse. Marxism, Hindess says, 'has insisted on
mai ntai ningtwo incompatibleaccountsof the connecti onsbetween economic
relationsand other elements of socid life' 1ts problem ‘arises not so much
from reductionism as from the attempt to combine apparently opposed
positions. the economy is the ultimately determining element, but other
elementsmust dso be given their due; paliticsand the state are autonomous,
but only relativelyso." Again: TMarxism] isopenly committed to reductionist
principles o explanation (the primacy of class struggle and determination
by the economy in the last instance) — and it indsts that other elements
mugt be given their due.' As he aso puts this 'Class anayss. . .promises
to combinean insstence on theirreducibility of political lifewith the promise
o reductionism. But how the trick is done remains obscure.’?? Indeed. It
would have to; until someone comes up with a way of fulfilling mutualy
incompatiblepromises.

It escapesHindess's reckoning, evidently, that aMarxist for whom political
life, the state, or whatever,is not reducibleto a mere expressionaf economic
structures or of class interests, is then not committed rather than still
committed to reductionist principles of explanation. One who believes
that 'other elements must be given their due’ will not generaly believe
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this together with the view that economic structures explain everything,
but will believeit together with the view that they do not. The conviction
of arelative autonomy, a specific effectivity, of superstructures — asin, say,
the work of Althusser - is not smply added on to a notion of the base as
soleeffective historical determinant. It undoesit. 'Primacy’ of classand 'last
instance' determination in such a context no longer signify, therefore, the
same (reductive) promise of an'only sphere with real weight'. They signify
something less weighty than that. The logical point here is elementary and
itsneglectalittle puzzling. To use again an analogy | have drawn elsewhere,
it is as though someone, thinking a certain family was composed entirely
of vegetarians, were then to find that several membersdf it regularly ate
beef, and say: 'These are not so much vegetarians as inconsistent eaters.
Their meat-eatingis inwmpatible with their open commitment to. . .well,
vegetarianism; as manifested in their continuing to eat a lot of Brussels
sproutsand spinach.’ At the risk of labouring a point: vegetarianismis not
the eating of many vegetables. And reductionismis not the hypothesisof an
explanans thought to be weighty, even very weighty. And if one smply lays
it down that 'primacy’ of classor 'lag instance' determinationmust stand for
something all-explanatory, and hence incompatible with relative autonomy
and the like, the question is. why must it¥4
We have come back to the place we were before. We could till do with
an argument, some reasons, why the base/superstructure model might not
be rendered with a base which has real, even preponderant, but not total
determiningand explanatory weight.
The third variant of this disparagingtheme consistsprecisaly of the denial
of such a'middle’ way. There can be no third way, it isclaimed, between a
reductionist conception giving total explanatory weighttoclass, theeconomy,
etc., on the one hand, and a smple pluralism of factorsor elements, on the
other. Thecontention, thusnakedly exposed, isinane. |t forbidsthe possibility
that one thing might just be more important than others. Unpresentablein
this form, it is nevertheless a contention that is remarkably common with
contemporary criticsdf Marxism. It sidles unobtrusively out o their prose.
Hereit is, for instance, from Christopher Pierson:
[T]he point isnot todeny theinter dependenceof stateand economy or, mor ebroadly conceived,
of stateand society but rather to challengetheclaim that thenatureof thisstatecan bederived
from, for example, theirreconcilability of classcontradictions or 'the capital form'. For such
aclaim necessarily entailsthe subordinationof palitical (and ideological) struggleto economic
formsand asublimationof strugglesarounddifferingpolitical axestostr ugglesbased upon class.
Theconsequenceof thisMarxigt position seemsto be that (all) paliticsis, in some sense, class
politics.15

The movement of thought here is interdependenceis fine; but to assign a

Marxist-type priority within the interdependence 'necessarily entails that

class is all. Primacy then — as a matter not of what has sometimes been
done, but of logic - is wholesdle reductionism. As to why a Marxist might
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not think classgenerally moreimportant than other 'axes without goingquite
this far, no reason is offered. None could be. It is what plenty of Marxists
have actually thought.
Now, hereisthe samesort of thingfrom Martin Jay:
Toavoid thereductionof thewholetoamer eaggr egateof digpar ateand autonomouselements,
Marxig holisn necessarily sought to locate an essential level of determination within the
whole. . . Even when Loui s Althusser attacked Hegdlian Marxiam for its expressivist notion
of the totality, he held on doggedly to the belief in a dominant structure, an economic mode
of productionthat was determinant in alast ingance that paradoxically never came. With the
collapse Of the Althusserian project. . .thesearch for a privileged key to unlock the structural
mechanism deter miningthe whole hasbeen all but abandoned. 16

‘Essential level' in the first sentence has to be taken in the sense of an
original essence, to which all other levels are related as its epiphenomena
- an inference, this, from the next proposition, about Althusser having
attacked 'expressivigt’ notions of totality. It may be asked, therefore, why
the quest for such an absolutist centre is said here to be a 'necessary’ one
for avoiding the 'mere aggregate of disparate and autonomous elements.
How about a less smplified socia whole, constituted by levels, or sites,
or structures, of differential causal weight, and in which one of them is
by and large preponderant? Not possible, apparently. A vigorous and
sustained argument for just this kind of conception is so characterized
('Even.. .Althusser. . .held on doggedly etc.’) as to suggest that it is not
a genuine option logicdly: eschewing the 'mere aggregate’, did Althusser
not fall back, with that 'dominant structure, on an expressivist essence?
We learn at the finish that the search for what Jay cals, neutraly, 'a
privileged key' to the socid whole is now dl but abandoned. He names
a few people who have abandoned it. Once more, however, there is not
the hint of a reasoned argument. Names alone cannot show why there is
no logical gpace for thinking, for example, both that a fundamental feature
o certain societiesisthat they are capitalist societiesand that thisis not the
only significant feature of them.

Asfor alastinstance, hereisone. It comesin the shape d aquestion from
Les Johnston. The question is formulated not as expecting an answer, but
rhetorically, to encapsulate a problem which Marxism supposedly cannot
resolve. ‘[I}f classstruggleisgiven primacy over state institutions, how does
onerecognizetheeffectsdf those ingtitutions? That isthe question. Amazing
but true. If g is primary, how can e be recognized as having effects? Johnston
is not brought up short by it. To him it makesthe best possiblesense. Heis,
you see, likeBarry Hindess, a partisan of the radical contradictionin Marxist
thought, the 'dassicd dilemma: o the state as reductionist 'expression’ or
the state as effective'means of power”. 17 Well, if primacy just i# economic
reductionism, then Johnston's is a hard question, indeed. And if primacy is
less? Thisisa hard question for several peopletoday.

Theissue, the danger, of reductionism has been a seriousand a necessary
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themein the history of Marxist thought. But it is now a very tired theme,
wheeled out over and over again, without deliberationor discriminationasto
when or whereit might beapt. Thereisscarcely ever pauseto reflect on what
is the difference between explanation that is reductionist and explanation,
period. It is not a sufficient basisfor the complaint of reductionism that a
given thinker explains certain features of one phenomenon by referenceto
certain features of another. He or she does not have to suppose that there
are no other contributingor conditioningfactorsat work, or that thereare no
other dimensionsof the phenomenon to be understood. It is actually banal,
but necessary in this context to observe, that it isintegral to the very act of
explanation that some things are picked out, given prominence. A 'mere
aggregate of disparate elements’ will not take one very far.

Marxistspick out classand economicstructuresbecausethey consider them
to have powerful effects, both shaping and constraining, on institutionslike
thestate, on political and other socid practices. One aspect of this particular
hypothesis, however, deserves to be emphasized. If the state matters, in
Marxist theory, for the dominant economicclass, thisis by virtue of helping
to stabilize or reinforce that classs economic wealth and power. The state
matters, that is to say, becauseit is itsdf not nothing. It is not an empty
space; not a mere appearance; not a facade; not just the same thing as the
dominant class; and not amerereflectionof it. Itis—and it mattersbecauseit
is(but must I now say 'not only'?) - thesiteof somethingdifferent, separate,
substantial: namely, concentrated authoritative and coercive power. The
nature of such power, various modalities of organizing and dividing it,
different ways of wielding or limiting it, exactly whose handsit isin: these
are then, obvioudly, critical issues. One can grasp this, and also beieve
that politicsis not quite autonomous, sinceit is affected, massvely, by the
distributionof economicresources.

Some of these contemporary critics of Marxism could do worse than to
ponder the wordsdf Stuart Hall; not in that same mode we have seen him up
to now, which could only beagreeabl eto their owninclinations; but speaking,
rather, so: ‘It is well-nigh impossible on the Ieft to affirm the importance
and specificity of a particular level of andlysisor arena of struggle without
immediately being misunderstood as saying that, becauseit isimportant, it is
the only ame."'® The level Hall herereferstois, asit happens, another level,
but no matter. The pointis good.

771. A Socialist Heaven

Obloquy of the third kind, encountered once already in a preliminary way,
occurs when it is suggested that Marx and the tradition coming down from
him look forward to an altogether harmoniousand untroubled - sometimes
also, uniform - future condition. In the Marxist vison of it, we are told, a
society without classeswill be not merely a radicaly better society, it will be
out of thisworld.
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The equdity of talentsimputed by Elster to Marx iscriticism of thistype.
Soisthesameauthor's contentionthat Marx 'ignores theconflict betweenthe
sdlf-actualizationof man and of men that could arise becausethe frustration
o unsuccessful individuasis an inevitable by-product of asystem that allows
afull development of human talents.’ What Elster hasin mind by thisisgiven
in an example: of the 'artist or scientist who throughout hislifeisdesperately
unhappy', unableto attain the standardshe aspiresto. ‘[P]recisely becausecof
hisgreat power andinsight', hecan see how far hiswork fallsshort. According
to Elster, 'It isimplicitin Marx’s psychology that he did not believesuch cases
would arise in communism.’ Then there is the 'mythology of abundance in
an Eden of harmony', asformulated by Jean Cohen; ‘the myth of collective
harmony', where'no seriousconflictsof interest will ariseamongindividuals
or groups, asformulated by John Keane; and the notion, from Christopher
Pierson, that 'al disputesover whichit makessenseto appeal to democratic
forms of conflict resolution would be eiminated with the transcendence of
classsociety.’1?

Taking stock provisionaly: everyone with identical talents, no one miser-
able through failure to achieve their sdf-actuaizing goals, abundance con-
strued as Eden, no conflictsof either individua or groupinterest, the advent
of universal agreement—it beginstolook likea pretty tall order. Actually, no.
The genuine goals of sociadism, including of Marxian socialism, have dways
been a tali order. The picture here, | think one can reasonably say, is more
hopel essthan that. It is hopelessintellectually and hopelesspractically. Such
accentsare, in any case, pervasive. They are found in writersmuch friendlier
to Marxism, and more fair-minded, than are (now) those whosework | have
drawn on heretofore. David Held, for example, in Modedlsd Democracy,
itsdf generally amode of balanced scholarship, propagates, when it comes
to Marx, another of these standard depreciatory themes (to be taken up in
due course as the sixth category in the present typology). Excerpted from
it, we have this that in communism dl remnants of classes will have
disappeared and with them the basis of al conflicts; and that it will then
be the case that 'everyone agrees on basic matters of public policy'. Kate
Soper, t00, referring to 'certain sourcesdf tensionin human relations. . .not
traceableto economic causes. . .[and which] would persist even in societies
that had corrected major iniquitiesand formsd exploitation', throwsdoubt
on whether Marx was aware of such other sources of tension. It' mngt be
mistaken', she says, to suppose he thought them eradicable; 'whether he did
soor not', the expectation is "probiematic’, 2

Othersagreewith this. Martin Jay looksfavourably on the more moderate,
less 'totalistic' sengibility he now detectsin socidist thought wis-i-wis what
came before. He speaks of the 'many. . .sociaist theoreticians who have
been disabused of the goa of complete normative totalization in the
Hegelian Marxis mold; of 'the yearning for totality. . [now] al but
abandoned'; o ‘a corresponding acceptance of the inevitableimperfections
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of whatever socid order humansmight create’; of 'the utopian hopedf perfect
reconciliation. . .quietly laid to rest'; of 'the nostalgiccum utopian hopefor
total dedifferentiationexpressed in the socidismdf redemption’; and of 'the
daunting model of a normatively totalized, fully redeemed socid order.’2t
Daunting it certainly is; al ‘complete’ and 'perfect' and 'totd' and ‘fully
redeemed'. For, by a twigt, the vison is not really that perfect, after all.
This is supposed to be for human beings: embodied, emotional, thinking,
heterogeneoussort of folk. Stuart Hall: "'Who needsa socidist heaven where
everybody agreeswith everybody el se, where everybody's exactly the same?
Godforbid.* Quite. Who needsit?

Finally, for good measure, hereisJon Elster once more:

Nrx never to my knowledge discussed these[retardation, mental illness, senility] or other

fatalitiesthat may befall men, such asdisease or accident, nor doesherefer to the implications

of man's mertality. Y et thelimited and unknown span of human life hasprafirund consequences
for human nature, ashasd so the constant possibility of debilitationsof variouskinds."

The judgement is offered in connection, not with Marx’s thinking about
a clasdess society, but with his view of human nature. It has a bearing,
nevertheless, on our present preoccupations by the suggestion of a certain
inattentionon Marx’s part to permanently troublesomefeaturesaof the human
predicament aside from class. One who wuld pass over the consequences
for human nature of such matters as senility, disease, accident and the
implications of human mortality, might very well have set in train a fully
redeeming, rather smiling sort of tradition.

There are grounds, all the same, for thinking that thesevariousclaimsand
characterizationsdo not give an altogether rounded or accurate picture of the
tradition in question. In his'Preface’ to the Critique d Political Economy,
Marx talksof the'bourgeois modedf production' as'the last antagonisticform
o the socia processof production'. Itisawell-knownMarxian thesis. But he
aso, and immediately, specifies: ‘antagonistic not in the sense of individual
antagonism but of an antagonism that emanatesfrom the individuals socia
conditions of existence'. He is plainly aluding to class antagonism. Do not
say now: but for Marx al antagonismis, at bottom, class antagonism. That
isin question. One would need to explainwhy, if it wereso, he should fed it
appropriate to enter the qualification he does: antagonistic not in thissense
but in that. The'Preface’ could scarcely be described asone of Marx’s more
obscuretexts. It would seem to leave space (pace K eane) for seriousconflicts
of interest among individuals, unsettling the myth of harmony.24

In The Holy Family, Marx discusses punishment. He speaks, in a way
unlikely to surpriseanyone, o the need to destroy “the anti-social sourcesof
crime’. But hesaysalso, with referenceto Hegel’s theory of punishment, that
‘'under human conditions punishment will redlly be nothing but the sentence
passed by the culprit on himself. No one will want to convince him that
violence from without. . .is violence which he had done to himself.’25 This
will doubtless strike many readers as a quite utopian idea of punishment
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and, for all 1 know, it is. Notice, however, that even a utopian idea of
punishment entails the thought that under what Marx here calls human
conditions there might still be something to 'punish.  wrong-doing, hurt
or harm by some to others, that sort of thing. Marx’s earlier writings, it
is generally acknowledged, tend rather more to utopianism than does his
maturework. Thisonedf them, at any event, isnot so utopian asto envisage
aworldinwhich peoplenever trespassagai nst oneanother. With the'Preface
passage af orementioned, it leavesspacefor doubting (pace Held) that Marx
thought the basisof al conflictswould disappear with classes.
In the Economicand Philosophical M anuscripts, reflectingon the power of
money, Marx invokes, once again, the prospect of more human conditions.
Assume man to be man and hisrelationship to the world to be a human one: then you can
exchangeloveonlyfor love, trugt for trugt, etc. . . . if you want toexer ciseinfluenceover other
people, you must be a person with a stimulatingand encouraging effect on other people. . .If
you love without evoking love in return = that is, if your lovingas loving does not produce

reciprocal love; if through a living expression of yoursdlf as a loving per son you do not make
your sdif a beloved one, then your love isimpotent = a misfortune.”*

Marx showshimsdf awaredf asourcedf personal unhappinessnot (generally)
attributabletoclass. That isnot soremarkable. Itisawidely experiencedform
of adversity, misfortunein love. Equally unremarkable, in virtually any other
context than this, would be the implicationin the above linesthat, even in
the 'good society', there might be occasions of mistrust; more and less
trustworthy people; failures to influence others; even persons dissatisfied,
perhaps, through not being possessed of ‘a stimulatingand encouraging effect’
on those around them. Here, it isal relevant. With the ‘Preface’ and Holy
Family passagesaf orementioned, it showsan awarenesson Marx’s part (K ate
Soper’s doubtson this score notwithstanding) of sourcesof tensionin human
relationsnot traceableto economiccauses.

Turning now from the matter of interpersonal disharmony to other issues,
| contest Jon Elster's suggestion that Marx did not believe there would be
cases o frustration in communist society due to failed or incompletely
realized creative projects; cases of people unhappy through having fallen
short of their own ideal aims-and-standards. Marx’s vision, to be sure, wes
one.of ali-round self-devel opment or self-reahzatlon_g But the evidence that
this was mot understood by him in any Smple-minded spirit is right there
in Elster's hands, in a familiar passage from the Grundrisse which informs
his own discussion of the point. Marx argues 'that the individua, "in his
normal state of health, strength, activity, skill, facility™, also needs a normal
portion o work, and of the suspension o tranquillity'; that the ‘overcoming
o obstaclesisitsdlf aliberating activity', a medium of 'self-realization’; and
that to comprehend work thus ‘in no way means that it becomes mere fun,
mere amusement, as Fourier, with grisette-like naivete, concelvesit. Redly
freeworking, e.g. ccomposing, isat the sametime precisely the most damned
seriousness, the most intense exertion. 27
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It isnot consistent with the sensibility heredisplayed that Marx could have
overlooked the possibility — in any kind of society — of people sometimes
falling or faling short in such enterprises, and of the potential meaning to
them, emotional or psychological, of doingso. He knew somethingdf what he
spokein thisregard. In the nature of an obstacle, especidly such asmust call
forth intense exertion to overcome it, isthat it will not aways be overcome;
and in the nature of intense exertion is that, failing in its purpose, it often
brings serious disappointment. It may wdl be that, in context of his overall
expectations about communism, Marx would have thought disappointment
S0 generated or, worse, unhappiness, to be o another and more bearable
order, or just more acceptable moraly, than the miseries and injustices he
wrote of at length and lamented. But that issomething different from what
Elster so freely imputesto him.

| challenge, equally, the facile mockery by which Jean Cohen suggests
(in plenty of company, it should be said) that the type of communist
‘abundance’ Marx must have had in mind is obvioudy ridiculous. | have
arguedelsewhere,inaway | merely summarizehere, that wherein Crifiigue of
the Gotha Programme he anticipatesa time when 'the springsaof co-operative
wealth flow more abundantly' (my emphasis), Marx does not say enough to
indicate precisdly what sort or level of abundance he envisages. We know
from other evidence that he does not mean only a sufficiency relative
to some minimal standard of subsistence. But there is no textua bass
for supposing, either, that he entertained the fantastic notion of a plenty
without limits. We have a text that suggests otherwise: that, 'in al socia
formations and under all possible modes of production’, there must be a
'redlm of necessity'; a sphere, in other words, of labour that is'determined
by necessity and mundaneconsiderations, by the imperative of maintaining
and reproducinglife. Given the high value Marx placed on freetime- time
beyond thissphere of necessity, timefor autonomousindividual devel opment
- any society, even a communist one, which must limit thiskind of good in
order to provide others, still lies within recognizable boundaries of a form
of economicscarcity. The conclusion is unavoidablethat what Marx looked
forward to was a satisfaction of human needs, materia and other, which, as
ample or generousasit might be, would have to meet some standard of what
waseconomicaly possible and socially ‘reasonable’.28

Onecannot help beingstruck by acertainlightmindednessin thedismissive,
parodying way so many have with this Marxian theme, when large numbers
o human beings till fall some way short of being able to enjoy any such
standard; and a rather large number of these some way short even of a
minimal sufficiency. Was that not the principal point of the man's lifés
work? Was it to entice an aready flourishing humanity with dreams of
boundlessriches?

| beg, further, to differ with the opinion that Marx never discussed
such features of the human condition as senility, disease, accident, or the
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implications of human mortality. Naturally, since these implications are
many and varied and the said features, taken al in al, make up a large
subject, one will be able to think of a lot which he did not say about
it. Should he have said everything? There seems on occasion to be an
unspoken, unconscious assumption, shared by some criticsof Marx with the
most dogmatic Marxist fundamentalism, that his ideas ought to have been
completely comprehensive. Short of so extravagant an assumption, the only
worthwhile question raised by Elster's opinion is whether Marx displayed a
sendtivity to the permanent problemsof humanfrailty and finitude. Well, he
knew - thishas actually to be written - that death isharsh, 'a harshvictory of
the speciesover the pa cular individual'; and that asaliving, material being
the human being isalimited, sentient being: ‘Man as an objective, sensuous
being is therefore a suffering being — and because he feels that he suffers,
a passionate bing. " And Marx not only knew but discoursed lengthily on
at least some dgnificant implicationsof this mortality and propensity for
suffering. He observed, for example, that the duration of people's livesis
o consequence to them and that it mattersif their lives are shorter than
necessary; or are afflicted by avoidable accident, injury and disease; or are
sotoilsomeand oppressivethat they become, thesepeopl e, ‘prematurely’ old.
| offer ahandful of referencesto Chapter 10 of thefirst volume of Capital 30
Marx knew alsothat in communist society the labour of thosewho could, must
make provision for thosewho could not (any longer) work.31 Did he haveto
spell out the various 'debilitations’ in the human predicament in letters of
fire?

Somuchfor Marx himsalf. Asto thetraditionhe began, | shall do no more,
in concluding this section, than to sample some of the kinds o reflection to
be found in its later thinkers. |saac Deutscher wrote of death as a tragedy
besetting humankind, and of aggressive drives still needing to find outlets
for sublimation under socidism. 'We do not maintain,’ he wrote, ‘that
socidism is going to solve al predicaments of the human race' Herbert
Marcuse, likewise, wrote of the 'ultimate necessity' of death; but of the
exigency also of fighting for the difference between 'death after a fulfilled
life' and dying before one must. Leon Trotsky reflected on the 'inexorable
arch between birth and the grave', on the beauty o youthin thelight of old
age and death: on the 'pang of pity' experienced for the vanished youth of
aloved one. Rosa Luxemburg spoke of the anguish and the conflicts born
out of physica disability 'beyond al human interference’. And August Bebel
(with how many others?) wroted socialist society takingcare o 'its aged, sck
and incapacitated’.32

Theodor Adorno impugned the notion of some endless 'dynamism’; he
couldimagineafuture'tired of development' and willingto 'leave possibilities
unused, instead of storming under a confused compulsion to the conquest
of strange stars. And he commented on the problem of exclusive persona
relationship, ‘erotic conflict' arising out of 'prior engagement”: 'Even, and
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precisely, in a society cured of the anarchy of commodity production, there
could scarcely be rules governing the order in which one met people.' And
he thought, Adorno, that we should 'conceive the better state asonein which
peoplecould bedifferentwithout fear.'33 And then Trotsky, again, didindeed
conceive the better state as a condition marked by certain differences. He
saw it as onein which the planning of towns, and o the environment more
generally,would be of interest not only to technical specidists. Around such
questionswould 'be formed true peoples parties, the partiesof the future
for specia technology and construction, which will agitate passionately, hold
meetingsand vote.' Further:
The care for food and education, which lieslike a millstoneon the present-day family, will
be removed, and will become the subject d socidl initiative and of an endless collective
cregtiveness. Woman will at Lat free hersdlf from her semi-sarvile condition. Side by side with
technique,education. . .will takeits placeasthecrownd socid thinking. Powerful ‘parties will

form themselvesaround pedagogic sysems. Experimentsin socia education and an emulation
of different methods will take place to a degree which hasnot been dreamed o before.34

There may be more'dynamism’ to thisthan Adorno, for hispart, would have
liked. There seemsto have been space within the Marxigt tradition, in any
case, for thinking— and thinking differently— about some enduring human
problems, about a degree of mundane complexity, imperfectionand friction,
beyond the end of classdivison. There was space for something else (pace
Jay) than full redemption, total dedifferentiation, perfect reconciliation;
something else (despite Held or Pierson) than agreement on all significant
matters of public policy. One could perhaps say, borrowing from a remark
of Terry Eagleton's on William Empson, that this intellectua tradition
understood something - not everything or enough - of the 'complexity and
ambiguity any programme of socia transformation must encompass, without
regarding that transformative end asin any sense unwaorthy. 2%

D2. Edgar
Karl Marx knew a thing or two- and | do not mean about history or political
economy. In 1855, he lost a beloved son, Edgar, who died at the age of
eight. Marx was inconsolable, his family distraught with grief. He wrote,
three monthslater, to Lassale:
Bacon saysthat redlly important people have S0 many relations to nature and the world, so
many objects of interest, that they easily get over any loss | amnot one d those important

people. The death of my child has shattered me to the very core and | feel the loss as keenly
ason the first day. My poor wifeis aso completely broken down.36

Marx never to my knowledge discusses the experience o grief in his

theoretical writings. He never discusses grief as a feature of a future

communist society.
In 1972, Barrington Moore published a book called Reflections on the
Causesof Human Misery, in the prefaceto which he observed:

| am somewhat struck by how little | have had to say about what we loosdly cdl personal
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unhappinessand misery. . .whileon theother hand | have alwaysregar ded [the various camses
of it] asamajor sourceof misery for the massof humanity. Thereisneverthelessareason for
thisapparent gap. Though some portion of personal unhappinessisprobably an inevitablepart
of human fate, a very large portionisdueto ingtitutional causes. ™

I am puzzled by the'probably' here, in view of what precedesit, but that isa
quibble.

A large, creative body of ideas, atradition of thought, isa complex thing
indeed. It will contain central theses and peripheral themes, original insights
and unresolved problems, exaggerationsand other insufficiencies,intellectual
weaknessesaswel|l asstrengths. Amongst theweaknessesthere will befaseor
one-sided hypotheses, actual obstaclesto clear or fresh thinking about a given
range of theoretical difficulties. And there will be also, always, unavoidably
- within any such large body or tradition of ideas— gaps. The gaps may be
partial or total. They may betoo, in their way, a kind of obstacle to further
thought. But a gap isaso a space in which to think, in which someone else
can think. She can think, so to put it, inside the tradition in which it is a
gap; or outsideit. Or he can think insideit but drawing from the outside; or
outsideit and drawing from theinside; or think just somewhereastridealine
between these different intellectual regions. There will ill be other gaps. It
isadifficult business. It is made no easier by a style of intellectual exegesis
which rushesto fill any gap, even a partial one, with costless frivolities.

One must, to a degree, separate the text from the thinker. All the same,
there isthe death of the child, Edgar.

1v. Absolute Knowledge

Obloguy o the fourth type occurs when Marxism is said to be aform of
epistemological absolutism. The point of the chargeis not that there have
been Marxists given to absolutist certainty, uncritical, dogmatic modes of
thought. It goes deeper: to the very heart of the Marxist (as wdl as many
another) intellectual project. Since the fundamental reason for the charge-
though not, be it noted, the content of it — is a commitment that Marxism
genuinely owns to, it is not appropriate here, asin earlier sections it was,
to assess this type of obloquy against sundry features of the tradition it
purports to, but does not fairly, characterize. We may gauge it differently:
by inspecting the quality of assertion and argument to be found in one
atogether representative example of the genre. The word now, therefore,
isto John Keane.

Marx, according to this writer, embraced the 'positivist assumption that
absolute knowledge of modem civil society and the state' was attainable, an
assumption Keane also describes as involving 'absolute truth clams and -
understandably in the circumstances— as ‘arrogant’.38 This'traditional claim
to absoluteknowledge, thiscontinuationof ‘the intellectualist bid for power’,
this pretencedf a'totalizing meta-discourse, this'search for foundationsand
totalizing truth' - that is the sorry picture that is Marxism.3? The contrast
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is mogt stark between it and what Keane himsdf commends, namely, a
theory offering 'accounts of socia and politica life. . [which] understand
themselves as interpretations. . .subject to sdlf-contradiction, unforeseen
socia and political developments, drastic revision.' Hisisa commitment to
‘cognitive rdativism': a'self-consigtent relativism’, and which hequalifies, for
itspart, as‘humble’.40 |t 'is opposed to thearrogant searchfor ultimatetruth';
to'the futilesearch. . .for definitetruths of human existence’; devotesitsaf
to'disarticulating all essentialist or absolutist truth elaims'.4! The indictment
isavery strong one; just so long asthe reader asks no questions.

First question. What, theoretically, underlies this critique? What is the
ground for ascribing to Marx and to Marxism an ambition to absolute
knowledge? It is nothing but this: that Marxists have dared to entertain
a concept of truth. Marx’s theory, Keane informs us, 'fals victim to the
assumption, common to dl scientism, that it is true knowledge.' Or, as he
aso says, it presents ‘its own language game as empiricaly true. . .hence
unassailable’.42 There you see it: the assumption of ‘true knowledge'; and
- 'empiricaly true. . .hence unassailable. It is dl the basis to the critique
thereis. In a couple df phrases, the equation is made: between knowledge
and absoluteknowledge. This, of course, squeezesout any idea intermediate
between cognitive absolutism and cognitiverelativism, such asthe ideaof a
conditional, probabilistickind of knowledge. It excludesa knowledgewhich,
whileindeed subject to critical questioning and the need for revision in the
light of new theory or evidence, can be provisionaly categorized nevertheless
(when it can be) asknowledge. It can besoin virtuedf the test of something
outsideitself, certain‘foundations precisely, empirical, objective, realist, or
what have you. These can aso, and do al too frequently - as, in Keane's
ownwords, through 'unforeseen socid and politi cal devel opments —disabuse
peopledf what they have wrongly taken for knowledge.

Scorning as hubristhe very assumption of grounded knowledge, Keane's
critique clams not to make any clamsto a ‘privileged’ truth itself, enjoying
its modest place within the discursve plurality it celebrates. We shall see
about that in a moment. Histheme, it may be noted first, is much current,
part of a wider philosophical contestation, in which Marxiam findsitsalf in
some good company. A specid object, perhaps, of thiskind of 'absolutist’
disparagement, still it does not stand alone. It stands, asthe basisof Keane's
critique revedls, aongside rather a lot of non-Marxist thinkers, past and
present, also arrogant enough to believe it necessary, and who tried so far
asthey wereable, to distinguishtruth from falsehood.

Second (age-old) question. Are we to takeit, then, that as Keanewill not
avail himsdf of the assumption that these, hisown viewsare empirically true
or knowledge, he will be willing to forego any claimsfor them to (let us just
say) intellectual cogency? The answer to this, entirely predictably, isunclear.
Far the procedure he favours escapes, he says, the classical contradiction
of relativism: the contradiction that, falling under its own generalization,
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it undermines its own truth; or not falling under it, it fasfies itsef, by
being itself a truth. It escapes this contradiction, according to Keane, by
presentingitself asonly a'logic of particularity'; ‘as neither amore universa
logic nor a "truer truth"." And the kind of critical theory Keane aims at
does not 'presume itself to be a privileged language game=."1* May we
indeed infer, then, rephrasing our second question, that between Keane's
views, whether about knowledge and interpretation or about politics and
society, and other contrary views, there is nothing to choose in the way
of intellectual cogency? Mugt we choose in the way that we choose, say,
between flavours of ice cream? Apparently not. ‘[R]elativism,” Keane says,
‘certainly cannot cling naively to the complacent view (with whichit is often
stereotyped by its critics) that "every beief about every matter is as good
as every other"." Some beliefs — possbly his - can be better than other
beliefs.44

Third question, therefore. What are the criteriafor assessing this sort of
thing? We are surely, now, owed some. And they will need to befree of the
taint of absolutist or 'essentiaist' foundations, or else the entire relativizing
constructionwould seem to be (in thetheoretical , not the psychol ogical sense)
fraudulent. So, what are the criteria? None are offered, none whatsoever.
Instead, there is a linguistic Sideways hop. The direct sequel to Keane's
statement that relativism does not entail every belief being as good as
every other is this. 'Relativiam rather [my emphasis] implies the need for
democracy, for ingtitutional arrangementsand procedureswhich guarantee
that protagonistsdf similar or different formsdf language gamescan openly
and continuoudly articulate their respectiveforms of life' Well, democracy
is excellent: for relativists, and for empiricists and redlists also, to speak
only of these. It is a superior way o negotiating matters of politica and
ethical disagreement. But, here, it is an evason o the issue confronting
this cognitive relaivism: the issue as to how one belief might be adjudged
better than, or not as good as, another. | cannot imagine Keane could mean
that questions of knowledge or, as he would prefer, interpretation, should
be settled by voting; or what he would say, if he does mean that, asto how
one should make up one's mind which way to vote (unlessit be by trying to
anticipate the outcome of the procedure itself). If he does mean that and
knows some non-arbitrary criteria for making up one's mind which way to
vote; or if he doesnot meanit and thisis, asit appears, only asidewayshop;
one awaits, asone will endlessy from thiskind of intellectual outlook, some
foundation-free means for distinguishing cognitively better from cognitively
worse.

Meanwhile, one can only observe what the relativist (dways) does, as
opposed to says. Here, for instance, is some criticism — you will see how
humble - directed by Keane at Lucio Colletti. He refers to Colletti's
digtinction 'between parliament (which could be eliminated by a future
socidist state) and political and civil liberties, which are inviolable, and
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thus a necessary feature of socidism'’; to his claim that 'public liberties -

the suffrage, freedom of expression, the right to strike - are not identical

with parliament.' And Keane then continues:
Thisis undoubtedly true [dc]. The libertiesd a democratic civil Society encompassactivities
deeper and wider than parliament and its associated political freedoms. And yet Colletti’s
hint that civil and political libertiescould be preserved and strengthened without parliament
forgetstheir inner connection: the libertiesd an active, sdf-organizing avil society cannot
be defended without a central parliamentary assembly, which enablesthe particular interests
o civil society to arguetheir case and to resolve their differences, openly, non-violently and
withoutstaterepression. Therehasnever beena political regimewhichsimultaneousynurtured
democraticcivil libertiesand abolished parliament. Nor hasthereever existed a political regime
which smultaneoudy maintained a democratic parliament and abolished civil liberties45

There are reasonsfor thinking that Keaneis substantially right here against
Colletti, with oneor two qualifications(concerning, for example, the absence
of state repression; or whether the last proposition is defensible without
tautology). But neither the main substance nor the qualificationsare the
point. Look at how Keane talks. 'undoubtedly true'; and ‘forgets; and
'the liberties. . .cannot be defended’, with not so much as a whiff of a
qualification, whether 'as a rule' or 'generally’ or 'probably’. And then,
finaly: this smply is how it is and aways has been, this is the reality of
the thing. If it be said that, oh, it isonly a way of talking, | think one can
legitimately ask what entitles someone so to talk, imwoking truth and what
gives every appearance o being foundations, empirical or realist, when it
is that sort of appeal precisaly that motivates the charge againgt others of
seeking an absoluteGod. Thisisthe (nearly?) universal practice o relativism,
a practice at odds with its own theory, because the theory is itsaf rather
unpersuasive. In itself, that is not such a temble thing, after dl. Who has
not fallen down, one way and another, trying to explore the treacherous
landscapeof knowledgeor interpretation?But agenuineintellectual humility
would be more hesitant beforecondemningasarrogant what it practisesitself,
however it may preach.

Quite how unself-awarethis sort of outlook can be, walking quietly away
from every difficulty, may be observed, to concludehere, from thefollowing.
Reflecting on the mutual relation between democracy, on the one hand,
and 'indeterminacy’, 'the destruction of the old reference pointsof ultimate
certainty', the refusal of any 'universal metalanguage’, on the other, Keane
contends that to defend democracy is to 'reject every ideology which seeks
to dtifle thisindeterminacy by demanding the general adoption of particular
formsof lifethat are clothedin a broad repertoiredf old and new metaphors.
He gives some examples of such ideologies, going on to describe them as
inimical to democracy and containing 'a fanatical core. 'Fortified by ther
Truth', they seek to 'crash into theworld, throttlingeverythingwhich crosses
their path.' Here are the examples:

[E]very woman needs a man, as the herd needs the shepherd, the ship's crew a captain, the
proletariat the party, and the nation a Mord Mgjority or Saviour; mankind is the master and
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possessor of nature; scientificevidenceisthemost rational criteriond knowledge capitdismis
thechief guarantordf liberty; theend judtifiesthemeans, doctorsknow best; whitesare superior
to blacks, and so on.

You see how easy a language game can be. Keane manifestly wants to
assemble some (we must not say untruths, so let us call them) poor
generdizations: discredited, questionable or odious. But the point cannot
be made in that way. For it purportsto be about rejecting all 'ideologies,
such as'contradict the particularity of their own language games by calling
for 'general adoption’. He needs consequently to write, if he would put the
argument to a genuinetest, somethinglike this:
Every person needsfood and shelter, astheflower needsthesun, theship'screw periodicsleep,
citizenscivil liberties, and the country ademocraticparliament or freepress; peopledo not like
to becruely tortured or slaughtered;critical scepticism isausefu precaution against the clams
d intellectud arrogance; capitalist exploitation or other grave socid injusticestend to vitiate

individud liberties; people haverightsagainst personal violationfor theendsd others; doctors
know something; asociety freed raciam issuperior to one not freed it; and So on.

One does not haveto .believeany or dl of theseto be absolutetruthsto see
that they are somewhat different from Keane's innocent assembly. It would
beinterestingto know how many, and which, of them he would find fanatical
or unworthy of general adoption.46

V. One Classd Actor
Obloquy of thefifth type occurswhen an author discoversthat a basicform
of Marxian explanation, namely, of political events by referenceto class, is
no good at al, not really explanation. Just asin the last section there was no
question of needing to deny that Marxism has been committed to the quest
for knowledge, heretooit Wl not be a matter, obviously, of seeking to show
from the texts that Marxists do not proffer explanations of thisform. They
do - sometimes more and sometimesless successfully. It isa matter again of
sampling, in one representativecase, thecharacter of argument by which such
explanationsare urged to beinherently invalid. Sincethe casel takeisthat of
Barry Hindess, it may be recalled that heit waswho proposed the thesisthat
Marxism is, even when it is not, reductionist. He might have saved himsdf
thetroubled that. If you cannot explainanythingin termsof class, it seems
uneconomical to contort onesdlf over whether Marxistsexplain everythingin
termsd it, since they undoubtedly do so explain quitealot.

Hindesschallengesthe assumption that 'classes [are] themsalves collectiv-
ities engaged in struggl€, that classes are 'collective actors. According to
him, 'classes are not socid forces at all. Discussion of politicsin terms of
class struggleis at best a rather complex allegory and at worst thoroughly
misleading.’#” Hereisthe argumentfor this

An actor isalocusdf decisionand action, wheretheactionisin somesenseaconsequenced the

actor's decisons. Actors decisons play a part in the explanationd their actions. . .Reference
to an actor, then, dways presupposes some definite means d reaching and formulating
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decisions, definitemeansof acting on t hem and some connections between the two. Human
individualsarecertainly actorsin thissense, but they are dearly not the only thingsthat reach
decisionsand act accordingly. Capitalist enter prises, state agencies, palitical partiesand trade
unionsar e all examplesof actorsother than human individuals.

Such collectivitiesas classes, on the other hand, 'have no identifiable means
of formulating decisions, let alone of acting on them.! To treat as actors
‘collectivities that have no means of formulating decisions is to provide,
says Hindess, 'a spurious explanation’.4® The whole critical job has been
done with a definition.

Wemight, of course, question the definition, but et usnot. L et usacceptit.
Classesare not, then, actors. But why may they not be'socia forces till, and
there be socid forcesother than actors, of someexplanatory importance? Or
if ‘forces are definitionally equivaent with ‘actors, why may classesnot be
socia aggregates of another kind than actorsand forces, and of explanatory
importance?Consider, to cometothesubstancedf thething, thisCollectivity.
Large or very large numbersdf its members become aware that some other
collectivity or someinstitutionis acting or about to act in a wey prejuducial
to what they cherish as their ams. Thereiswithin the Collectivity talk about
it, thisway and that: informal, spontaneous, in some places more organized.
Sub-groups within the Collectivity, whether pre-existingor neny formed,
structured or loose, confer. Somelearn what othersthink directly by hearing
from them; and somelearnwhat othersthink indirectly through what they are
told. Inferencesare drawnfrom the knownviewsdf yet others. Partly because
of thisprocess, partly becauseeven withoutit thereisawidey-sharedreaction
amongst membersof the Collectivity to the threat they perceive, actionsnow
take placedf amoreor lessconsistent or even concerted kind. Peopletaketo
thestreets, say; or usemoney or positionsadf influencetowardsexerting other
sortsof pressureupon agovernment.

Hindess | eavessomething unclear. Wouldthekind of processjust described
be a 'definite’ or ‘identifiable means o formulating and acting upon
decisions? His definition alone, perhaps, does not excludethat it would. In
that casewider and looser typesaf collectivity than those he citesasexamples
could be actorsafter al and classes be amongst them. But if weinterpret the
definition in the light of his examples, he would appear to require, before
we can talk of actors, that there be rule-governed, formally-constituted
decision procedures. For, without exception, dl of his examples are of
formal organizations(capitalist enterprises, state agencies, political parties
and trade unions).

Interpreting him in this light, our Collectivity is no socid actor. But so
what? On what basi swill it now be said not to beasocial force (or aggregate),
and which can be used |l egitimatelyin explanation? It isnot rel evant, although
itistrue, that not all membersaf the Collectivity participatein deciding upon
action and in acting. Thisisgenerally the case a sowith formal organizations.
Nor isit relevant, athoughit isagain true, that such concerted or convergent



24 THE SOCIALIST REGISTER 1990

actionsas are decided on and taken are the product of a seriesof individual
and sub-group activities. Not only is that, too, the case with the formal
decisonsand actionsdf the organizationsHindessdlowsto be genuinesocial
forces. Further, it does not follow from it that the concerted or convergent
actions from within the Collectivity are reducible without residue, are fully
explicablein terms of, these congtituent activities. They will not be so if
- as | suppose here, because the supposition is often enough realistic -
these constituent activitiesare themselves motivated by objectives(material
interestsor ideal values) which members of the Collectivity haveformed in
virtue of being membersaf it.

Itisworth noting that the conceptiondof 'socia forces implicitin Hindesss
examples would render formal organizations the rock bottom o vdid
explanation in terms of such forces. One could not explain the character
or conduct of these organizations themselves by reference to any wider
or looser socia aggregates. If, for example, a particular organization is
not merely random in its socia composition, must we then say that more
membersdf one socia group than another just happen, by coincidence, to
havejoinedit?Or if wesay, so asto avoid thisconclusion, that more members
o onesocid groupare attracted by the organization's policiesand principles,
isthat differential attractionitsdf not explicableto some significant extentin
termsaof differentia dispositionspeople acquire by being differently located
within social aggregatesof the wider sort?

The question takes us into a companion argument from Hindess, one
impugning the notion o classinterests, interests based upon socia location
within the structure of capitalist society. Interests, he saye, ‘should-not be
regarded as structurally determined’. With this second argument | shall
‘be brief -since its logical deficiency is manifest (and extraordinary). The
shape o it is as follows: people’s reasonsfor—action are not dependent on

ructu ﬁ\l_ly defined cl i’mErests hecause thev are n/cn denendent on other

mgs indess assert that ‘insofar as inferestshave an explanatory role, they
are always dependent on definitediscursiveand other kindsdf conditions, and
their identificationis aways open to dispute.’ Thisisso becauseinterestsare
effective'insofar as they provide reasons for actors decisions; hence only
as 'conceptions, which are the 'products of assessment’. What reasonsfor
action ak recognized in a given situation will therefore depend on 'the
forms of assessment' available to socia actors. They can depend aso on
"the work of individuals, political parties, unions and other agencies The
point seemsquite reasonable. But Hindessthen concludesfrom it: 'the forms
of assessment availableto actors are net wrigusly detenmined by their social
location. 1t followsthat the interestsactorsrecognize and act upon cannot be
uniguely determined by social bocation either.™?

If theburden of theargument is- asitis—-todisgualifyexplanationin terms
of social locationand itseffectsthroughinterests, Hindessneedsto tell usand
to have established that the forms of assessment availableto actors and the
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reasons actors have for acting are not at dl - or not significanthy, at least
— governed by social location. That would be a more exacting argument to
make. It is also where his dissertation on this matter began. Mat_uniguely
determined’ backs away from it, alowing that actors reasonsfor action are
determined by social location to some extent; in which case Hindess's effort
to disqualify class analysis and explanation as at best merely allegorical fails.

VI. The End of Politics

Obloquy of the sixth type occurswhen a statement is made to the effect that
Marxistsforesee asociety without politics. The thesiswas|ately ventured by
Michael Walzer in New Statesman and Society, the Marxian view of politicsas
'nothing morethan the superstructural enactment of classconflict' beingsaid
by him to entail that with the end of socid classes'there will be no palitics.

It is a popular thesis, found in a goodly proportion of the critics referred
to in this essay. Pierson: 'under communism there would be no specifically
political institutionsover which it would be appropriate to seek to exercise
constraintor control' but, rather, an'end of politics. Jay: 'socialist traditions,
likeLeninism, that promised theend of politics. Cohen: a'communist society
without the aid of political institutions, 'the dissolution. . .of politicsitself,

and ‘[tlhe Communist Manifesto.. .9nging the praise of the destruction of

politics. Keane: everyonedeciding about everything, no matter how small,
without the need of 'separate political institutions’.50

There is a certain conceptua elision here, most visible, as it happens,
in the writer from amongst al these whose treatment of Marxiam is the
mogt sympathetic one. | mean David Held. In introducing for his part
the end-of-politics theme, Held writes — as is accurate - that the end of
the state for Marx involved 'the dismantlingof politicsas an ingtitutionally
distinct sphere in society used in the perpetuation of class rule.” Citing,
like Cohen, a well-known passage from the Manifesto in support of this
contention, as well as another from The Poverty of Philosophy, Held then
goes on to offer, however, the following gloss upon them: that 'snce class
relationsdetermine the key dimensionsof power and axesof conflictin state
and in society. . .when classesarefinally transcended, all political power will
be deprived of itsfooting and the state — and politics as a distinct activity
- will no longer have a male."* Note the extenson of meaning that has
occurred: from politicsin a determinate, particular sense, to 'al' politics.
Note, equally, adebit in the reasoning for thisextension: since 'key' aspects
of the stuff of politics disappear, therefore politics tout court disappears.
We shall need to ask if the passages Held cites do, in fact, license such an
extension of meaning.

Let it be emphasized, first, that it isno part of the argument | shall make,
to suggest that Marx or the tradition after him did offer an adequate theory
or sketch of the palitical institutionsof a clasdesssociety. They did not, not
evenremotely, and it hasbeen agrievouslack. My pointisamorelimited one:
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that the Marxist canon in this matter containsa space and some resourcesfor
making the deficiency good, and is not just the obstacle, which these critics
one-sidedly depict, to the presently urgent task of elaborating models of a
socidist polity. Asthe defenceto be mounted isthuslimited, it may be said
that nothing much turnson it; the more especialy since, in trying to make
itsdeficiency good here, Marxist thought undoubtedly hasalot to learnfrom
other intellectual traditions, in particular that of liberalism. What difference,
then, whether Marxism is merely an obstacle or whether it leaves room and
afew resourcesfor thinking about the question, when there are in any case
aternativepintsd departure? Thisdifference. It matterswhether Marxism
is jugt disabled, by erroneous theses integra to it, from engaging serioudy
with the crucial issue of afeasiblesocidist polity; or whether thereis space,
wthin theframework of Marxism, agapin thesenseadf our earlier digression
(D2}, large but not total, and in which Marxigts, aswell asanybody elsewho
wants to, can today work to contribute to the discussion of that issue. The
sixth type o obloquy would abolish such space. What followsdisplaysit.

Let us consider what it is, precisely, that is invoked to support the
projection o an end o palitics, following upon the end of classes. Beyond
the notion of communist uniformity - that everyonein a clasdesssociety will
be the same and/or agree about everythingincluding mattersof public policy
- itisthe classica formuladf the withering away or abolition of the state. |
samply set asidetheformer notion, of uniformity, asnot foundedon anything
substantial, and incapable consequently of furnishing a defensible basis for
the theme. It is contradicted not only by texts cited in Section III above,
but a so by two central and perfectly familiar Marxian theses, when taken in
conjunction. Thefirst isthat communism will achieve aconscious, collective
control over socia and economic processes which have hitherto escaped such
control and indeed understanding, having taken place 'behind the backs
o individuals. The second - another side, this, of Marx’s expectations
concerning communist disalienation - is the thesis of an unprecedented
flourishing of human individuality. Giving the lie as it does (just like that)
to the talk about universd 'sameness, this second thesis also prompts one
to ask how likdly it is that Marx might have thought people, dl o them,
under such conditions of a flourishing individuality, would agree about dl
matters, and al mattersto do with the publiclife of alarge, modem society.
It isunlikely. Thisis, to be sure, merely an inference. But it isan inference
from something real and substantial in hiswork. One wantsthe material that
will weigh againgt it, on the other side of the scale. Marx perhaps did spesk
dsoinacontrary sense. Did he?

| turn to theformuladf theend of thestate. Now, it falsout that Marx had
aweay of expressing this, over and again - in the passages Held and Cohen
giveand &l sawhere- which seemspositively to thrust upon the reader a point
these two, and the other critics, neverthel essoverlook. Here isthe Manifesto

passage:
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When, in the cemsrss of development, dassdistinctionshavedisappeared . . . the public power
will loseitspalitical character. Pdlitical power , properlysocalled,ismer dy theor ganized power
of oneclass for oppressingancther.

And, here, the passagefrom The Poverty d Philosophy:

The working class, in t he course of itsdevelopment, will subgtitutefor the old civil sodiety an
association which will exdludedassesand their antagonism, and there will be no more political
power properly so-called, Since palitical power isprecisdytheofficial expressonaf antagoniam
in civil society.
Here, again, is a passage from a less familiar text, the review of a book by
Emile de Girardin:
The abolition of the state hasonly one meaningto the Communigs asthe necessary reault of

the aboalition of classes, whereupon of itsdf the need for the organized power of one class for
the suppression of ancother ceasesto exist.52

Theseformulationsreved the nature of the conceptual elision | havespoken
of. The end-of-politicsconstrual of Marx beginsfrom an independently given
meaning of politics (roughly, interpersonal deliberation, negotiation and
authoritative decision-makingin matters of public scope or concern), and
then reads him as saying in such passages as these that all palitics, in that
sense, isthe product of classes and classantagonism, and S0 must disappear
withthem. But the passages, | submit, are of another import, and virtually cry
out that they areso. Marx offersadifferent, rather narrow meaningaof politics
- 'properly so-called', by definition, it is class power and class antagonism-
and saysthat poalitics, in this sense, will disappear 'of itsdf' with classes. The
abolition of the state, he writes, 'has only one meaning to the Communigts,

and thisisit. But beyond the state so defined, i.e. as an oppressive class
ingtitution, a 'public power' will continueto exist. Marx’s repeated, forcible
expression of the point rendersthe deduction compelling that 'politics and a
'state’, on meanings of these terms broader than the one he here stipulates,

would be part of aclasdesssociety.

If, as| propose, the textscited are so clear on this point, how isit that so
many commentators do not see it, even if only as a sort of shadow falling
upon their chosen theme and which they must try to remove? It is not easy
to say. The point is not an eccentric insight of the present writer. It is
well-covered within modem Marx scholarship.53 It isconfirmed, moreover,
by other material in Marx’s writings. In Critique d the Gotha Programme,
for example, he writes that 'Freedom consists in converting the state from
an organ superimposed upon society into one completely subordinateto it’;
aformulasuggesting not only the continued existencedf akind of (converted)
'state’, but also its democratic foundation.54 This democratic theme, again
perfectly familiar, recals and reaffirms the substance of some of Marx’s
earliest theoretical reflections: on Hegel, and on the Jewish question.

Then, too, in hismarginal noteson Bakunin’s Statism and Anarchy ~ which
yet once more says df the end of the state: "This merely means: when class
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rule hasdisappeared, there will nolonger beany statein the present political
sensedf the word' = Marx makesit plain that the 'state’ or ‘public power' he
envisageswill havean electivebass. Itistruethat heal sospeaksof thesubject
of elections,in thiscontext, ashaving becomea'business matter'. Thisisread
by some as betokening an antithesiswith politics. But the antithesisis with
politicsin Marx’s restricted sense; for what he actualy says is 'a business
matter which does not afford any room for domination’.55 The notion is
of a democratic process which, freed from the contestation of classes, is no
longer coercivein character, becauseMarx alowed himsdf to foresee akind
of community that would be willing to respect the outcomes of democratic
deliberation. If even thisis, asmany will t hi nk, a highly utopian expectation,
it is nonethel essa different expectation from that of an end of palitics,in the
broad sense. A non-coercive 'state', in which elections are democratically
contested is one, we must presume, open to disputes over issues of public
policy. Whether such a non-coercive 'state’ is possible or not, it is anyway
aterrain o politics, in the meaning that sundry commentatorsdeny that it
is

A similar observationmust be made concerningthe notoriousformulathat,
as Engels put it, 'public functionswill lose their political character and be
transformed into. . .ample adminigtrativefunctions. Thiswas not, it hasto
besaid, ahappy usage, and it is not worth defending, much less perpetuating.
Apart fromits unlikely suggestion of a prospectivesimplicity of functionsin
afuture society, the connotationsof 'administration’, asa (purely) technical
sphere, are hard to put aside. Still, hereagain, it is not legitimateto abstract
from the specificdly Marxist — class-coercive = meaning o ‘palitical’, in
interpreting the digtinction between politics and administration. Engels,
as was registered earlier, commented witheringly on the anarchist idea of
getting rid of 'the authority of the majority over the minority'; dismissing
the possibility of 'a society of even only two peoplée' in which each does not
'give upsomedf hisautonomy'. A society in which thereis still the necessity
of mgjorities and minorities, as there are gill (and isimplied by) contested
elections, would seem to be a spaced public dispute, a spacefor politics.56

Lenin, finally, to spare a word for him, believed not only in the end of
the state but also — as we are told by Pierson — that democracy itself,
being 'smply one form of the state, is ‘destined to "wither avay'' with
the disappearance of classes.57 This sounds bad. Isit true? Yes, it is; but
only in asense. In addition to the circumstancethat Lenin, too, made clear
hisparticular, Marxist understanding of the meaning of the'state’ (‘'The state
withers away insofar asthere are no longer any capitalists, any classes, and,
consequently, no classcan besuppressed’), thereisasothis: hewent tosome
trouble to explain that he construed the withering away of democracy just
qua state-form on this meaning. 'We do not,' he wrote, 'expect the advent
o asystem o society in which the principleof subordination of the minority
to the majority will not be observed.’s8 Around what would minoritiesand
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majorities have been expected by him to form? And should it not be said,
particularly by someone not attached to the narrow Marxist meaning of
the 'state!, that Lenin did not, then, actually anticipate the disappearance
(without qualification) of democracy?

Looking out menacingly, you see, from behind this figure of the end-of-
politics rendition of Marxism, is a close and a not very pretty friend. Its
presence should not go unremarked. | mean a disposition to give out that
Marxigt ideas in this area were (not to put too fine a point on it) proto-
Stalinist. Held putsthe thinggently: that Marx’s conception, by delegitimizing
disagreement and dispute, implied'a propensity to an authoritarian form of
politics. Keane thinks that Marx showed 'a lack of respect or enthusiasm’
for, among other things, the right to vote. Cohen would haveit that, in the
communist society Marx envisioned, the 'private’ or the 'particular’ was to
be abolished, 'would no longer exist'. And Jay is pleased to note in this
fin-de-sibclea'widespread reassessmentof the valuedf bourgeoisdemocracy
asmorethan amereideol ogi cal smokescreen'(my emphasis).5® What isoneto
say?Such opinionsarein themsel vesunastoni shing, for having been sowidey
canvassed by now. But one hasa socometoexpect, by now, with the quantity
and quality of availablescholarshipon Marxism, rather better than this. You
can till be surprised by it in some dof the placesit isfound.

\ZZ Privilege
An example of the seventh type of obloquy, the last type of this series,
will not be given. Readers are invited to find specific exampleswhere they
will, for there is today no shortage of them. They occur in discussion of
the interrel ationships between socialism, the working class, other types of
socia agent or political subject, and the variousforms of exploitation and
oppression: economic, gender, national, ethnic, and so on. It is, clearly,
neither a small nor asimple set of issues, and | have no intention of trying
to offer here anything like a thorough or sufficient treatment of them. |
focus merely on one current anti-Marxist trope: that, in postulating a specia
connection between the prospect of achieving socidism and the movement
and struggles of the working class, Marxism was and is guilty of a kind
o arbitrary favouritism, privileging this particular agent at the expense of
others, in awould-be universalizing discoursethat is actually undemocratic.
A preliminary question about thisis whether proponentsdf the criticism
themselves regard sociadism as a solution to al these aforesaid different
oppressions. Typicdly they do not. It is, in fact, usudly a companion
argument to the one | focus upon that Marxisn was wrong to conceive
socidism in such an al-encompassing way, as the precondition for ending
every human oppression;or —in extremevariantsadf thiscompanionargument
- as automatically bringing with it complete and universal liberation. The
contention, in this extreme variant, is one more caricature, which | do not
bother to contest at length, proffering merely two or three quite ‘orthodox’'
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Marxist reference points to the contrary.6® That Marxists have generaly
overstated, however, the interdependence between achieving-socialismand
the 6vercoming of the other- social oppressions is fair criticism, Beyond
continuing to register how different forms of domination can often feed
off and mutually reinforce one another, socialists have to recognize that
sociaism, ambitious and difficult of attainment as it has proved to be, is
one god, relaively digtinct from other emancipatory goals, which are of
their own pressing urgency, the obstaclesand resistancesto them being the
source of plenty human misery and stifled potentialities. There isstill good
enough reason for movementsor agenciesin support of these several goas
to accept and to pressthe validity of each other's specific claims. Any battle
againgt one grave systemic injustice diminishesitsaf by ignoring other such
equally graveinjustices, or by makinglight of them.

A contemporary universalism, therefore, may find itsbasisin thereciprocal
recognition amongst different emancipatory strugglesof what they share, as
struggles againgt injustice or arbitrary power. It should not be founded on
a clam that one such struggle is master or mistress of them al. If a
feminist socidism and a socidist feminism, a socidist anti-racism or anti-
racist socialism, are possible and necessary, stili socialism, feminism and the
struggleagaingt racism train their sightson different obj ectives,nonedf which
smply subsumesthe others.

In this light, now, what is to be made of the argument that to see
the working class as central, crucia, to any possible socialist future is
arbitrarily to privilege it; that every kind of oppressed subject or socia
identity is a potential agency of socidism quite equally with this one? If
the argument exploitsa notion of socialism as, definitionally, only that kind
of society from which al formsof socid oppression have been remoyed, then
socidism has been redefined again as universal, all-encompassing goal, and
the whole point of indsting on its specificity and its distinction from other
goals is lost. One might just as wel say that the working class, or ethnic
minorities, are equal potential agencies with women for overcoming gender
oppression - understood, this; as the end of all oppressions. To establish, in
other words, an equality amongst various putative agencies of socidism, the
current critiquesaf Marxism on thispoint have quietly to take back what they
forthrightly - and justly - put forward concerningthe non-comprehensive,the
particular, nature of the am of a clasdesssociety.

If, on the other hand, thisis not taken back, then the argument against
‘privileging? the -working class-as-agency o socialism, or that to do so is
undemoacratic, is unconvincing. Across the variety of conceptionsdf what is
socialism, acore idea has always been the removal of that form of (economic)
exploitation which is-associated with class division. Cutting through the
thorny issueof the boundaries of the workinig class, if we say it is composed
roughly of dl the victims — organized and not, male and female, black or
white, ethnically diverse, and of whatever sexua orientation- of economic
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exploitation, then thereare at | east two good reasonsto supposethat it isthis
congtituency that isthe primary constituency of socidism.

First, it has an interest (Hindess notwithstanding) in opposing capitalist
exploitation, in a way that alternative congtituencies, aternatively defined,
do not. Women, just as women, for example, do not; unlessit can be
shown persuasively that the significantly wedthy among them, by birth,
or by marriage, or by professional or commercia success, are in their
generality just as likely to come to a consciousness of the injustices of
capitalism as are women workers; or unlessit can be shown persuasively
why the struggle against gender inequality is, just assuch, intrinsically anti-
capitalist, and consequently socidist. Apart from restoring, once again, the
sort of spuriousuniversaismthat iscriticized in traditionally inflated socialist
claims, this amounts to saying — as has been said rather too often, wrongly
- that capitalism by its very nature-could not—accommodate or adapt to this
or that particular democratic gaal. Who will confidently say it about either
gender-or ethnicequality? What in the naturedf capitalism definitively forbids
theoneor the other? Capitalism, asMarxistsareall toofrequently lectured, is
not thecauseof alills. Anditisnot at al clear that tofight to remove theseof
them from existing capitalist societiesmust beto fightin vain.

Second, the idea - considered normatively now rather than predictively
- that exactly those on the receiving end of a given form of oppression or
injustice might be the primary agents of its liquidation is the opposite of
undemocratic. It isa rather old idea and scarcely exclusiveto Marxiam: that
genuine social liberations are not (as.a.rule at any rate) delivered to_people,
by sommneelsa Within Marxism thistheme has had the name of proletarian
self-emancipation, and the problem with it hasoften been seen to be, not the
themeitself, but that no Marxistshavereally takenit serioudy (as, unhappily,
many Marxists have not), goingin for various, €litist subgtitutionisms. Of a
sudden, it turnsout that it isthe sentiment itsdf that isat fault, underwriting
akind of privilege. Quite how far things havegonetoday in the development
of facile criticismsof Marxism acrossa sector of the Left may be gauged by
imagining what the reaction would be, were a parallel of this 'privileging'
argument to be tried out in relation to some other type of oppression. If |

\ someonewereto suggest, for instance, that oneshould not spec:ldlyfocuson
women asthe primary constituency of the battle against women's oppression; |
or that black peoplein South Africahad no privileged () placein the current
gruggle against apartheid - it isasafe bet there would be many who would |
‘not even cross the road to respond to the suggestion.

Goncl usi on

Thiscritical commentary wascomposed, though all the material engaged and
criticized by it predates the period, in the months spanning the turn into
the 1990s, when momentous events, far from played out, were unfolding
in Eastern Europe. Whatever other consegquences may follow upon these
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events, it seems not improbable that one consequence will be a further
impetus to the propagation of material of a smilar kind. Already it is
possible to detect, within the spectrum of early reactions, one that might
be cdled retrospective Stalinism or at least Brezhnevism: by which | mean
a tendency, amongst people who have thought, insisted, for yearsthat the
Soviet and Eastern European regimes were not a genuine embodiment or
product o Marxist belief, to wonder if the entire tradition is not now
bankrupted by their wreckage— as though the ideas and vauesdf Marxism
were then, after all, wrapped up in these regimes, as before they were said
not to be.

The sensein which it islikely to be true that a tradition is ended, is that
the time of mass-based socialist movements which conceived themselves as
specifically Marxist may wel be up. There are good reasons, as well as bad
ones, for drawing aline under it. Any socidist movement that seeks now to

| defineitself by referenceto onelabel or doctrine, that doesnot contain at its
heart a vigorous, committed pluralism, intellectual and political, is doomed
i to be, not a movement, but a sect. At the same time, if socidiam has any
future, the movement for it needs to know where it has come from, not
only the resourcesit lacks, but aso the onesit has. It needs a proper form
o sdf-accounting. Making a mess of its own past, of the different strands
or currents within it, will not be a rewarding procedure. And this is to
say nothing, dl politics o the thing set aside, of the elementary care and
senseof proportionwhich each generationdf thinkersowesto the efforts of
generationsd thinkersbeforeit.
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