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Preface (1987)

Individuals are dealt with here only in so far 

as they are the personifications of economic

categories, the bearers of particular class-relations

and interests.

Karl Marx, Capital

Everyone has their own good reasons.

Jean Renoir, La Règle du jeu

The two sentences quoted above define the scope of

this book. The first is Marx at his most austerely

structural, concerned with analysing the objective

relationships in which human beings find themselves,

rigorously abstracting from individuals’ perspectives

and purposes. The second comes from a film, one of

whose triumphs lies in the sympathetic reconstruction

of the motives and interests of a diverse and conflicting

group of people. Although it sums up the approach

of one of the century’s supreme artists, Renoir’s

remark could also be taken to epitomise the tradition

in social theory most strongly opposed to Marx’s

(Max Weber was its greatest exponent) which set

itself the task, not of uncovering structures, but of

understanding persons. The book seeks to establish

the extent to which the two perspectives, of structural

explanation and intentional understanding, are

compatible with one another. My aim has not 

been to blur real differences, setting in their place 

a shallow syncretism, but it seems to me that no

worthwhile social theory can do without variants of



both perspectives. This is so especially for Marxism, which stakes its claim

on human beings’ capacity to sweep away millennia of exploitation and

oppression. I leave it to the reader to decide how successful my attempted

reconciliation has been.

It remains only to acknowledge some debts. The past decade has been a

rich one for social theory in the English-speaking world. I am grateful to

those, such as Jerry Cohen and Anthony Giddens, who have been willing to

stick their necks out and offer grand theories, providing others, such as myself,

with the less creative and easier work of criticising what they have come up

with. The stimulus they have provided will be obvious in what follows.

There are other, more personal debts. David Held has been a model 

editor – patient, sympathetic and tough. Mike Rosen made very helpful

comments on a version of the first three chapters. Chris Harman read the

whole manuscript, his detailed and stimulating notes on which I have repaid

with the grossest ingratitude by inserting criticisms of his own views in the

final text. Parts of draft chapters were presented as papers to the Political

Theory Workshop at the University of York. I would like to thank those

present for their comments. I am also grateful to the members of the Philosophy

Department at York, during a very happy year in which I wrote this book.

There are two final debts. It was thanks to Joanna Seddon that I observed

the historian’s almost alchemical gift of transmuting old records in archives

into the struggles and passions of the once-living human beings of whom

these documents are the traces. But it was from my father and mother that

I learned to value history and to see its connection with liberty. I am therefore

dedicating Making History to them.

x • Preface



Abbreviations

CW K. Marx and F. Engels. Collected Works (50 vols published or in

preparation, London, 1975–)

IS International Socialism

JP Journal of Philosophy

KMTH G.A. Cohen, Karl Marx’s Theory of History – A Defence (Oxford,

1978)

NLR New Left Review

P & P Past and Present
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Introduction to the Second Edition

1. Context

Making History was first published in 1987. Certainly

its tone and perhaps also its substantive preoccupations

may seem to belong to a world that is irretrievably

lost. There are, I think, two reasons for this. The first

has to do with the political context. I wrote the book

in the spring and summer of 1986, in the immediate

aftermath of the great British miners’ strike of 1984–5.

(Indeed, Making History was conceived and much of

the work for it done before the strike, but its writing

delayed, principally by my involvement in covering

the strike for six months as a journalist at Socialist

Worker and my co-authoring a book about the miners’

struggle.)1 The strike and its defeat by the Thatcher

government was an event of global resonance, both

symbolically and practically. It marked the end of 

a particular kind of workers’ movement and the

apparent triumph of a neo-liberal capitalism that was

at once brutally single-minded in its preoccupation

with profit-maximisation and insidiously effective in

mobilising the desires of individuals as possessive

consumers.

Consequently, as I noted in the original Introduction,

the immediate background to Making History was

that of defeat. During the miners’ strike, I happened

1 A. Callinicos and M. Simons, The Great Strike (London, 1985).



to read Christopher Hill’s The Experience of Defeat, and, though at the time I

resisted this conclusion, this portrayal of the dilemmas facing unreconciled

Commonwealthmen under the restored Stuart monarchy after 1660 turned

out to have strong resonances for my own circumstances in the years that

followed. The political situation was, however, less bleak than this might

suggest, and this too played its part in the composition of Making History.

The 1980s were marked by the emergence of new workers’ movements in

countries that had recently experienced rapid industrialisation – Poland, South

Africa, Brazil, and South Korea. Though the most celebrated of these –

Solidarno˜ç in Poland – was defeated (and, when revived at the end of the

decade, largely corrupted into a vehicle for neo-liberal ‘shock therapy’ after

the fall of ‘Communism’) – these movements represented a remarkable political

laboratory. All provided examples of the mutual interference of narrowly

defined class politics and non-class ideologies – nationalism, populism, and

religion. This was brought home to me by a fascinating visit to South Africa

in January 1986, when the revolt against apartheid was at its height. The

impact of this experience and of the broader questions posed by these newer

workers’ movements helped to shape the discussions of ideology and tradition

in Chapters 4 and 5 of Making History.2

For all its complexities – its elements of both defeat and renewal, the political

background to my book remains far removed from the world that confronts

us today. The same might seem true intellectually as well. Making History

was in many ways a comparatively late response to the great renaissance of

Marxist theory associated with the movements of the late 1960s and early

1970s. This revival of Marxism may be thought of as unfolding between two

dates – 1965, when Louis Althusser’s For Marx and the collective work by

him and his pupils Reading Capital appeared, and 1978, the year that G.A.

Cohen’s Karl Marx’s Theory of History was published. Althusser’s and Cohen’s

books were all marked by a close philosophical engagement with Marx’s

discourse in Capital. But their receptions were very different. Althusser’s

intervention came as part of the broader onslaught of French anti-humanism

associated with such names as Barthes, Lacan, Lévi-Strauss, Foucault, Derrida,

and Deleuze, and helped to stimulate an enormous proliferation of Marxist

xiv • Introduction to the Second Edition
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especially Chapter 4.



theoretical writing; often this writing was hostile to Althusser’s reconstruction

of historical materialism, but its authors all shared the assumption that Marxist

theory mattered – and that it mattered because of the political importance of

this theory to the struggles that were then being waged by workers and

students in the advanced capitalist countries and by anti-imperialist movements

in the Third World. Cohen’s book, by contrast, though composed over many

years in a remarkable and highly individual encounter between a version of

Anglophone analytical philosophy and what I call in Making History orthodox

historical materialism, appeared just as the efflorescence of Marxist theory

came to an end. 1978 was indeed the year that Althusser announced ‘the

crisis of Marxism’ – a crisis that was particularly acute in his native France

and in Italy and whose chief intellectual progeny was what in a few years

time would become increasingly widely known as postmodernism, a discourse

one of whose main premisses was the philosophical and political bankruptcy

of Marxism.3

The rout of Marxism from the intellectual scene on the Continent did not

mean that Cohen’s book fell on barren ground. Marxism had never risen so

high in the English-speaking world as it had in France and Italy, so it did not

have as far to fall. The immediate British context in which Karl Marx’s Theory

of History appeared dominated by the impact of Edward Thompson’s ferocious

attack on Althusser in The Poverty of Theory (1978) and Perry Anderson’s fine

response in Arguments in English Marxism (1980). This exchange highlighted

the intellectual centrality of historiography to Marxism in Britain – apart from

Thompson, Christopher Hill, Eric Hobsbawm, Rodney Hilton, George Rudé,

John Saville, and others. This extraordinarily impressive body of work,

developed in the course of the second half of the twentieth century, maybe

helped to provide Marxism in the English-speaking world with a greater

stability than its Continental counterparts. Anderson was among the first to

note a shift in the centre of gravity in Marxist intellectual work during the 

1980s – across the Channel and indeed increasingly across the Atlantic, where

Making History: Introduction to the Second Edition • xv

3 L. Althusser, ‘The Crisis of Marxism’, Marxism Today, July 1978. Althusser elaborates
in ‘Marx dans ses limites’, written in 1978 but published only posthumously in Ecrits
philosophiques et politiques (2 vols., Paris, 1994–5), I. I have discussed the crisis of
Marxism and its consequences in Is There a Future for Marxism? (London, 1982) and
Against Postmodernism (Cambridge, 1990). The historical context is masterfully reconstructed
in C. Harman, The Fire Last Time (London, 1988).



the vast and rich American university system proved surprisingly hospitable

to radical intellectuals.4

One of the most noted trends in English-speaking Marxism in the world

during the 1980s was in significant part a response to Cohen’s book. The

originality of his project and the skill and imagination with which he pursued

it encouraged others to employ the techniques of analytical philosophy and

mainstream social science in the Anglophone academy to formulate defensible

versions of Marxist theoretical propositions. The dominant form that this

analytical Marxism took – particularly as result of the advocacy and example

offered by Jon Elster and John Roemer – consisted in the acceptance of

methodological individualism, that is, the idea that social structures are

reducible to the consequences of the actions taken by individual persons. Not

surprisingly, much of the content of Marxist theory – and, in particular, Marx’s

own critique of the capitalist mode of production – proved hard to fit on this

Procrustean bed. Consequently, the trajectory of rational-choice Marxism (as

it came to be known) took many of its exponents away from Marxism

altogether.5

Making History engages with analytical Marxism, particularly in its rational-

choice version, in some depth. But it would be a mistake to see it as simply

a critique of this school of Marxism. The problem-situation to which it

responded lay deeper, as I show below, and the range it covered was broader –

the theoretical importance of British Marxist historiography to my arguments

should, for example, be obvious. Before trying to reconstruct this problem-

situation, let me just paint in one final strand in the intellectual background.

By the mid-1980s, Marxism was not the only theoretical discourse seeking to

offer an intellectual rigorous and empirically grounded account of the course

of human history. Three British theorists – Anthony Giddens, Michael Mann,

and W.G. Runciman – were engaged in developing large-scale historical

sociologies that were broadly Weberian in their insistence on the irreducible

plurality of power-relations even if they differed in matters of method and

historical detail. Arguably, in their engagement with both grand theory and

xvi • Introduction to the Second Edition

4 See P. Anderson, In the Tracks of Historical Materialism (London, 1983) and 
A. Callinicos, ‘Où va le marxisme anglo-saxon?’, in J. Bidet and E. Kouvelakis, eds.,
Dictionnaire Marx contemporain (Paris, 2001).

5 For a good overview, see M. Roberts, Analytical Marxism (London, 1996). Though
initially resistant, Cohen came to embrace rational-choice Marxism: see ‘Introduction
to the 2000 Edition’, Karl Marx’s Theory of History (2nd edn; Oxford, 2000).



the broad sweep of history, they were all responses to the renaissance of

Marxism, though in their empirical grasp and theoretical sophistication they

represented a formidable challenge to historical materialism. Perry Anderson

indeed called the first volume of Mann’s The Sources of Social Power (1986), ‘a

developed analytic theory of the pattern of human development, exceeding

in explanatory ambition and empirical detail any Marxist account’.6 I read

Mann’s book while writing Making History, Chapter 4, Section 4 of which is

a critique of his and Giddens’s claim that the role of military power in the

constitution of the modern state system refutes Marxism. But, in a broader

sense, some of the philosophical preoccupations of the Weberian historical

sociologists inform the book as it grapples with the problem of agency.

2. The problem of agency

My initial interest in this problem was not, however, prompted by, say,

Giddens’s lengthy and detailed engagement with how to conceptualise agency

within social theory (one other respect in which this book may seem to

participate in a lost world is that it recalls a time when Giddens’s name

evoked an important critical social theorist rather than the velleities of the

Third Way).7 It came rather out of the great Marxist debates of the 1960s and

1970s. Althusser notoriously tended to treat social structures – for example,

the capitalist mode of production – as a self-reproducing system. Human

agents where conceived as the ‘supports’ of these structures, formed into

subjects through their participation in ideology. This rigorously anti-humanist

conception of history as ‘a process without a subject’ was vehemently rejected

by many other Marxists, most eloquently Thompson. But they tended simply

to counterpose human agency to the structures of capitalism. Where Althusser

effectively subsumed individual actors under the relations of production, his

critics often posited subjectivity as exterior to these relations. This is very

clear, for example, in the version of ‘workerist’ Marxism developed by Toni

Negri in Italy during the 1970s: capital and what Negri calls the ‘social worker’

are conceptualised as autonomous subjects engaged in a Nietzschean struggle

Making History: Introduction to the Second Edition • xvii

6 P. Anderson, A Zone of Engagement (London, 1992), p. xii.
7 See A. Callinicos, ‘Social Theory Put to the Test of Politics: Pierre Bourdieu and

Anthony Giddens’, New Left Review, I, 236 (1999).



for power. Apart from any other difficulty, this voluntarist Marxism was

vulnerable to an outflanking by poststructuralism and the dissolution of the

relations of production – the central concept in Marx’s critique of capitalism –

into a plurality of power-relations. In many ways, Negri’s trajectory since the

mid-1970s, including his more recent book Empire (co-authored with Michael

Hardt), has consisted in the formulation of a series of uneasy compromises

between Marxism and postmodernism.8

How to avoid either Althusserian structuralism or a Nietzschean pluralisation

of power-relations? This dilemma was posed, but only partially addressed

in a book that represented my initial response to the crisis of Marxism that

became visible in the late 1970s, Is There a Future for Marxism? By the time

this book completed its (rather slow) journey to publication in 1982, I had

started to focus on the problem of agency. I was prompted to this by another

work (it is the fate of philosophers to write books about books), Göran

Therborn’s The Ideology of Power and the Power of Ideology (1980). This is an

interesting and important study that I discussed quite extensively in Making

History. Its great strength is its liberation of the Marxist concept of ideology

from too narrow an identification with the (mis)representation of class position;

its weakness that, following Althusser, Therborn reduces agents to the bearers

of social relations that form them.

What started me thinking hard about the problem of agency was a passage

where, in line with this anti-humanist approach, Therborn attacked the idea,

implicit in earlier Marxist writing on ideology, that ‘[h]uman behaviour 

was motivated by interests, class interests’. These rested on normative and

epistemological presuppositions that, according to Therborn, ‘are unwarranted

and untenable assumptions. They represent a utilitarian residue in Marxism,

which should be rejected, explicitly and decisively, once for all’.9 What struck

me about this was less Therborn’s argument for rejecting the proposition that

actors are motivated by interests than the implication of this rejection. If we

discard the concept of interests, how is it possible to have a theory of class

xviii • Introduction to the Second Edition

8 See further, A. Callinicos, ‘Toni Negri in Perspective’, International Socialism, 2, 92
(2001), and ‘Antonio Negri and the Temptation of Ontology’, forthcoming.

9 G. Therborn, The Ideology of Power and the Power of Ideology (London, 1980), pp. 
4, 5. See my critical discussion of these and related passages in Section 3.5, pp. 139–51
below.



struggle? Classes are conceived in Marxism precisely as groups of actors that

share interests determined by a common position in the relations of production.

Without the concept of interests, aren’t these individuals reduced to automata?

But if we need this concept, isn’t Therborn right, aren’t we pushed towards

utilitarianism and, more broadly, towards analytical theories of action?

My next step was to answer this last question with another: So what? Work

for another book, Marxism and Philosophy (1983) involved extensive reading

in contemporary analytical philosophy. It was impossible not to be struck by

the quality of this writing and its engagement with substantive issues. Donald

Davidson – hugely influential in Oxford (then my academic base) in the late

1970s and early 1980s – in particular attracted my attention. His theory of

radical interpretation, bridging the gap between philosophy of language and

philosophy of mind, offered a powerful reformulation of what (following two

of Davidson’s then followers, Philip Pettit and Graham Macdonald) I tend

to call in Making History ‘the orthodox conception of agents’ – in other words,

the idea that action is to be explained intentionally, by ascribing to actors

beliefs and desires that caused them to act in the way they did. One of the

attractions of Davidson’s approach was that it did not seem (though Pettit

and Macdonald argued to the contrary) to require postulating a sharp

methodological distinction between the physical and social sciences, unlike

the rival theories of interpretation offered in the hermeneutic tradition (above

all by Hans-Georg Gadamer) and by Jürgen Habermas in his theory of

communicative action. This seemed to me an important result, since Marxism

is (as I suggest in Section 1.3 below) best understood as a species of naturalism

that conceives human beings as continuous with the rest of nature rather than

as irreducibly different from the physical world, and therefore I spent much

effort to trying to establish it in the first three sections of Chapter 3 below.

This is the densest and most abstract part of the book, and I am sure many

readers found it heavy going. I apologise for this, since I should have been

able to write it better. (Readers not interested in the philosophical crossing

of t’s and dotting of i’s involved should be able to skip them without much

harm being done to their understanding of my overall argument.)

The main problem that Making History seeks to address is how to square

the orthodox conception of agents – which takes persons seriously as initiators

of action – with the idea that social structures (for example, capitalist relations

of production) have causal powers. Rational-choice Marxism, like other versions

Making History: Introduction to the Second Edition • xix



of methodological individualism before it, seemed to me to be a non-starter.

Even when not simply hypostatising neo-classical economics, it was driven

by an ultimately metaphysical urge to reduce everything social to the individual

person and her actions and properties. In justification of this reduction

programme, analogies are often drawn with the physical sciences. I was more

impressed by W.V.O. Quine’s argument that our ontology should consist in

whatever entities our best theories posit. Given all the weird things whose

existence is asserted in physics, by, say, super-string theory and quantum

mechanics, I cannot see what is so difficult about treating social structures as

irreducible to individuals. To argue the contrary is to reinstate an essentially

philosophical ontology: the great French philosopher of science Gaston

Bachelard had warned against such a course, which he argued would make

the development of empirical theories the prisoner of philosophers’ far-from-

innocent intuitions.10

The strategy I adopted consisted in taking seriously the apparently

platitudinous thought that, in acting, agents exercise powers. Some of these

powers are the ones standardly possessed to a greater or lesser degree by

any healthy adult human organism: being a human being might indeed be

said in part to consist in having these powers (though, given the problematic

and contestable nature of normality, this is a claim that must be framed with

care).11 Other powers are, however, structurally determined: that is, they

depend on the position that the actor in question occupies in prevailing social

structures. I borrowed an expression coined by Erik Olin Wright – structural

capacities – to refer to these powers. What social structures do, then, is to

give agents powers of a certain kind. The connection between structures and

powers is particularly close in Marxism: here the most important single social

structure is the relations of production, which Cohen compellingly analyses

as ‘relations of effective power over persons and productive forces’.12

xx • Introduction to the Second Edition

10 I do not claim that philosophical arguments cannot as a matter of principle have
ontological implications: thus see my speculation about a transcendental argument
for the orthodox conception of agents in Sections 1.2 and 3.3 below. But such arguments
should be used with great care: see, for example, my critique of Roy Bhaskar’s use
of transcendental arguments in ‘Le réalisme critique et au-delà’, in Bidet and Kouvelakis,
eds., Dictionnaire Marx contemporain.

11 G. Canguilhem, The Normal and the Pathological (New York, 1991).
12 KMTH, p. 63. Are the productive forces also a social structure? Not if we accept

Cohen’s conception of them as a list of productive facilities, but this analysis ignores
the role implicitly played in Capital of what Cohen himself calls the ‘material relations



The merit of this position is that it accords causal powers to structures

without falling into the kind of Althusserian structural determinism that treats

individuals as the ‘supports’ of the relations of production. It can therefore

accommodate the rational-choice Marxists’ demand that social explanations

have ‘microfoundations’ – that is, that they show how the existence of social

mechanisms and structural tendencies depends on the incentives and interests

they give individual actors – while rejecting the methodological-individualist

reduction programme that this requirement is used to support. In general

spirit, it is close to Giddens’s theory of structuration, which conceives humans

as knowledgeable actors that are both enabled and constrained by the social

structures that are at once the consequence and condition of their actions.

Indeed, in developing my thoughts on the subject, I was influenced by Giddens,

though in an agonistic fashion since I was (particularly at first) put off by

many features of the strategy he used to develop a basically correct idea and

infuriated by what seemed to me the slipshod critique of Marxism that he

used the theory of structuration to justify.13 My position also dovetailed with

the realist social ontology developed more or less simultaneously with Giddens

by Roy Bhaskar, who treats social structures as tendencies and powers that

are exercised through the intentional activity of human beings.14

Probably the biggest objection to this treatment of structures is that it is

not a proposition of extraordinary originality that there must be a via media

between methodological individualism and structuralism. Certainly, broadly

the same approach occurred to others involved in these debates, including

some identified with analytical Marxism.15 What merits can I claim for my

particular version of this idea? Three occur to me. First, by analysing structures

as (partially) determining actors’ powers, I avoided some of the mistakes that

Making History: Introduction to the Second Edition • xxi

of production’ required to articulate these facilities into a labour process supporting
a determinate level of labour productivity. Compare KMTH, Chapters 2 and 4 with
pp. 43–6 below. I return to this subject in ‘G.A. Cohen and the Critique of Political
Economy’, forthcoming in Science and Society.

13 See A. Callinicos, ‘Anthony Giddens: A Contemporary Critique’, and A. Giddens,
‘Marx’s Correct Views on Everything’, Theory and Society, 15 (1985). This proved to
be the first in a series of debates in print and vis-à-vis between us that has been going
on for nearly twenty years. I am grateful to Tony Giddens for the combination of
good humour and combative spirit with which he generally greets my sallies.

14 See the passages quoted on pp. 100–1 below.
15 A. Levine et al., ‘Marxism and Methodological Individualism’, New Left Review,

I, 162 (1987), reprinted as Chapter 6 of Levine et al., Reconstructing Marxism (London,
1992): references here are to the original article.



other versions make: Giddens’s structuration theory, as I try to show both in

Section 2.5 below and in the article cited above, is particularly unstable and

liable to collapse back into either methodological individualism or some

version of hermeneutics. Secondly, my analysis of structures is developed

through an interpretation of historical materialism: I would like to think that

both benefit from the process – that is, that some clarification of the basic

concepts of the Marxist theory of history is provided, but also that the nature

and scope of the concept of social structure are brought into clearer outline

by considering it in relation to a social theory that is usually held (except by

rational-choice Marxists) to have a particularly robust conception of structure.

Thirdly, I tried to give the philosophical arguments some empirical cash-value

in Chapters 4 and 5, where I used a wide range of historical material in an

effort to show how the theory of structure developed in the first half of the

book could provide a framework in which a version of classical Marxism

could creatively address a variety of apparent counter-examples to its claim

to offer a successful theory, not just of history, but of revolution as well.

3. Reconsiderations

How well does all this stand up now, getting on for twenty years after I first

formulated the argument developed in this book? In a general sense, its

relevance seems to me, if anything, greater than ever. Rational-choice theory

– that is, methodological individualism and the assumption that agents are

instrumentally rational, choosing the means best suited to achieving their

ends (the narrow sense of rationality distinguished in Section 1.2 below) – is

still very much around, to judge by Politics, the academic discipline to which

I am professionally attached. Its sovereignty in mainstream neo-classical

economics appears stronger than ever. The inadequacies of this way of thinking,

explored at length in Making History, therefore still need airing. At the same

time, versions of the kind of approach outlined here are widely accepted by

many younger scholars, largely, I think, because of the influence of Bhaskar’s

critical realism, taken considerably further in social theory by Margaret Archer.16

xxii • Introduction to the Second Edition

16 See, for example, A. Collier, Critical Realism (London, 1994), M. Archer, Realist
Social Theory (Cambridge, 1995), and, for an instance of the importance attached to
the problem of structure and agency by contemporary political scientists, C. Hay,
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There should, therefore, be a receptive audience for what I have to say in the

chapters that follow.

This hope does not mean that I think that the arguments set out in this

book are unimpeachable. Only a fool or a genius would be tempted think

that: I am sure I am not the second of these alternatives and try not to be the

first. One could always have put things better; moreover, things move on,

and one has to consider how this affects what one has written in the past. In

this section, I touch on three areas it might seem that further thought is

required.17

(i) Structure and agency

The account of structures in Making History conceives them as partially

determining the powers of actors. When writing the Conclusion in the spring

of 1987, a few months after I had finished the main body of the book, I was

tempted to take this a step further and equate structures with powers. Bhaskar’s

incorporation of social structure into a broader realist ontology of causal

powers is an invitation in the same direction. On reflection, however, I think

that such an equation would be a mistake. What it neglects is the fact that

social structures typically involve relationships among actors – consider, for

example, Cohen’s definition of the relations of production as relations of

effective power over persons and productive forces. More abstractly, one

might say that a social structure is a relation connecting persons, material

resources, supra-individual entities (social institutions of some kind), and/or

structures by virtue of which some persons (not necessarily those so connected)

gain powers of a specific kind. This definition maintains the connection

between structures and powers but also draws a line between them.18
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Insisting on the relational dimension of structures does, however, make my

argument vulnerable to a methodological-individualist rejoinder. Elster gives

an example of this ploy in a passage cited on p. 100 below, where he defines

structures as ‘sets of relations’ reducible to the ‘relational properties’ of

individuals. I dismissed this as a verbal manoeuvre, but perhaps this was a

bit quick. A comparable treatment of structures is developed in a very subtle

article by Andrew Levine, Elliott Sober, and Erik Olin Wright that was published

just after Making History and so too late for me for me to address in the 

book. Here they defend a position that they call ‘anti-reductionism’, which

‘acknowledges the importance of micro-level accounts in explaining social

phenomena, while allowing for the irreducibility of macro-level accounts of

these micro-level explanations’. In accepting the necessity of providing micro-

foundations but rejecting the reduction programme that methodological

individualists invalidly infer from this necessity the position taken by Levine,

Sober, and Wright is analogous to that of Making History. There is, however,

an important difference: for them, macro-level explanations rely on ‘the

properties of and relations between aggregate social entities’ such as ‘societies,

groups, classes, organizations, nations, communities’. Where methodological

individualism goes wrong, according to Levine, Sober, and Wright, is in

claiming that accounts referring to aggregate social entities and their properties

and relations must be reduced to explanations invoking only individuals and

their properties and relations (though there may be specific cases where this

can and should be done). But they agree with methodological individualism

in acknowledging the irreducibility of social relations but treating these as

the ‘relational properties’ of individuals.19

Levine, Sober and Wright distinguish methodological individualism from

a position that they call ‘atomism’, which ‘denies that relations – whether 

between individuals or between social entities – are ever inherently explanatory’.20

It would be more accurate to say that they accept the methodological-
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individualist reduction programme with respect to structures (qua social

relations) but reject it with respect to supra-individual entities. But, once

structures become the ‘relational properties’ of individuals, in what sense are

they ‘inherently explanatory’? Approaching the problem from the opposite

direction, what does it mean to say that a given phenomenon is ‘inherently

explanatory’? It could mean that it has ‘explanatory autonomy’ in the sense

given this expression by Macdonald and Pettit (see Section 1.2 below):

One sort of entity X exists over and beyond another sort Y if and only if

the following condition is met: that the addition of terms by means of which

we refer to X-type things enables us to give explanations of events, taken

under certain descriptions, that we cannot account for in a language with

terms for referring to Y-type items.

Now, if social structures (qua power-conferring relations) have explanatory

autonomy in this sense, how can they properly be called the ‘relational

properties of individuals’? Is not so describing them another case of the

practice I criticise in Section 2.5 below, of rebaptising structural properties in

individualese in order to make them spuriously consistent with methodological

individualism? This conclusion is strengthened when we consider that

structures connect not named individuals but any persons who come to

occupy the positions specified by the relation(s) in question. Structures are

(in a formulation that, ironically enough, I borrowed originally from Erik

Wright) sets of empty places. They, I suggest in Section 2.1 below, help to

explain why societies persist in time. This requires structures typically to bind

together, not named individuals, but whomsoever happens to perform the

roles in question. Once we focus on this feature of structures, the sense in

which they can be meaningfully considered the properties of individuals

drains away, since they are the properties of the individuals who perform

the roles required of them by the structures in the first place.

To say all this is not to reduce actors to particular social roles they may

perform, let alone to the ‘supports’ of autonomous structures, but, rather, to

insist that agents are themselves constrained by the social relations in which

they find themselves. In Making History, I followed Giddens in refusing to

equate structure with constraint: the conception of structures as power-

conferring relations outlined is intended to capture this thought. Nevertheless,

it is undoubtedly true that one of the driving forces motivating the idea of
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social structure is the intuition that human beings are confined and cribbed

by the societies of which they are members. The most famous articulation of

this intuition is provided by Marx in The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte:

‘Men make history, but they do not make it just as they please: they do not

make it under circumstances chosen by themselves, but under circumstances

directly encountered, given and transmitted from the past’.21 It is precisely

the connection between history, structural constraint, and creative human

agency that Marx evokes in this passage (quoted at the beginning of Chapter 1)

that forms the central theme of this book.

On pages 98 and 99 I cited, in support of the claim that structures impose

constraints on individuals that are irreducible to these individuals and their

properties, Cohen’s argument that workers are collectively unfree because,

even if social mobility allows some exits from wage-labour (into the petty

bourgeoisie, intermediate managerial positions, or the even capitalist class

proper), there are not enough for all workers to take them. Cohen concedes

to right-wing critics of Marxism that there are more exits from the working

class than workers who have attempted to escape their class position: in this

sense, each individual worker is free to take one of the exit routes that remain

available. But, because there are not enough exits to go round, each is ‘free

not only because none of the others tries’ to escape, ‘but on condition that they

do not. . . . Then each is free only on condition that the others do not exercise their

similarly unconditional freedom’. Were they all to try to exit the working class,

they would discover that they are collectively unfree.22

Two features of this fine analysis are worth noting. First, Cohen explicitly

relates it to the concept of social structure, for example, referring to workers’

collective unfreedom as a case of ‘structurally induced disability’: part of his

point is precisely that workers are unfree under capitalism, even though no

person directly coerces them to labour for capital.23 Secondly, the argument

implies a counterfactual assertion: if all workers sought to exercise their

individual freedom and escape their proletarian position, as they do not, they

would discover that they are collectively unfree because there are not enough

exits from the working class. I have, however, recently discovered that Cohen
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sees his argument as a specific case of a more general analysis of structure –

an analysis that is intended to perform at least some of the reduction

programme required by methodological individualism. Cohen writes:

the substantive question is: what are social structures? I would say that they

are described by counterfactual statements about individuals, statements

which say what they would do if. . . . The explicating analysis is indeed

about individuals, but the required counterfactuality may well contradict

some statements of methodological individualism.24

The thought seems to be that structures lack explanatory autonomy because

they can be analysed into ‘counterfactual statements about individuals’ – for

example, statements about what would happen if everyone were to try to

exit the working class. This goes further than methodological individualism,

which straightforwardly reduces structures to individuals and their properties,

but nevertheless is in the same spirit, a spirit expressed in Cohen’s recent

declaration that analytical Marxists ‘reject the point of view in which social

formation and classes are depicted as entities obeying laws of behaviour that

are not a function of the behaviours of their constituent parts’.25 So, perhaps

I should not have cited Cohen’s analysis of proletarian unfreedom against

the rational-choice Marxism that he now embraces. But, to repeat a question

I have already posed: Why is it so important to reduce structures to individuals?

What is the problem with referring to structures in our explanations, so long

as, as with all explanations, these make empirically testable claims about the

mechanisms responsible for the events requiring explanation, and either

specify or leave space for the specification of the micro-foundations of these

events? The belief that there is a problem here is a symptom of a metaphysical

individualism that has no useful role to play in social theory.

Meanwhile, as I have already noted, the kind of realist approach to structures

that is defended in Making History has won greater support among working

social scientists. Much the most important philosophical intervention since

the book first appeared has been Margaret Archer’s attempt to develop what

she calls ‘the morphogenetic approach’ to realist social theory. For our purposes,
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this has three key features. First, following Bhaskar, she insists on the importance

of explicit statement of the ontological presuppositions of competing

methodologies. Secondly, she conceives social reality (as Bhaskar does the

world more generally) as stratified – that is, it is dependent on the interaction

of what he calls generative mechanisms that co-exist at different levels and

that are irreducible to one another. The key concept that Bhaskar and Archer

both use to conceptualise this stratification is that of emergence. Andrew

Collier writes:

Bhaskar refers to the relationship between a higher-level mechanism and

the underlying one in terms of rootedness and emergence. The higher-level is

rooted in, and emergent from, the more basic one. The term ‘emergence’

has a philosophical history that indicates that Bhaskar does not regard

rootedness as reducibility. Emergence theories are those that, while recognizing

that the more complex aspects of reality (e.g. life, mind) presuppose the less

complex (e.g. matter), also insist that they have features which are irreducible,

e.g. cannot be thought in concepts appropriate to the less complex levels –

and that not because of any subjective constraints on our thoughts but

because of the inherent nature of the emergent strata.26

For Archer, social structure and human agency are each constituted by emergent

properties that ‘have relative autonomy from one another’ and therefore 

‘exert independent causal influence in their own right’. More specifically,

structures must be conceived as being, ‘in relation to people, . . . (i) autonomous/

or independent; (ii) pre-existent; and (ii) causally efficacious’. This perspective

leads Archer, thirdly, to highlight the differences between critical realism and

Giddens’s structuration theory. The latter, in stressing the mutual constitution

of structure and agency, tends towards what she calls ‘central conflationism’

or ‘elisionism’, collapsing the one into the other. Archer counterposes what

she calls ‘analytical dualism’: structure and agency are analytically separable

from one another, reflecting the fact that ‘they are neither co-extensive nor

co-variant through time, because each possesses autonomous emergent

properties which are thus capable of independent variation and therefore of
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being out of phase with one another in time’. Archer insists on analytical

dualism, ‘[n]ot simply because ontologically they [structure and agency] are

indeed different entities with different properties and powers, – but because

methodologically it is necessary to make the distinction between them in

order to examine their interplay and thus to be able to explain why things are

“so and not otherwise” in society’. Archer’s ‘morphogenetic approach’ to

social theory is intended to develop the theoretical framework required to

analyse the interplay between structure and agency on the basis of two

propositions:

(i) that structure necessarily pre-dates the action(s) leading to its reproduction

or transformation;

(ii) that structural elaboration necessarily post-dates the action sequences

that give rise to it.27

Archer’s robust espousal of what amounts to an ontological dualism of

structure and agency has given some followers of critical realism pause. Colin

Hay, for example, criticises her for seeking ‘to reify and ontologize an analytical

distinction’. He offers as an alternative ‘the strategic-relational approach’ that

he attributes to Bob Jessop, according to which ‘neither agents nor structures

are real, since neither has an existence in isolation from one another – their

existence is relational (structure and agency are mutually constitutive) and

dialectical (their interaction is not reducible to the sum of structural and

agential factors treated separately)’.28 Similarly, David Marsh and Martin

Smith seek to go ‘beyond structure and agency’ by developing a ‘dialectical’

approach to the study of policy networks that stresses the interaction among

networks and between them and their broader environment.29

But, in the first place, it is a very weak version of dialectic that equates it

with mutual interaction: historical materialism is dialectical to the extent that

it asserts that social structures are constituted by internal contradictions (see

pp. 54–5 below). Whatever the differences between Hegel and Marx, they

both conceive the dialectical process as, in John Rees’s words, ‘an internally
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contradictory totality in a constant process of change’. ‘Reciprocal relations,’

Rees goes on to note, ‘the idea that two factors influence each other, may be

an advance on linear notions of cause and effect, but it falls short of being a

fully satisfactory dialectical explanation of development’.30 Bhaskar’s own

flawed but stimulating attempt to develop his philosophy into ‘dialectical

critical realism’ involves an analysis of ‘real, dialectical contradictions’ as the

‘connections between entities or aspects of a totality such that they are in

principle distinct but inseparable’, but also ‘tendentially mutually exclusive’.31

Secondly, Hay’s denial that either structures or agents are real appears to

equate being real with the capacity to exist independently of other entities.

But it is hard to think of anything that meets this criterion. Life on this planet,

for example, is dependent on the sun, which, in turn exists in dynamic relation

with other stars. Are humans – and other living organisms – not real because

we cannot exist independently of the sun, or the sun itself because of its

interaction with the rest of the universe? Answering this question in the

affirmative implies commitment to some kind of ultra-holism that is neither

sustainable nor attractive.

Hay’s resistance to Archer’s ‘analytical dualism’ seems to reflect, in part,

a confusion about what is involved in drawing analytical distinctions. From

a realist perspective, the point of making them is to identify entities (a) that

have causal powers of their own and therefore make an independent

contribution to the way the world is but (b) whose effectivity is not normally

visible to observation. Bhaskar’s distinction between the real and the actual

may be helpful here. The real consists of the strata of generative mechanisms

whose joint activity produces the stream of events that we experience. But

one effect of this joint activity – and the mutual interference of the various

mechanisms that it involves – is to obstruct and to obscure the operations of

each individual mechanism. The actual is the array of events that is the source

of our experience and that, precisely because of the interaction of the generative

mechanisms that produces it, does not correspond to the real nature of these

mechanisms. To paraphrase Marx, were the real and the actual the same,

science would be unnecessary. We obtain knowledge of the world by going
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beyond the actual to isolate particular mechanisms that help to make the

world the way it is. In the physical sciences, experimentation helps us in this

task by creating closed systems – artificial environments in which some

postulated generative mechanism can be studied in isolation from all the

others that normally interfere in its workings. In social theory, we must rely

far more on what Marx called ‘the power of abstraction’ to isolate and

differentiate between the structures whose existence is not visible from the

surface of social life.32

From this perspective, to counterpose analytical and ontological distinctions

is to miss this point. If an analytical distinction does not capture the difference

between real mechanisms whose operation is normally invisible then it has

failed. The important question to pose about Archer’s analytical dualism is

whether or not structure and agency involve such a difference. The answer

is surely that they do. Structures are, I have argued, power-conferring relations.

For Archer, too, structures are ‘quintessentially relational’: they are ‘those internal

and necessary relationships which entail material resources, whether physical

or human, and which generate powers proper to the relation itself’.33 For the

purposes of social theory, we can understand agents as those organisms of

which the orthodox conception of agents is true. Structures and agents are

plainly entities with different properties: one can, for example, ascribe beliefs

and desires to agents, while to do so to structures would be an illegitimate

form of hypostatisation that transformed a relation into a person. These

considerations strongly support Archer’s overall strategy. Her attempt to

deepen the realist social ontology first sketched out by Bhaskar undoubtedly

provides an important philosophical underpinning to the approach to structure

and agency developed in Making History that makes it easier to resist the

reductionist stratagems of rational-choice Marxists. It is probably a fair criticism

of my book that, while, from time to time, it draws on insights developed by

Bhaskar, it is insufficiently sensitive to the support that critical realism offers.34

Archer’s critique of Giddens, for example, is very helpful bringing out that
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the weaknesses in his theory of structuration that I identified represented,

not errors of implementation, but mistaken principles.

It should be clear that insisting on the real differences between structure

and agency does not deny their relatedness. It is, indeed, hard to see how

one could talk about interactions among structures and agents if they were

not different from one another. Archer’s morphogenetic approach is an attempt

to give empirical value to her own development of critical realism by specifying

a framework within which to explore the interactions between structure 

and agency as they unfold in time. Compared to her forceful and astute

philosophical arguments, this framework is somewhat disappointing, consisting

as it does largely in a formal typology, compatible with the main traditions

in classical social theory, of possible relations of complementarity or antagonism

among social structures, cultural systems, and different levels of agency.35 I

would like to think that this underlines the advantage of exploring the

interrelations between structure and agency with respect to one specific

research programme, as I did in Making History with respect to classical

Marxism.

(ii) The productive forces and natural selection

What, then, about the substantive issues addressed in Making History? Looking

out from within the Marxist tradition, the biggest question that I addressed

in Chapter 2 – in many ways the core of the book – concerned Cohen’s famous

‘Primacy Thesis’, according to which the level of development of the productive

forces attained by any society explains the nature of the social relations of

production prevailing in that society. Making History represents the final stage

in my resistance to this claim. My own conception of historical materialism

was formed in the 1970s, under the influence of Althusser and his followers,

who inclined towards giving primacy to the production relations over the

productive forces, and of Lukács’s and Gramsci’s critiques of technological

determinism.36 Though I rejected what I regarded as the idealism involved

in giving primacy to the production relations – well brought out by Charles
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Bettelheim’s Maoist explanation of the degeneration of the Russian Revolution

by the Bolsheviks’ failure to carry through a cultural revolution, I defended

an interactionist conception of the relationship between the forces and relations

of production that gave explanatory primacy to neither term of the

relationship.37 One problem with this kind of view is that it undermines

Marxism’s claim to offer a theory of history, since it seems plausible to suggest

that one feature of such a theory is an account of history’s directionality, that

is, of the broad pattern of human history. Cohen’s orthodox historical

materialism does provide such an account since the Primacy Thesis in

conjunction with the ‘Development Thesis’ (according to which the productive

forces tend to develop) allows us to predict that the growth of the productive

forces over time will bring about a series of social transformations reflecting

humankind’s growing control over nature.38

In Making History, I argued essentially that Cohen’s attempt to demonstrate

that Marx had a defensible theory of history rested on or implied implausibly

strong claims – for example, that socialist revolution is inevitable.39 Nevertheless,

I concluded (pp. 103–4) by endorsing Erik Olin Wright’s contention that there

is a ‘weak impulse’ for the productive forces to develop. Almost as soon as

my book was published – as often happens, only really understanding what

I was trying to say once I had finished saying it, I regretted not making the

case for the primacy of the productive forces, if not as strongly as Cohen did,

then more strongly than I had in Making History. This was for three reasons.

First of all, as I urged following Wright, other things being equal (as they are

often not), the direct producers have an interest in seeking technical change

that reduces the burden of material toil. Secondly, the level of development

of the productive forces sets limits to what is socially possible in a sense that

is not true in reverse for the production relations. Ultimately, what is materially

possible defines what is socially possible. Broadly speaking, then, the growth

of the productive forces is enabling. Thirdly, societies with a relatively low
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level of development of the productive forces are vulnerable to conquest,

absorption, or subordination by more technically advanced societies.

The last point has become increasingly central to recent discussion of the

Marxist theory of history. One way into this discussion involves going back

to Cohen’s Primacy Thesis. As I discuss in Chapter 2 below, Cohen interprets

the explanatory primacy of the forces over the relations of production in

functional terms: in other words, a given set of production relations comes

to prevail because of its tendency to develop the productive forces. One issue

much debated by Cohen and Elster concerned the mechanisms that select

production relations for their tendency to develop the productive forces. Their

argument centred on whether, as Elster asserted, a valid functional explanation

must specify the mechanism concerned or whether, as Cohen claimed, it is

enough that the mechanism exists even if we do not know what it is. In

Making History, I sided with Elster, in part on the anti-empiricist and realist

grounds that precisely what an explanation does is to give a mechanism. But

more recently, among British Marxists at least, the debate has shifted onto

the more fertile terrain of the nature of the mechanisms through which the

primacy of the productive forces might be secured.

Cohen, replying with Will Kymlicka to critics, offered one mechanism when

he argued that, ‘being rational, people retain and reject relations of production

according as the latter do and do not allow productive improvement to

continue’.40 Alan Carling dubs this ‘Intentional Primacy’: ‘the intention to

improve the forces governs the intention to change the relations’.41 The

development of the productive forces is thus dependent on the consciously

adopted projects of individual or collective actors. This does not sit well with

Marx’s stress on the extent to which agents are caught up in historical processes

that they help to shape but are far from comprehending. The most important

example he offers of this is the capitalist mode of production, where the

competitive struggle between capitals gives individual firms an incentive to

introduce technological innovations that reduce their costs of production

below those of their rivals; when generalised through competition these
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innovations lead to a growth in the productive forces – but also to a tendency

for the general rate of profit to fall. This tendency is, according to Marx, the

specific form taken under the capitalist mode of the more universal liability

of the development of the productive forces to come into conflict with the

prevailing relations of production. It is also a nice example of the Prisoner’s

Dilemma, since what is rational for the individual capitalist to do – namely

to introduce an innovation that will lower her costs and therefore raise her

profits above the average – produces a collectively sub-optimal result in the

shape of a fall in the general rate of profit.42

One tempting alternative to making the development of the productive

forces a conscious project of historical actors is, then, to generalise from the

case of capitalism and propose instead what Carling calls ‘Competitive

Primacy’. This obtains when

(i) there has been a competition between two different systems of production

relations with higher and lower levels of development of the forces of

production

and

(ii) the differential in levels has caused the system with the higher level to prevail

over the system with the lower level.43

Christopher Bertram, for example, has argued that conflicts between societies

need to be integrated into historical materialism. Indeed, he suggests that

societies are subject to a Darwinian process of natural selection that compels

them in order to survive to adopt structures that promote the development

of the productive forces: ‘Social structures exist in an environment partly

constituted by other social structures. Those social structures that fail to

provide a favourable climate for the development of the productive forces

gradually disappear, to be replaced within the population of social structures

by those that do tend to have this beneficial consequence’.44 Carling has used

a similar model in an attempt to reconcile Cohen’s and Brenner’s versions of

historical materialism: he argues that the coexistence of a plurality of social
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structures in early modern Europe would, in the context of increasingly intense

inter-state rivalries, give a selective advantage to those societies that succeeded,

as a result of their own internal class struggles, in entrenching capitalist

relations of production and in thereby facilitating a far more intensive

development of the productive forces than was feasible in their pre-capitalist

competitors.45

A key difference between the mechanism posited by Competitive Primacy

and that invoked by Cohen and Kymlicka to explain the development of the

productive forces is that in the former case the outcome need not be consciously

chosen by any human agent. We can assume that the dominance of a particular

set of production relations in a given society is a consequence of intra-societal

processes in which class interests and ideological representations provide the

main sources of actors’ motivations.46 But the effect that these production

relations have on the development of productive forces may either advantage

or disadvantage the society in question in its conflicts with other societies.

There is, in this respect, an important analogy between Competitive Primacy

and natural selection: it is critical to the anti-teleological thrust of Darwin’s

theory that the genetic variations that confer selective advantage on a given

organism or population are caused by processes that have nothing to do with

the struggle for survival. Similarly, under Competitive Primacy, changes in

social structure that, through their impact on the productive forces, strengthen

the society in question against its rivals, are not chosen with this consequence

in mind. Alan Carling and, especially, Paul Nolan have gone beyond these

analogies by formulating a Darwinian version of historical materialism that

seeks to ground the Primacy Thesis in the impact of improved productive

powers on the reproductive success of the population in question. Despite
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the suggestive character of their work, in what follows I focus on the looser

Darwinism implied by Competitive Primacy.47

It may seem counter-intuitive to talk of Darwinism in radical social theory

given the ravages caused by social Darwinism and sociobiology. The extent

of the potential problems posed by a Darwinian historical materialism can

be better identified by specification. The two main reasons for rejecting

sociobiology is, first of all, the biological reductionism that it implies – that

is, a commitment to the explanation of social phenomena by biological forces,

and, secondly, the genetic selectionism that it advocates within biology itself,

making the gene the primary or sole unit of selection. But, as many scholars

have argued, evolutionary biology itself needs neither.48 Nor certainly does

Competitive Primacy, which is related to Darwinism primarily by the analogy

drawn above with natural selection. Both are cases of an evolutionary process

that selects for competitive advantages that are the product of mechanisms

that normally do not have the acquisition of such advantages as their goal,

whether consciously chosen or (somehow) objectively given. The rider

‘normally’ is necessary because, in human history, social innovations are

sometimes consciously chosen precisely because the productive gains they

involve will confer comparative advantage in inter-societal competition. The

difference with Intentional Primacy, however, is that the development of the

productive forces does not rely on production relations being chosen for this

kind of reason. Competitive Primacy requires neither intentionality (except

in the trivial sense that all human action is intentional) or teleology.

There still remains the worry that Competitive Primacy commits the same

error as social Darwinism and sociobiology in transforming what is in fact a

specific feature of capitalism – competition – into a universal feature of human

society or indeed a law of nature. Certainly, much care is needed here: Weberian

critics of Marxism such as Skocpol and Giddens argue that inter-state

competition predates capitalism, but does it follow that it is a transhistorical

phenomenon? Realists who conceptualise international relations as an anarchic
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struggle among instrumentally rational states have been criticised for

hypostatising the relatively rare historical phenomenon of decentralised state

systems.49 One way round this problem is to require any version of historical

materialism that relies on Competitive Primacy itself to develop accounts 

of inter-societal conflict that take as their starting point the relevant relations

of production rather merely assert the universality of conflict on the basis of

scarcity, original sin, or whatever. An example of such an account is given in

Section 4.4 below, where I use Brenner’s conception of political accumulation

in order to help explain the emergence of the modern European state system

as a result of the tendency of feudal lords to seek to maintain or expand their

revenues by investing in the military power necessary to seize the land (and

peasants) of rival lords.50

Pursuing Competitive Primacy may be the best way to give the general

theory of historical materialism the solid foundations that, for all its strengths,

Cohen’s interpretation manifestly lacks. It would, however, be well to appreciate

the extent of the resulting reconfiguration of historical materialism. For one

thing, it implies acceptance of Mann’s critique of the notion of societies as

closed totalities and his alternative conception of overlapping networks of

social power, even though his argument was directed against Marxism as

much as anything else.51 This need not be too painful a process: after all,

Marxist political economy that treats the underlying unit of analysis as the

capitalist world system rather than individual social formations is at least

halfway there. But the effect is to reinforce a tendency (to borrow a distinction

made by Elliott Sober, for example) for the image of social evolution in

Marxism to shift from a ‘developmental’ to a ‘variational’ conception.52 In

other words, historical transformation is then seen less as a relatively

determinate endogenously driven process in which the development of the

productive forces within a relatively stable social formation precipitates

successive social revolution according to the schema of the 1859 Preface and

more as one in which coexisting nodes of power change thanks to both internal

contradictions and their mutual interactions, creating occasional opportunities
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to install progressive production relations that may transform the context of

these interactions, and, as capitalism develops, increasingly do so, but also

leaving behind dead-ends of different kind – cases of stagnation or regression

or even ‘the common ruination of the contending classes’.53

(iii) Historical sociology

As the reference to Mann in the preceding paragraph indicates, the relationship

between historical materialism and Weberian historical sociology is not just

one of conflict and confrontation. Not only is there a certain kinship between

the two research programmes – above all, in the attempt to develop explanatory

frameworks capable of offering interpretations of the whole course of human

history – that sets them apart from postmodernism and the particularistic

preoccupation of many contemporary historians with culture and identity,

but it is possible for the two to agree on various substantive issues. The sense

of drama that Giddens and Mann in particular seek to generate in offering

their sociologies as alternatives to Marxism often dissipates when one considers

particular questions: my discussion in Making History of their attempt to 

use geopolitical competition and military power as sticks with which to beat

Marx is a case in point. The appearance of the second volume of The Sources

of Social Power in 1993, which took the story up to 1914, certainly added little

to the debate as it stood when Making History was first published. It contained

much of interest, as one would expect from a writer of Mann’s accomplishments,

alongside some not very convincing attempts to knock down a Marxist straw

man. His analysis of the modern state stresses what he calls its ‘casual additive

polymorphism’ – the state, in other words, is a cluster of potentially inconsistent

‘crystallizations’, highlighting a deeper ambivalence about the relative

significance of underlying patterns and sheer contingency in history that is
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also evident in Mann’s more recent diagnosis of the global policy of the second

Bush administration as an irrational adventure.54 It is doubtful whether

promised future volumes on fascism, ethnic cleansing, and globalisation will

take the theoretical debate much further forward, whatever the individual

insights that they will no doubt offer.

It is in many ways a matter of greater regret that Making History appeared

when only the first volume of Runciman’s Treatise on Social Theory had been

published. This book was itself an important contribution to the philosophy

of social science that I discuss in Section 3.2 below. But the second and third

volumes, which came out in 1989 and 1997 respectively, constitute one of the

remarkable contributions to social theory of recent decades. Volume 2 is the

most intellectually rigorous and systematic attempt to so far undertaken to

develop a genuinely Darwinian model of social evolution: social transformation

is driven by the ‘competitive selection of practices’ as rival ‘systacts’ (interest

groups) struggle for power. Runciman pursues his argument with conceptual

precision and a wealth of historical knowledge that is also on display in

Volume 3, a portrait of the evolution of British society in the twentieth century

remarkable for its insistence on historical continuities and scepticism about

the claims often made that Britain under Thatcher entered radically ‘New

Times’. Though Runciman from time to time ostentatiously parades his

Weberian loyalties, his attempt to develop an evolutionary social theory 

has been sympathetically received by a number of Marxists, perhaps not

surprisingly given the growing interest in possible affinities between historical

materialism and the theory of evolution by natural selection.55

In noting a degree of convergence between classical Marxism and Weberian

historical sociology I do not mean to dissolve the two research programmes

into a syncretic mush. Two fundamental differences divide them: (1) Weberians

are explanatory pluralists, who are refuse to give causal primacy to any one

of the sources of power or forms of domination (typically economic, politico-

military, and ideological) that both they and Marxists tend to distinguish; (2)

Weberians follow Nietzsche in treating the struggle for domination – what
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Runciman vividly calls the ‘intense, unremitting, and all too often violent

competition for power between rival armies, classes and creeds’ – as an

inherent feature of all human societies.56 Marxists reject both these positions.

With respect to (1), they are not obliged to (and indeed should not) deny the

multiplicity of social practices: one of Althusser’s lasting contributions to

historical materialism was to insist on the inherent (‘ever pre-given’) complexity

of every social formation. What Marxists are committed to arguing is that

the causal relations that prevail among these practices are not a random

assemblage that will assume a radically different form when the pack is

reshuffled. Rather, there is an general ordering among these practices that is

reflected in the explanatory primacy that historical materialism gives to the

forces and relations of production: indeed, as I argue in Section 2.5 below,

the very differentiation and combination of the practices constituting a given

social formation themselves require explanation starting from the forces 

and relations. The opposition to Weberianism with respect to (2) is more

straightforward: while Marxists once again neither need nor should deny that

conflicts of some kind are a human universal, they are committed to rejecting

the idea that domination, in the sense of the systematic subordination of some

members of society to others, is such a universal. While recognising that there

is such a thing as human nature (see Section 1.3), historical materialism lets

the specific characteristics of class-divided modes of production – themselves

reflecting a particular phase in the development of the productive forces –

bear the burden of explaining the ‘competition for power between rival armies,

classes and creeds’ rather than deduce them directly from universal features

of humankind.57

4. Conclusion

In invoking Marxism’s denial that humans are fated to struggle with and

dominate each other, I have brought the philosophical questions that preoccupy

Making History back to the political impulse that informs this book as it does

all my writing – the critique of capitalism as the intellectual basis of a political
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project of social transformation. Here the present context seems more promising

than the one in which I wrote Making History. It is true that the pursuit by

the administration of George W. Bush of an aggressive policy of using American

military supremacy to entrench and perpetuate the global domination of US

capitalism presents an international conjuncture that is at least as threatening

as the final phase of the Cold War that began in the late 1970s. But this

enterprise has been met by a gigantic wave of resistance around the world,

much of it motivated not simply by opposition to the ‘war on terrorism’ 

but also by a critique of the neo-liberal model of capitalism that the Bush

administration and its allies (above all Tony Blair) are also committed to

maintaining and extending. Since the protests in Seattle in November 1999,

a new ‘movements of movements’ has become visible whose logic is not

simply to resist particular policies or governments but to contest the capitalist

system itself. Of course, between the era of Marxist debate that I evoked at

the beginning and the renewal of social critique lies a profound caesura that

began with the intellectual and political crisis of the Western Left in the late

1970s and culminated in the collapse of the Stalinist regimes a decade later.

By the 1990s, Marxism was being forced to the very margins of the academy

from which it had burst out after 1968. Perry Anderson, one of the chief

representatives of the renaissance of Marxism in the 1960s and 1970s, vividly

evoked the condition to which it had been reduced at the start of the twenty-

first century:

Virtually the entire horizon of reference in which the generation of the sixties

grew up has been wiped away – the landmarks of reformist and revolutionary

socialism in equal measure. For most students, the roster of Bebel, Bernstein,

Luxemburg, Kautsky, Jaurès, Lukács, Lenin, Trotsky, Gramsci have become

names as remote as a list of Arian bishops.58

As a consequence, for the first time since the Victorian era, the renewed

contestation of capitalism in the past few years has not taken Marxism as its

main intellectual reference point. It is symptomatic that the most influential

text of the new movements to claim a Marxist ancestry – Hardt’s and Negri’s

Empire – is permeated with postmodernist motifs. For all that, the present

conjuncture is incomparably more favourable to the pursuit of more classical-
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Marxist themes than was the context in which I wrote Making History. After

all, what in France is now known as altermondialisme – the movement for

another world – represents a renewal of the critique of political economy, the

central preoccupation of Marx’s own intellectual life-work. The theoretical

question that dominates the book – the problem of agency – has gained a

much more pressing political importance as activists in the vast array of

overlapping networks involved in resisting global capitalism and imperial

war seek to develop effective strategies. In Section 5.2, for example, I discussed,

in a political and intellectual context dominated by Thatcherism and

postmodernism, whether the working class can still be considered an agent

of revolutionary transformation. This is an issue that gained renewed political

force in the controversies provoked by Hardt and Negri’s concept of the

multitude.59 So this is not a bad moment to republish Making History – not

as anything resembling a definitive ‘answer’, but as a contribution to debates

that have ceased to be merely theoretical.
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Chapter One

Subjects and Agents

1.1 Three concepts of agency

‘Men make history, but they do not make it just as

they please: they do not make it under circumstances

chosen by themselves, but under circumstances

directly encountered, given and transmitted from the

past’.1 This celebrated passage from the beginning

of The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte is Marx’s

most important statement of the relationship between

structure and subject. The solution it offers to the

problem appears to be that ‘circumstances’ operate

primarily through setting limits to individual or

collective action, restricting the range of alternatives

open to agents. The formula suffers from a fundamental

flaw, namely that it conceives the role of structure

as essentially negative, as simply a constraint on

action (see Section 2.5). There is, however, a further

difficulty, which I wish to consider here, namely the

ambiguous way in which Marx seems to conceive of

agency.

Perry Anderson suggests that we can distinguish

three ways in which human beings can be said to

‘make history’, each involving a different sort of goal

for their activity. The first and most typical form 

of historical action is the pursuit of ‘private’ goals –

1 CW, XI, pp. 103–4.



‘cultivation of a plot, choice of a marriage, exercise of a skill, maintenance of

a home, bestowal of a name’. The second kind of agency, like the first, operates

within the framework of existing social relations, pertaining to the kind of

ventures involving ‘public’ goals, for example, ‘political struggles, military

conflicts, diplomatic transactions, commercial explorations’, that are the stuff

of conventional narrative history. Finally, there is the ‘unprecedented form

of agency’ involved in the collective pursuit of global social transformation,

which first appeared in the American and French Revolutions but acquired

full expression only with the emergence of the workers’ movement and

revolutionary Marxism: here, ‘for the first time collective projects of social

transformation were married to systematic efforts to understand the processes

of past and present, to produce a premeditated future’.2

The point of these distinctions is to overcome the abstract polarity between

structure and agency represented by Althusser and Thompson respectively.

For Althusser, history is ‘a process without a subject or goals’. Change occurs

as a result of the accumulation of structural contradictions. Human beings’

role within this process is merely to act as ‘bearers’ of the structures in conflict.

People’s conception of themselves as agents participating in historical struggles

does not correspond to reality, but arises from their formation within ideology

as subjects, constituted by the illusion of their coherence and autonomy.

Thompson’s response to this ‘theoretical anti-humanism’ is essentially to

affirm the opposite. History is the process through which human beings

constantly make and remake their lives. Structures – modes of production –

represent limits to human practice, obstacles to be overcome by men and

women in their struggle to assume conscious control of the social world. The

task of the historian is uncover the eternal conflict between human agents

and the objective conditions of their actions.

The resolution of this debate lies, Anderson believes, in the recognition that

the scope for human action, especially in his third sense of ‘self-determination’,

depends on historically specific conditions. Althusser’s structuralism and

Thompson’s humanism may each, in particular circumstances, be true. Grasping

this depends, however, on making the appropriate conceptual discriminations

between different kinds of action:
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The two antagonistic formulae of a ‘natural-human process without a subject’

and ‘ever-baffled, ever-resurgent agents of an unmastered practice’ are both

claims of an essentially apodictic and speculative character – eternal axioms

that in no way help us to trace the actual, variable roles of different types

of deliberate venture, personal or collective, in history. A historical, as opposed

to an axiomatic approach to the problem would seek to trace the curve of

such enterprises, which has risen sharply – in terms of mass participation

and scale of the objective – in the last two centuries, from previously low

levels.3

The distinctions drawn by Anderson – between routine conduct, public

initiatives and self-determination – are helpful. They provide a corrective 

to other invocations of undifferentiated ‘agency’ against structures than

Thompson’s. Thus Anthony Giddens writes:

Foucault’s ‘archaeology’, in which human beings do not make their own

history but are swept along by it, does not adequately acknowledge that

those subject to the power of dominant groups themselves are knowledgeable

agents, who resist, blunt or actively alter the conditions of life that others

seek to thrust upon them.4

Giddens’s failure to discriminate between kinds of agency in the way Anderson

does leads him to ignore the fact that there are two very different ways in

which the resistance of subordinate groups may ‘actively alter’ their ‘conditions

of life’. Change may arise as an unintended consequence of molecular acts

of resistance. But the change may not be consciously initiated by or benefit

the resisters: thus the modern factory may have been introduced by capital

to eliminate the ‘dishonesty and laziness’ (i.e. resistance) of workers employed

under the putting-out system.5 Resistance, however, may also generate collective

agents capable of pursuing the conscious goal of social change. Action 

in pursuit of such collective projects of transformation will no doubt have
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unanticipated consequences, but here it is possible to appraise the outcome

in the light of its distance from the goal originally and consciously espoused.

Discussions of the Russian Revolution and its fate are an obvious example

of this kind of appraisal. Individual action is often self-defeating, but rarely

outside Napoleonic fantasies does this failure take the form of the shipwreck

of some attempt to achieve social change. Such attempts usually involve a

degree of collective organisation, from the Jacobin Clubs to Solidarno˜ç.

Valuable though Anderson’s discussion of agency therefore is, it nevertheless

has a major lacuna. He does not consider in any depth what the different

forms of agency have in common, beyond defining agency as ‘conscious,

goal-directed activity’.6 But it is the nature and implications of agency thus

conceived that are at the centre of most of the debates about the status and

character of social science in the past hundred years. Perhaps the most

influential tradition in mainstream social theory, that associated with Max

Weber, has argued for the primacy of agency over structures (in the sense

that the latter are to be conceived simply as the unintended consequences of

individual action) precisely on the grounds that human beings are distinguished

from the rest of nature by their engaging in ‘conscious, goal-directed activity’.7

Similar considerations are among those which led to the emergence of ‘rational-

choice Marxism’, i.e. that species of analytical Marxism which espouses

methodological individualism ( Jon Elster, John Roemer et al.).

In what follows, I shall first consider the model of human action that

underpins the Weberian argument and establish that such a way of thinking

about human beings, as acting in the light of beliefs and desires, could only

be formulated in definite historical conditions (Section 1.2). Nevertheless, the

theory is, I believe, true, in part because of the kind of account of human

nature that we must accept (Section 1.3). This account has important

consequences for our conception of morality (Section 1.4); nevertheless, viewing

human beings as acting for reasons and in that sense goal-directed, does not

require that we accept methodological individualism (Section 1.5).
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1.2 The orthodox conception of agents

The broad outlines of the argument for methodological individualism have

changed little since Weber’s time, though it has been much refined by analytical

philosophers. Elster writes: ‘intentional explanation is the feature that

distinguishes the social sciences from the natural sciences’.8 To explain an

action intentionally is to ascribe to the agent beliefs and desires which caused

him so to act. Thus, an agent desires that p, believes that doing x will bring

it about that p, and therefore does x.

Intentional explanation involves distinguishing human action in certain

respects from the rest of nature: ‘Intentional behaviour is essentially related

to the future. It is action guided by a goal that is absent, not-yet-realised,

merely imagined or represented. As noted by François Jacob, men can choose

between unactualised possibles, whereas natural selection can choose only

among the actual alternatives’.9 Obviously, this presupposes some account of

the distinct properties of human agents. Daniel Dennett specifies six necessary

conditions of ‘personhood’:

[i] Persons are rational beings;

[ii] persons are beings to which . . . intentional predicates [i.e. beliefs and

desires], are ascribed;

[iii] whether something counts as a person depends in some way on an

attitude taken toward it, a stance adopted with respect to it;

[iv] the object towards which this personal stance is taken must be capable

of reciprocating in some way;

[v] persons must be capable of verbal communication;

[vi] [persons are] conscious in some special way [namely they are aware of

having engaged in actions and therefore can be held responsible for

them].10

Strictly speaking, only conditions [i], [ii] and [iii] are necessary to the existence

of an ‘intentional system’, that is, ‘a system whose behaviour can be – at least

sometimes – explained by relying on ascriptions to the system of beliefs and

desires (and hopes, fears, intentions, hunches . . .)’.11 Animals and (Dennett
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believes) at least some computers are intentional systems in this minimal

sense. But they lack the ability, dependent on the possession of language, to

engage in the practice of giving reasons for one’s actions and therefore the

ability to form second-order desires, i.e. consciously to alter one’s desires and

thereby one’s conduct.

The notion of an intentional system (and the broader conception of a person

which Dennett develops from it) is an explanatory concept. Predictions about

people’s conduct can be derived from it, by means of explanations of the

following form: ‘If someone desires something, and believes that by A-ing

he can best get it, and other things are equal, then he A’s’.12 Crucial to the

explanatory character of ascriptions of belief and desire is Dennett’s first

condition of personhood, namely that people are rational.

Packed in here are, in fact, two distinct, though perhaps related conceptions

of rationality. The first one could call the interpretive. Current discussion of

it is dominated by the work of Donald Davidson.13 My account of it here will

be summary, but we shall return to it in Chapter 3. The thought is that

intentional explanation is an interpretive process, inseparable from assigning

a sense to the actor’s utterances. But people’s observable behaviour typically

admits of more than one interpretation. How do we know which beliefs and

desires to assign to others? Only by relying on a normative principle of

rationality. As Dennett puts it, ‘we get round the “privacy” of beliefs and

desires by recognizing that in general anyone’s beliefs and desires must be

those he “ought to have” given the circumstances’.14 The assumption that

agents are rational specifies what beliefs and desires they ‘ought to have’.

Graham Macdonald and Philip Pettit break down this assumption as follows.

First, we should treat agents as ‘attitudinally rational’, that is ‘disposed at least

to change one’s beliefs so as to eliminate counter-examples and inconsistencies’,

in other words, ‘to make moves to ensure that . . . [one’s] beliefs were true’.15

Secondly, agents must be regarded as ‘behaviourally rational’, acting in the

light of their beliefs and desires, so that if someone desires that p, believes
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that doing x will bring it about that p and other things are equal (there are

no conflicting desires etc.), then if he or she does not do x, the antecedent,

with its ascription of belief and desire and ceteris paribus clause, must be

false.16

The second conception of rationality is perhaps best regarded as a specification

of the first. It is essentially Weber ’s notion of instrumentally rational

(zweckrational) action, where rationality involves the selection of the most

effective means to achieving a given end. Thus, to quote Elster, ‘the usual

way to define rational behaviour is by invoking some notion of optimization.

One argues, that is, that the rational agent chooses an action which is not

only a means to his end, but the best of all the means which he believes to be

available’.17

This second conception of rationality (which we shall call the optimising

principle to distinguish it from the rationality principle proper) is an important

one for methodological individualists. Since the latter explain social structures

in terms of individuals, they cannot invoke generalisations which make

reference to the properties of social structures and the like. To do so would

be to commit the crime of historicism denounced by Popper and his followers.

The virtue of the optimising principle is that it provides an explanatory

generalisation by means of which to animate the models of individualist

social theory. These models need not confine themselves to descriptions of

individuals and their circumstances; they can, given the assumption that

agents optimise, and given the beliefs and desires of the individuals concerned,

explain why they do what they do.18

Although there are important connections between the optimising principle

and the assumption that agents are behaviourally and attitudinally rational,

they are logically distinct propositions.19 Recognising this is important partly

because it allows us to explore the implications of the sort of intentional

explanations we have been considering for the truth or otherwise of

methodological individualism (hereafter MI). Macdonald and Pettit argue

that the ‘orthodox concept of agents’ involved in intentional explanation
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implies the truth of MI. They say that ‘accepting the orthodox conception of

agents means rejecting the claim that institutions have explanatory autonomy’,

where ‘explanatory autonomy’ is defined as follows:

One sort of entity X exists over and beyond another sort Y if and only if

the following condition is met: that the addition of terms by means of which

we refer to X-type things enables us to give explanations of events, taken

under certain descriptions, that we cannot account for in a language with

terms for referring to Y-type items.20

So the ‘explanatory (or methodological) collectivist’ holds that action cannot

be explained solely in terms of individuals’ properties, beliefs, desires 

etc., but that these explanations must also make irreducible reference to

institutions (or more generally to structures: I shall give a more precise way

of understanding ‘structures’ in Chapter 2). There are two main premisses of

Macdonald’s and Pettit’s attempted proof of this doctrine’s falsehood:

[1] If the explanatory collectivist says that there are some events which can

be explained by reference to institutions, but not by reference to

individuals, then he is denying the truth of the orthodox conception of

agents. At least with respect to the behaviour involved in those events

he is saying that it is not the rational outcome of the agents’ beliefs and

desires . . .

[2] the claim of this conception is undeniable.21

Both these assertions are false. Establishing that [1] is not true is the more

important task, since I think both that the orthodox conception of agents is

true and that it does not imply MI. However, I shall only begin to address

[1] towards the end of this chapter, and its falsehood can only be definitively

established once my general account of the relation between structure and

agency is completed at the end of Chapter 3. For the present, I wish to consider

only [2], which concerns the status of the orthodox conception, as a way 

of beginning to establish why we should think it true (although, again, thattask

will only be completed with the discussion of interpretation in Chapter 3).

Macdonald and Pettit make out [2], the claim that the orthodox conception
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of agents is ‘undeniable’, less by making explicit arguments than by drawing

a contrast between ‘action-explanation’ and explanation in the natural sciences.

The latter is ‘nomothetic’, that is, events are explained in terms of generalisations

or laws (Greek nomoi) which may always in principle be revised in the light

of empirical evidence. Action-explanations, however,

postulate only indubitable explanatory principles and in the exercise there

can never be a possibility of revising the principles and recasting the

explanations. We approach an individual action secure in the possession of

these principles: they formulate what it is for a piece of behaviour to count

as an action, issuing from an appropriate rationalizing state of mind.

Consequently,

the social scientist concerned with making sense of a piece or pattern of

behaviour is not required or allowed to turn his attention to the explanatory

principles which are put at his disposal by the orthodox conception of agents.

His part is to take these principles on faith and to devote himself exclusively

to the consideration of how the behaviour can best be subsumed under

them.22

Now all this is decidedly odd. One’s suspicions are aroused by the very use

of the word ‘indubitable’, a term used by philosophers at least since Descartes’s

time to shore up some especially shaky assertion. In what sense is the orthodox

conception ‘indubitable’? Is it a logical truth? Surely this cannot be Macdonald’s

and Pettit’s claim? Perhaps they are making a psychological generalisation,

that people cannot imagine the falsehood of the orthodox conception. But

this is demonstrably false.

One aspect of the orthodox conception is the idea, implicit in the notion

of an intentional system, of the coherence of the agent. We explain action by

ascribing beliefs and desires because the agent is capable of forming beliefs

and desires. To put it another way, it is the agent, not some aspect or part of

him, that has beliefs and desires. But thus conceiving the agent as in some

sense a unity is certainly not indubitable.
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Consider, for example, the opening words of Gilles Deleuze’s and Félix

Guattari’s Mille plateaux:

We wrote Anti-Oedipus together. As each one of us was many, that was

already quite a crowd. Here we’ve utilized everything that came to hand,

from nearby as well as from far away. We’ve handed out clever pseudonyms,

for purposes of disguise. Why have we kept our names? Through habit,

merely through habit. To disguise ourselves in turn. To render imperceptible,

not ourselves, but what makes us act, feel or think. Also, because it’s nice

to talk like everybody else, and to say the sun is rising, where everybody

knows that this is just a manner of speaking. Not to arrive at the point

where one no longer says I, but at the point where saying or not saying I

is of no importance. We are no longer ourselves. Each will recognize his

own. We have been helped, inspired, multiplied.23

Deleuze and Guattari, in their extraordinary magnum opus, Capitalisme et

schizophrénie (the two volumes of which are l’Anti-Oedipe and Mille plateaux),

present a view of reality as consisting in supra-and sub-individual multiplicities

whose nature changes according to the assemblage (agencement) in which they

find themselves:

It is only when the multiple is effectively treated as a substantive, as

multiplicity, that it loses all relationship to the One as subject or as object,

as natural or spiritual reality, as image and world. There is no unity here

to serve as pivot in the object, or ground of division in the subject. . . . 

A multiplicity has neither subject nor object, but only determinations,

magnitudes, dimensions which cannot increase in number without its

changing in nature. . . . An assemblage is precisely this growth of dimensions

in a multiplicity which necessarily changes in nature as it augments in

connections.24

To conceive of the subject as an enduring and coherent unity may, on this

view, be faithful to the conventions of ordinary language, but it bears as much

relation to the truth as does Ptolemaic astronomy.
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One may naturally be tempted to dismiss this as a piece of post-structuralist

Schwärmerei. However, cultures seem to have existed where conceiving ‘each

one of us’ as ‘many’ was deeply embedded in everyday discourse. A.W.H.

Adkins argues that Homeric Greece was one such culture:

The Homeric psuché has no specific mental or emotional functions in life: it

is simply that whose presence ensures that the individual is alive. To observe

the mental and emotional activity of Homeric man, we must turn to . . . other

words . . . whose conventional renderings, all of which are somewhat

misleading, are thumos, ‘spirit’; kradie, etor, ker, ‘heart’; phrenes, ‘mind’ or

(physiologically) ‘diaphragm’, or ‘lungs’; nõos, ‘mind’. The manner in which

these words are used, if we take it seriously, reveals a psychological landscape

quite different from our own. We are accustomed to emphasize the ‘I’ which

‘takes decisions’, and ideas such as ‘will’ or ‘intention’. In Homer, there is

much less emphasis on the ‘I’ or decisions: the Greek words just mentioned

take the foreground, and enjoy a remarkable amount of democratic freedom.

Men frequently ‘act as their kradie and thumos bids them’ [sic: Homer uses

a singular verb]: Odysseus (Odyssey IX, 302) was wondering whether to

attack the Cyclops when ‘another thumos restrained him’; Athena tells

Telemachus to give her on some future occasion (Odyssey I, 316) ‘whatever

gift his etor bids him give’; and ‘grief came upon Achilles, and his etor

debated between two alternatives in his shaggy chest’ (Iliad I, 188). Examples

could be multiplied: this is ‘ordinary language’ in Homer.25

This conception of the self has further ramifications:

Similarly, there is little mention of the body as a whole, much of its parts;

and these may be spoken of as initiating action in the same manner as thumos

and similar psychological phenomena. (Indeed, the distinction between

psychological and physiological phenomena is not relevant to the Homeric

poems). . . . Again, the ‘spectral balance’ is frequently present as a psychological

model of the passage from thought to action: the Homeric Greek says ‘it

seemed better to me . . .’, not ‘I decided . . .’. Furthermore, the gods are often

portrayed as initiating a human action by ‘putting into a man’ a drive (or

an idea), which again suggests that Homeric man was highly aware of the

spontaneous element in his psychological experience; and he is very emotional,
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and distinguishes between his emotional responses in a manner unfamiliar

to us. In fact, it might be said that Homeric man experiences himself as a

plurality, rather than a unity, with an indistinct boundary.26

If Adkins is right, the Homeric self was more like a Deleuzian multiplicity

than the unified intentional system characterised by the ‘orthodox conception’

of agents. He suggests that ‘it is not the fragmentation of the Homeric

personality, but the development in other cultures of the ego-centred personality,

that requires explanation’.27 Other considerations support the view that the

‘orthodox conception’ is a historically specific, perhaps unique set of beliefs,

rather than, as Macdonald and Pettit call it, ‘common knowledge’.28

The concept of intentional explanation involves a distinction between two

kinds of events, namely those that under some description, can be characterised

as actions, accounting for which requires the ascription of beliefs and desires

to agents, and those that are mere physical movements. Weber has some such

distinction in mind when he writes: ‘We shall speak of “action” in so far as

the acting individual attaches a subjective meaning to his behaviour’.29 But

this isolating action presupposes drawing a broader distinction between the

human and the physical worlds, such that each world operates in a significantly

different manner. The human world may be subject to the general laws of

nature, but it also involves the existence of intentional behaviour which cannot

be explained, at least so far as social science is concerned, solely in terms of

these laws.

There is a good case for saying that drawing this kind of distinction between

the human and the physical, action and movement is historically quite rare.

Jürgen Habermas points to ‘the peculiar confusion between nature and culture’

characteristic of ‘mythical thought’:

What we find most astonishing is the peculiar leveling of the different domains

of reality: nature and culture are projected onto the same plane. From this

reciprocal assimilation of nature to culture and conversely culture to nature,

there results, on the one hand, a nature that is outfitted with anthropomorphic

features, drawn into the communicative network of social subjects, and in
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this sense humanized, and on the other hand a culture that is to a certain

extent naturalized and reified and absorbed into the objective nexus of

operations of anonymous powers.30

Habermas’s account of mythical thought was drawn from the work of

anthropologists. But rarely has what he had in mind been better described

than by Carlo Levi in his portrait of the peasants of the remote Lucanian

village to which he was exiled under Mussolini in the 1930s:

They are literally pagani, ‘pagans’, or countrymen, as distinguished from

city-dwellers. The deities of the state and the city can find no worshippers

here on the land, where the wolf and the ancient black boar reign supreme,

where there is no wall between the world of men and the world of animals

and spirits, between the leaves of the trees above and the roots below. They

cannot have even an awareness of themselves as individuals, here where

all things are held together by acting upon one another, and each one is a

power unto itself, working imperceptibly, where there is no barrier that can

not be broken down by magic. They live submerged in a world that rolls

on independent of their will, where man is in no way separate from his sun,

his beast, his malaria, where there can be neither happiness, as literary

devotees of the land conceive it, nor hope, because these two are adjuncts

of personality and here there is only the grim passivity of a sorrowful

Nature. . . . To the peasants everything has a double meaning. . . . People,

trees, animals, even objects and words have a double life. Only reason,

religion, and history have clear-cut meanings. . . . And in the peasants’ world

there is no room for reason, religion, and history. There is no room for

religion, because to them everything participates in divinity, everything is

actually, not merely symbolically, divine: Christ and the goat; the heavens

above, and the beasts of the field below; everything is bound up in natural

magic. Even the ceremonies of the church become pagan rites, celebrating

the existence of inanimate things, which the peasants endow with a soul,

and the innumerable earthy divinities of the village.31

The distance between such ways of thinking and the ‘orthodox conception of

agents’ is evident. But there is good reason to believe that forms of ‘mythical
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thought’ have been prevalent through much of human history and that sharply

distinguishing between the human and the physical is a relatively novel

procedure. Such a distinction was implied by what Bernard Williams calls

the ‘absolute conception of reality’ formulated by the founders of modern

physics in the seventeenth century.32 Galileo and Descartes identify the physical

world with the realm governed by efficient causes, whose regularities are

captured in mechanical laws of nature. The human is sharply separated from

the physical thus conceived and identified with the Cartesian self and its

private mental activities, the sphere to which final causes are henceforth

banished. The effect is, as it were, to peel thoughts and purposes off from

nature, restricting them to the inner world of the subject.33 The implications

of this conceptual revolution were perhaps only fully articulated in Kant’s

critical philosophy, with its clear demarcation between theoretical and practical

reason, the former providing the only knowledge we have, of a Newtonian

natural world subject to laws of mechanical causality, while the latter grounds

our moral conduct in human freedom, whose exercise occurs beyond the

chain of physical causes. Weber’s account of intentional explanation draws

on the use by neo-Kantian philosophers of this distinction to argue that our

knowledge of the human world is very different from that of the physical.

Habermas, himself very much the heir of the neo-Kantian tradition, argues

that the formulation of the ‘absolute conception of reality’ was an essential

prerequisite for the development of the sort of conception of human agents

involved in intentional explanation:

Only to the extent that the formal concept for an external world develops . . . can

the complementary concept of the internal world or of subjectivity arise, that

is, a world to which the individual has privileged access and to which

everything is attributed that cannot be incorporated in the external world.34

Two qualifications must be made to the claim that the ‘orthodox conception

of agents’ is a comparatively recent innovation. First, it would be absurd to

14 • Chapter One

32 B.A.O. Williams, Descartes (Harmondsworth, 1978), pp. 65–7, 237–49. 
33 See A.J.P. Kenny, ‘Cartesian Privacy’, in G. Pitcher, ed., Wittgenstein (London,

1970). The crucial distinction between primary and secondary qualities is also drawn
by Galileo: see S. Drake, ed., Discoveries and Opinions of Galileo (Garden City, 1957),
pp. 273ff.

34 Habermas, Theory, p. 51.



suggest that earlier conceptions are absolutely discontinuous with those

embodied in the notion of intentional explanation. The influence of Greek

thought on analytical philosophy of mind evident, for example, in recent

discussions of Aristotle’s views on weakness of will, would suffice to refute

any such suggestion. However, Aristotle’s writings on such topics apply a

corpus of concepts significantly different from those involved in the ‘absolute

conception of reality’. The behaviour of all entities, not just human beings,

is to be explained teleologically, in terms of the purposes they strive to achieve

and all living organisms, plants and animals as well as humans, possess 

a soul (psuch∂), which is not distinct from the body but the principle of its

organization. The theoretical context of Aristotle’s discussions of the human

soul is therefore profoundly different from that surrounding the ‘orthodox

conception’.

The case of Greek thought is, anyway, a rather special one. Michel Foucault

puts it very well when he writes of ‘a practice doubtless constitutive of Western

philosophy, of interrogating at once the difference which keeps us at a distance

from a thought in which we recognize the origins of our own and the proximity

that remains despite this separation, which we ceaselessly widen.’35

One reason for this proximity – and it is my second qualification of the

claimed novelty of the ‘orthodox conception’ – is the contribution which

Greek thought and more especially that of Plato, made to the formation of

the ‘absolute conception of reality’. This can be seen in at least two ways.

First, Plato in particular developed a conception of thought as theõria, the

disinterested contemplation of being. Both Plato and modern physical science

agree in thinking, as Charles Taylor puts it, that ‘a theoretical understanding

aims at a disengaged perspective. We are not trying to understand things

merely as they impinge on us, or are relevant to the purposes we are pursuing,

but rather grasp them as they are outside the immediate perspective of our

goals and desires and activities’.36

Secondly, Plato differed from Aristotle’s more teleological understanding

in regarding mathematics as essential to discovering the inner structure of
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nature, a view which helped to shape Galileo’s revolutionary identification

of the physical with the quantitative and therefore non-purposive.37

The upshot of these considerations is to suggest that the ‘orthodox conception

of agents’ belongs to a historically specific intellectual context, one that involves

the combination of an essentially Platonic notion of theoretical understanding

with the more modern idea that it is legitimate to interfere in nature in order

to know it. To assert, as Macdonald and Pettit do, that this conception is

‘indubitable’, ‘undeniable’, or ‘common knowledge’ is therefore to display

one of analytical philosophy’s most characteristic blindnesses, namely its lack

of any historical self-consciousness, its characteristic failure to recognise the

historical distance that often separates theoretical writings and the imprint

left on them by the distinctive circumstances in which they emerge.38

There is, however, a line of defence open to Macdonald and Pettit. This is

to assert that whatever view of the world agents may have, mythical or

otherwise, they nevertheless apply the ‘orthodox conception of agents’ in

their daily transactions with one another. One way of making out this claim

would be to argue that understanding another person neccessarily involves

ascribing beliefs and desires to the other. Such an argument might be thought

to give the ‘orthodox conception’ apodictic status if it could be shown to be

a case of a transcendental argument. Arguments of this kind, modelled on

Kant’s Transcendental Deduction of the Categories in the Critique of Pure

Reason, take some indisputable feature of our experience, and then seek to

show what must be the case if this feature is to exist.39 In this case, understanding

would be the indisputable feature and the ‘orthodox conception’ what must

be true for understanding to be possible. Macdonald and Pettit may have

some such claim in mind when they call the ‘orthodox conception’ ‘undeniable’

but they do not present it explicitly or argue for it. We shall return to such

matters when considering the question of interpretation in Chapter 3.
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1.3 Human nature: the need for a philosophical anthropology

One conclusion that might be drawn from the considerations adduced in the

previous section is that the ‘orthodox conception of agents’ is false, or, for

those of a more relativist persuasion, that it happens to be what we, as

participants in a culture shaped by the seventeenth-century scientific revolution,

hold true without our having reasons for doing so that transcend our immediate

socio-historic context. The latter view would be espoused by Richard Rorty,

while the stronger claim of falsehood appears to be implicit in post-structuralist

thought. The impact of the latter (and of Adkins’s history of Greek conceptions

of the self) can be seen in this recent remark by William Connolly, the author

of a systematic attempt to use the ‘orthodox conception’ to elucidate political

theory: ‘Any argument seeking to defend modern postulates of agency and

responsibility must retreat from the claim that these are universal orientations

presupposed in all human societies and merely lifted to a peak of realization

in modernity’.40

There are, nevertheless, good reasons for holding the orthodox conception

to be true. I shall begin to present them here in the form of a critique of post-

structuralism’s treatment of the subject. This will involve negative and positive

stages – first, the difficulties in which Foucault’s effacement of the subject

places him and then the necessity of adopting a notion of human nature

which implies the orthodox conception of agents.

Foucault himself argued that it was the epistemological inadequacy of the

hitherto dominant ‘philosophy of subject’, the failure of successive attempts

to found knowledge and meaning upon the Cartesian self, or its Kantian

shadow, the transcendental subject, which gave rise to post-war French ‘anti-

humanism’.41 From being constitutive, the subject could be shown to be

constituted, the effect, in particular, of specific social practices. Althusser’s

claim that individuals are formed into subjects within ideology was one

attempt to make out this thesis.42 Foucault indeed came to describe his whole
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project as the attempt ‘to create a history of the modes by which, in our

culture, human beings are made into subjects’.43

Discipline and Punish (1975) and the first volume of the Histoire de la sexualité

(1976) represent one version of Foucault’s history of the subject. Here, his

central concept is that of ‘power-knowledge’, the relations of domination that

articulate discursive and non-discursive practices into a historically specific

apparatus (dispositif ), an assemblage of heterogeneous elements.44 The two

examples of such apparatuses which Foucault gives are first, the disciplines,

the practices of surveillance and control which developed in a wide variety

of institutions – prisons, schools, asylums, factories – in the nineteenth century,

and secondly, sexuality, which he conceives as not a biologically given substance

but rather a historically specific set of social practices constructed around the

belief that the truth about human beings lies in their sex.

Now one property of these practices is that they constitute subjects. Foucault

writes: ‘It is already one of the prime effects of power that certain bodies,

certain gestures, certain discourses, certain desires, come to be identified and

constituted as individuals. The individual, that is, is not the vis-à-vis of power;

it is, I believe, one of its prime effects’.45 Thus the disciplines form individuals

as ‘docile bodies’ ready to work at the pace and in the manner required of

them.

It is important to stress here that Foucault is not thinking of the sort of

process envisaged by Talcott Parsons, where subjects internalise prevailing

norms and values; it is their very existence as subjects possessing the capacity

so to internalise that is a ‘prime effect’ of power. At the same time, however,

Foucault conceives power as an inherently antagonistic relation: ‘power is

war, a war continued by other means’.46 This leads him to claim that ‘where

there is power, there is resistance and that however, or rather for the same

reason, the latter is never in a position of exteriority with respect to power’.47

As many commentators have observed, this view of power gives rise to
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the following problem: granted that ‘power is “always already there”, that

one is never “outside” it, that there are no “margins” for those who break

with the system to gambol in’, how is resistance possible?48 The problem does

not arise in pluralist political science, where power tends to be conceived

thus: ‘A has power over B to the extent that he can get B to do something

that B would not otherwise do’.49 Power is here a relationship between agents

with their own wants, some of which at least were formed outside this

relationship. But Foucault conceives subjects as themselves among ‘the prime

effects of power’, and therefore he cannot appeal to their recalcitrant wants

to explain resistance.

In the first volume of the Histoire de la sexualité, Foucault spoke of ‘bodies

and pleasures’ as the basis for a ‘counter-attack’ against the ‘apparatus of

sexuality’.50 But this seemed more an act of desperation than a solution to

the problem of resistance, appearing as it did to posit a natural man repressed

by social relations. The aporia of power and resistance may help to explain

the major shift in Foucault’s thought that occurred between the first volume

of the Histoire, which appeared in 1976, and the second and third volumes,

which were published only days before his death in June 1984. The extent of

the shift is indicated by the following remark: ‘Power is exercised only over

free subjects, and only in so far as they are free’.51 The distance between ‘docile

bodies’ and ‘free subjects’ appears vast.

More concretely, Foucault introduces the notion of a form of power-relation

other than the ‘techniques of domination’ he had studied in Discipline and

Punish, namely what he called ‘technologies of the self’.52

By that it is necessary to understand the reflective and voluntary practices

by which men, not only fix the rules of their conduct, but seek to transform

themselves, to modify themselves in their singular being, and to make of

their life a work which bears certain aesthetic values and obeys certain

stylistic criteria.53
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The main example of such an ‘aesthetic of existence’ analysed in the second

and third volumes of the Histoire is that of the ‘government of pleasures’

(chrẽsis aphrodisiõn) practised by free male citizens in classical antiquity, the

techniques through which they so regulated their behaviour as to fit them to

play their part in both household and city.

Now what is striking about these descriptions of ‘technologies of the self’

is that they seem to accord to subjects an active role in their own making.

This certainly is what is suggested by such formulations as ‘reflective and

voluntary practices’, ‘men . . . seek to transform themselves, to modify

themselves.’ Power, Foucault says, is ‘basically . . . a question of government’,

where ‘to govern . . . is to structure the possible field of action of others’.54

But what are we to make of power-relations which involve structuring our

own ‘possible field of action’? Foucault says nothing about the sort of personal

motives or social mechanisms which might lead to the development of

‘technologies of the self’; indeed, given his earlier preoccupation with power-

knowledge, he says surprisingly little about the relation between the chrẽsis

aphrodisiõn and the public world of the ancient polis.55

What makes Foucault so intriguing and challenging a thinker is his belief –

evident in the attempt to write histories of the truth, sexuality, the subject –

that what we think of as enduring and fundamental aspects of existence are

nothing but historical constructs formed by a specific regime of social practices.

Behind this lies a thoroughgoing nominalism, which treats all substances as

contingent unities, temporary resting-points in the endless play of difference,

a position obviously akin to Deleuze’s and Guattari’s.56 The difficulties in

which Foucault found himself around the question of resistance and his

subsequent development of the concept of ‘technologies of the self’ show one

respect in which this nominalism is untenable (there are others, but it is

unnecessary to consider them here).

Put simply, it does not seem that Foucault can, even in his own terms, do

without some account of the properties that all subjects share. Such an account

seems to be required by the notion of an ‘aesthetic of existence’ which is a
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practice of self-government. That is, there are some aspects of human subjects

which are not simply socially constructed and which may provide both motives

for and means of acting. In other words, even Foucauldian genealogy requires

the concept of an enduring human nature.

Those who never doubted the necessity of such a concept will not find this

conclusion very striking. It is indeed a tribute to both the rhetorical skills of

the proponents of Parisian anti-humanism and the genuine insights which

they offered, that the following remark by Ian Hacking does not seem merely

to celebrate an absurdity: ‘Foucault was that rare nominalist apprised of

the . . . evident fact that, if there is no intrinsic human nature, there is no

salvation, period’.57 No intrinsic human nature? Are there really no properties

which human beings share? Or perhaps the thought is that these properties

are irrelevant to any understanding of human history. But is it really plausible

to say that if human beings photosynthesised (to take an admirable example

of Stephen Jay Gould’s) this would make no difference to their history?58

I speak here of the concept of an enduring human nature rather than of

the orthodox conception of agents. There is a close relationship between the

two notions, which will be further explored below and in Section 3.3. But the

orthodox conception, while its truth may require the existence of a common

human nature, does not itself make reference to specifically human needs

and capacities in stating what it is to be an agent. This partly reflects the

circumstances of its formulation. Thus Dennett’s definition of personhood

given in Section 1.2 above is, to some degree at least, a response to developments

in artificial intelligence and is formulated so that a computer could, at least

in principle, meet these conditions. Whatever its virtues, it abstracts from one

central fact about human beings, namely that they are embodied agents, whose

intentional activities flow from the capacities they possess and are intelligible

in the light of the needs they share as members of the same natural species.

Conceiving the subject as a disembodied self is, of course, also central to the

philosophical tradition from Descartes to Kant.

The orthodox conception is therefore best seen as part of a broader account

of human nature, one which, as Norman Geras puts it, treats human beings

as, ‘like all other species, material and natural beings, “irredeemably” rooted
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in a given biological constitution, absolutely continuous with the rest of the

natural world’.59 The discontinuity implied in the use of intentional explanations,

ascribing beliefs and desires to human agents on the assumption of their

rationality, is to be seen as a consequence of this ‘given biological constitution’,

rather than as marking an unbridgeable chasm separating the human and

the natural. Such a perspective is also reflected in David Wiggins’s definition

of a person as ‘any animal the physical make-up of whose species constitutes

the species’ typical members thinking intelligent beings, with reason and

reflection, and typically enables them to consider themselves, the same thinking

things, in different times and places’.60

Mary Midgley, the contemporary philosopher who has perhaps stressed

most strongly the unity of human beings with the rest of nature, suggests

that we conceive of the ‘nature of a species’ as ‘a certain range of powers and

tendencies, a repertoire, inherited and forming a fairly firm characteristic

pattern’. The account she then gives of the nature of the human species serves

admirably to illustrate why Foucault as well as many Marxists have been

deeply suspicious of such a notion. Social relations in our own as well as

other species involve rank, Midgley claims, since they are a generalisation of

the relation between parent and child. Thus: ‘Our natural interest in dominance

is not a lust for oppression. It is a taste for order, one that can get out of hand.

Based on the relation of child to parent, it is essentially protective’.61

To avoid such canonisations of social oppression, Geras, in his outstanding

attempt to demonstrate Marxism’s dependence on a theory of human nature,

suggests that we distinguish between ‘human nature’, ‘a constant entity, the

set of all (relatively) permanent human characteristics’, and the ‘nature of

man’, ‘the all-round character of human beings in some given context. Whilst

the first usage makes of human nature something unchanging by definition . . .

the second leaves open the degree of mutability in the nature of man’.62 Such

a distinction removes a traditional Marxist objection to the notion of human

nature, namely that forms of behaviour arising within specific social relations

(say, egoism and competitiveness under capitalism) are treated as ‘permanent
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human characteristics’. Geras’s usage allows us to regard these as aspects

rather of the ‘nature of man’ under capitalism.

What, then, can be said about the genuinely ‘permanent characteristics’

constituting human nature? In the first place, they include not just the ‘range

of powers and tendencies’ referred to by Midgley, but also certain distinctive

needs. This point needs to be stressed in the light of the way in which

subjectivity is often conceived as something ethereal, non-bodily, even by

those committed to understanding human beings as historically situated agents.

Thus Agnes Heller rightly objects to Habermas’s theory of communicative

action because ‘the creature-like aspects of human beings are missing. . . .

Habermasian man . . . has no body, no feelings; the “structure of personality”

is identified with cognition, language and interaction’.63 Important though

the questions of the body and of human needs are for an account of agency,

I shall, however, not deal with them here.64

Human nature, of course, consists in capacities as well as needs. An account

of these capacities is central to Marx’s philosophical anthropology, developed

chiefly in the Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844 and The German

Ideology. Elster summarises this theory of human nature thus: ‘Marx

distinguishes men from other animals on the basis of (i) self-consciousness,

(ii) intentionality, (iii) language, (iv) tool-using, (v) tool-making and (vi) co-

operation’.65 Marx, in fact, varies his stress on these different features. Thus

he writes in the Manuscripts:

The animal is immediately one with its life-activity. It does not distinguish

itself from it. It is its life-activity. Man makes his life-activity itself the object

of his will and consciousness. He has conscious life-activity. . . . Conscious

life-activity distinguishes man immediately from animal life activity.66

By contrast, Marx declares in The German Ideology: ‘Men can be distinguished

from animals by consciousness, by religion or anything else you like. They
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themselves begin to distinguish themselves as soon as they begin to pro-

duce their means of subsistence, a step which is conditioned by their physical

organization’.67

The contradiction between these passages is only apparent. Central to

Marx’s account of human labour is its redirective character, namely the fact

that human beings’ ability consciously to reflect on their activity allows them

to modify and improve on prevailing productive techniques. Rather than

being tied to the fixed repertoire of behaviour characteristic of other species,

human productive activity is distinguished by its flexibility, by the indefinite

variety of ways in which human beings may meet their needs by virtue of

their cognitive capacities.68 Marx’s conception of human labour as necessarily

a social activity is closely related to his view of language as ‘the immediate

actuality of thought’: ‘Language is as old as consciousness, language is practical,

real consciousness that exists for other men as well, and only therefore does

it exist for me’.69 Indeed, in a polemic against the ‘Robinsonades’ of Rousseau

and Smith, Marx makes the connection between the social character of language

and that of labour explicit: ‘Production by an isolated individual outside

society . . . is as much of an absurdity as is the development of language

without individuals living together and talking to each other’.70

It should be clear, then, that Marx’s philosophical anthropology ascribes

to human beings conditions [iv], [v] and [vi] of Dennett’s definition of person-

hood, namely reciprocity, the capacity to engage in verbal communication

and self-consciousness. The extent to which historical materialism is consistent

with the three more basic conditions defining an intentional system, and in

particular rationality and intentionality, will be explored in Section 1.5 and

in Chapters 2 and 3. It is worth noting, however, how well Marx’s stress on

labour, language and co-operation accords with the findings of such branches

of empirical inquiry as biology, palaeontology, archaeology and anthropology.

Thus the neurobiologist Steven Rose writes:

Homo sapiens have a number of distinct advantages over their nearest relatives

today; a somewhat larger brain-size in proportion to body weight, a hand-
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structure which makes the operation and manipulation of tools vastly easier

than for even a chimpanzee, vocal cords which, unlike those of the apes,

permit the clear articulation of sounds and the capacity to live in social

groups. . . . It is undoubtedly the social character of human relationships

which has enabled them to exploit their other – perhaps only marginal –

evolutionary advantages. From this and the use of tools comes the key

characteristic of humans living in society; the change in their relationship

to the natural world, such that they come to attempt to manipulate and

control it. From this, and the activity of production of goods to satisfy wants,

which flows from it, comes the steady transformation of human social

relationships which characterizes the history of the last few hundred thousand

years. The social, productive mode of life of Homo sapiens demands the

capacity not only to be able to learn individually, but to signal meaningfully

between members of the group; that is, to communicate. And the ability to

communicate, first face to face in speech, later at a distance by writing, made

possible the decisive evolutionary breakthrough in human history. Learned

information could now be transferred between human individuals and, by

means of oral and later written communications, between generations as

well. It became unnecessary for each generation to learn afresh everything

its ancestors had painfully and slowly accumulated.71

1.4 Human nature: morality, justice and virtue

What, then, are the implications of the sort of notion of human nature sketched

out above? More specifically, how does it relate to the concepts and propositions

of historical materialism as a scientific research programme? Norman Geras,

arguing against the view that the notion of human nature has no explanatory

role, which is instead performed by Marx’s theory of history, emphatically

declares:

A concept of human nature, encompassing at once the common needs and

the general and distinctive capacities of humankind, plays an important, a

quite fundamental role there [i.e. within historical materialism] in accounting

for those specifically human relationships that are production relations and

for that specifically human type of process of change that is history.
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The reason is that ‘there are features of the relations in question that are due

precisely to the nature of the entities they relate, that is to say, to the general

make-up of human beings, to human nature’.72

One can readily agree with this, and still want to know more about the

precise relationship between Marx’s philosophical anthropology and his theory

of history. This is especially so since, as Geras concedes, concepts such as

those of the forces and relations of production occupy the foreground of

Marx’s account of historical development from the mid-1840s onwards, whereas

the 1844 Manuscripts are organised around an essentially Hegelian schema,

in which history is seen as the loss (alienation) and recovery of man’s essential

powers.73 G.A. Cohen has argued recently that Marx’s ‘theory of history does

not require or derive from the anthropology’. The reason is that

production in the philosophical anthropology is not identical with production

in the theory of history. In the anthropology men are by nature creative

beings. They flourish only in the cultivation and exercise of their manifold

powers, and they are especially productive – which is say, here, creative –

in the condition of freedom conferred by material plenty. But in the theory

of history people produce not freely but because they have to because nature

does not otherwise supply their wants; and the development in history of

the productive power of man (as such, as a species) occurs at the expense

of the creative capacity of the men who are the agents and victims of that

development.74

Cohen here points to an ambiguity in Marx’s thought reflected in his apparently

contradictory views on labour under communism – on the one hand, it will

then become ‘not only a means of life but life’s prime want’, on the other, it

is ‘a realm of necessity’, the ‘realm of freedom’ lying ‘beyond the sphere of

actual material production’.75
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Cohen’s solution is effectively to assign the former view to Marx’s anthropology,

the second to his theory of history. Part of his concern so to separate the two

seems to be his belief that ‘the philosophy anthropology is false, because it

is one-sided’.76 We shall take a rather oblique look at his reasons for believing

this in Section 4.4. In the meantime, it is worth emphasising that Cohen’s

argument for the independence of historical materialism from Marx’s

anthropology does not actually contradict Geras’s claim that the former

requires some account of human nature. Cohen points out that in his own

argument for a version of historical materialism in which the productive

forces have primacy ‘the premisses are scarcity, intelligence, and rationality:

nothing about humanity being by nature productive enters those premisses’.77

No, but to assume, as he does, that agents are intelligent and rational is

implicitly to assert something about the ‘permanent characteristics’ of human

beings, even if it is not to endorse Marx’s own account of human nature. (We

shall consider Cohen’s assumptions much more closely in the next chapter.)

Cohen’s discussion of Marx’s anthropology raises another question – whether

there is (or should be) an ethical dimension to the latter’s thought. For it is

difficult not to see the claim that human beings ‘flourish only in the cultivation

and exercise of their manifold powers, and . . . are especially productive . . . in

the condition of material plenty’ as both a sketch of the good life and a

yardstick by which to appraise concrete societies. Elster accurately summarises

Marx’s attitude in both the Manuscripts and mature works such as Capital:

‘Marx himself condemned capitalism mainly because it frustrated human

development and self-actualization. Correlatively, he saw communism as a

society in which men could become fully human, that is fully realize their

potential as all-round creators’.78 But do not such apparently ethical judgements

conflict with the condemnations of morality in the writings of Marx and his

successors?79

The question is one which has been much discussed in relation to the more

specific question of whether or not Marx had a theory of justice. Without

entering into that controversy, I wish simply to refer to the magisterial survey
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and resolution of the argument provided, once again, by Norman Geras. He

concludes that ‘Marx did think capitalism was unjust but he did not think

he thought so’.80 Or, in Jon Elster’s stronger version of the same claim: ‘like

M. Jourdain, he did not know how to describe correctly what he was doing;

unlike him, he actually went out of his way to deny that the correct description

was appropriate’.81

On this interpretation, Marx had what Elster calls a ‘hierarchical’ theory of

justice, spelt out in the Critique of the Gotha Programme. There, Marx distinguishes

between the distributive principles operative in the transition from capitalism

to communism (the dictatorship of the proletariat) and in communism itself.

The first, the contribution principle, as it has come to be known, (‘From each

according to his capacity, to each according to his work’), rewards people in

proportion to the labour they contribute. Though it is an improvement on

capitalism, Marx nevertheless stresses the principle’s limitations:

This equal right is an unequal right for unequal labour. It recognizes no class

differences, because everyone is only a worker like everyone else; but it

tacitly recognizes unequal individual endowment and thus productive

capacity as natural privileges. It is, therefore, a right of inequality, in its content,

like every right.

These defects reflect the extent to which the new order is ‘still stamped with

the birthmarks of the old society from whose womb it emerges’. Only after

a considerable further development of the productive forces ‘can the narrow

horizon of bourgeois right be crossed in its entirety and society inscribe on its

banners: From each according to his ability, to each according to his needs!’82

Those who ascribe to Marx a theory of justice think that this second criterion,

the needs principle, forms the core of the theory. The contribution principle,

Elster suggests, ‘is a Janus-like notion. Looked at from one side, it serves as

a criterion of justice that condemns capitalist exploitation as unjust. Looked

at from the vantage point of fully developed communism, it is itself inadequate

by the higher standard expressed in the needs principle’.83
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Surely this interpretation conflicts with Marx’s rejection of morality? The

crucial issue here turns on what one understands by ‘morality’. Those who

have argued that Marxism and morality are incompatible have tended to

conceive of the latter along Kantian lines, that is, as consisting in a set of

universally applicable general norms.84 This form of ethical thinking gives

rise to what Steven Lukes calls the ‘morality of Recht’, in which people are

regarded as having rights irrespective of the circumstances and consequences

of their actions, an approach which Marx certainly did reject both because,

as he argues in his discussion of the contribution principle, rights based on

general standards fail to address people’s specific needs, and because they

reflect and do not abolish the antagonisms of capitalist society.85 The other

prevailing conception of morality is the utilitarian, where actions are judged

in terms of their consequences, or more specifically their contribution to the

sum of human welfare. Marx was equally hostile to this approach, for reasons

which we will explore in Section 3.4.

There is, however, another conception of morality available to Marx, namely

that of Aristotle. The kinship between the two thinkers has been stressed by

a number of commentators, starting with Lukács and Marcuse, and is brought

out in a way relevant to the present discussion by Richard W. Miller:

In the history of philosophy, Marx and Aristotle are the most striking and

attractive contrasts to both alternatives [i.e. the morality of Recht and

utilitarianism]. As against rights-based morality, both judge institutions by

the kinds of lives they promote and judge proposed rights by assessing the

consequences, of embodying them in institutions. At the same time, their

general conceptions of the kinds of lives worth promoting are highly similar,

and emphatically opposed to utilitarianism. In short, as political philosophers

they are non-utilitarian consequentialists.86
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Marx and Aristotle are opposed to utilitarianism in the sense that ‘the goal

of society is to promote good lives on the part of its members’, where ‘the

good life must give priority to the exercise of the best human capacities, the

ones which most remove a person farthest from an animal existence’, rather

than, as Bentham sees it, maximising pleasure, where pleasures can aggregated

into a sum (transcending individuals) of human welfare, to which specific

pleasures simply contribute in proportion to their supposedly measurable

intensity and duration. Similarly, rights are ‘to be chosen by assessing their

consequences for people governed by them’, rather than on the basis of some

more universal norm. This is not to say that Marx’s and Aristotle’s conceptions

of the good are identical. Aristotle, Miller observes ‘employs fixed hierarchical

rankings of human capacities in which what is less than best should, so far

as possible, contribute to the activity of the best’. Since, for Aristotle, the best

consists in theõria, ‘the contemplation of eternal truths’, and only a few are

capable of performing this activity, the result is to license the most extreme

social inequality. Marx, by contrast, believed that ‘the most desirable life is

many-sided, expressing a diversity of intellectual, perceptual, and manual

activities, and overcoming the distinction between mind-work and hand-

work’.87

The needs principle can thus be taken as stating the basis on which

distribution would have to be organised for the good life, as Marx conceives

it, to be realised. He emphasises, as we have seen, that applying this principle

depends on historical circumstances and in particular on the sort of development

of the productive forces following the overthrow of capitalism which would

permit the abolition of the distinction between mental and manual labour, a

distinction which Aristotle, unlike Marx, believes to be inherent in human

nature. At the same time, the contribution principle identifies as unjust the

social mechanism through which people are prevented from pursuing the

good life in class society, namely the appropriation of surplus labour.

There is another respect in which Marx can be said to be an Aristotelian.

Aristotle’s account of morality appraises action, not in terms of rights or

utility, but rather in the light of the virtues that they may embody, where
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virtues are dispositions to behave and feel in certain ways. Alasdair MacIntyre

is the philosopher to have offered the most illuminating recent discussion of

the virtues. They are, he says, ‘precisely those qualities the possession of

which will enable individuals to achieve eudaimonia [well-being] and the lack

of which will frustrate progress towards that telos’. There is, he stresses, an

internal relation between eudamonia and the virtues: ‘What constitutes the

good for man is a complete human life lived at its best, and the exercise of

the virtues is a necessary and central part of such a life, not merely a preparatory

exercise to secure such a life’. Possession of the virtues does not consist in a

set of natural dispositions but rather depends on the development of the

capacity to make judgements, which involves crucially discriminating how

to behave in specific circumstances. The right cannot therefore be captured

in a set of rules, as the morality of Recht would have us suppose. Furthermore,

‘the virtues find their place not just in the life of the individual, but in the

life of the city’; ‘the individual is indeed intelligible only as a z¨on politikon’.88

MacIntyre, attracted though he is to such a virtue-based morality, doubts

whether it can be sustained today. Perhaps the most important reason for

this scepticism is the following:

Is it possible to be an Aristotelian and yet to view the city-state in a historical

perspective as only one – even if a very important one – in a series of social

and political forms in and through which the kind of self which can exemplify

the virtues can be found and educated and in which the self can find its

arena?

MacIntyre thinks that modernity is not such a form, and is therefore left

‘waiting not for a Godot, but for another – doubtless very different – St

Benedict’ to create, amid the ruins of our civilization, the communal forms

of living in which the virtues could flourish.89

As some commentators have observed, Marx does seem to have thought

that certain virtues could be cultivated even in capitalist society. These are

specifically the solidarity and heroism displayed by workers in the class

struggle against capital: think, for example, of Marx’s praise of the Communards

in The Civil War in France. Frederick G. Whelan suggests that ‘the proletarian
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virtue that Marx admires resembles, and may be derivative of, the civic virtue

that was a distinctive component of earlier republican traditions in political

thought’, by which he means the classical republicanism of Machiavelli and

Rousseau, who conceived agents as citizens, the members of a political

community, rather than as the bearers of rights or the maximisers of utilities.90

Alan Gilbert espouses a similar view of Marx, in attributing to him an

Aristotelian ‘moral realism’ whose ethical standards do not all vary with ‘the

waxing and waning of modes of production’:

Marx’s vision of a working-class community, transforming itself through

public action, revived and transformed the ancient polis. Under socialism

the role of co-operative political activity, a good in itself, carried at least

equal weight with the ultimate end of individual self-realization under

communism. Marx regarded this political activity as a component of the

final good and not merely a means to it.91

Such an implicit moral theory (and it can only be treated as implicit in 

Marx’s thought) is not open to the sort of objection that the classical – Marxist

tradition has had to attempts – usually influenced by some version of Kantian

morality – to ground socialism ethically. This objection was, as Perry Anderson

notes, not so much to morality, as to moralism,

the vain intrusion of moral judgements in lieu of causal understanding –

typically, in everyday life and in political evaluations alike, leading to an

‘inflation’ of ethical terms themselves into a false rhetoric, which lacks the

exacting sense of material care and measure that is inseparable from true

moral awareness.92

A virtue-based morality involves crucially the exercise of judgement concerning

the circumstances and consequences of action, a process which necessarily

requires the development of a ‘causal understanding’ of these circumstances

and consequences. Morality, thus conceived, is perfectly consistent with what
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Geras calls the ‘salutary impulse’ behind ‘Marx’s disavowal of all commitment

to ethical principle’, whose ‘positive core is the conviction that ideals alone

are an insufficient tool for human liberation and the consequent dedication

to trying to grasp the material preconditions of this (historically unavoidable

alienations, unfreedoms and injustices included) and the social agencies

capable of bringing it about’.93

At the same time, however, this account of the sort of morality to which

Marx’s arguments committed him is vulnerable to two sorts of objections.

The first concerns the question of whether the sort of many-sided realisation

of human capacities which constitutes eudaimonia under communism is, in

fact, feasible.94 The second, raised for example by Steven Lukes, centres on

the claim that Marx’s rejection of the morality of Recht and his consequentialism

contributed to the disasters of Stalinism by justifying all means by the end,

communism.95 To deal with either of these questions would, however, take

us too far from the main concerns of this book.

1.5 Practical reason and social structures

The upshot of the preceding two sections is to embed the orthodox conception

of agents in a broader theory of human nature. As David Wiggins puts it,

‘the constitution that is seen in its causal relations with the contingencies of

human history and geography is a constitution supervenient on contingencies

of human biological constitution’.96 The approach developed here can be seen

as naturalistic, in the sense of treating both the boundaries between human

beings and the physical world and those between philosophy and the sciences

as relative. We have seen also that the sort of view of human nature developed

here will impose constraints on our explanations of social events and can be
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made to issue in an ethical theory. (I should hasten to emphasise, however,

that this latter theory is not ‘ethical naturalism’ of the sort condemned by

G.E. Moore, where the referents of terms such as ‘good’ are thought to be

ultimately physical properties. It does, however, seem to involve commitment

to some form of moral realism, that is, to the claim that moral judgements

are true or false, and not, as many have thought, merely expressions of desire

or imperatives. This approach seems, in any case, broadly consonant with

the neo-Aristotelian drift of much contemporary moral philosophy.)97

It should be clear enough that this conception of human nature and the

account of agency it implies has nothing to do with the ‘philosophy of subject’

which led Foucault, Althusser and others to embrace anti-humanism. To view

human beings as animals of a certain kind capable of engaging in a range of

intentional activities is in no sense to endorse an epistemology in which the

subject is the foundation of knowledge or the source of meaning. But it is

still to conceive human beings as centres capable of initiating action, rather

than as bundles of drives and desires constructed within social relations. To

distinguish the view of human nature here defended from the ‘philosophy

of subject’ undoubtedly central to Western philosophy from Descartes through

Kant to Husserl, I prefer to speak in this book of ‘agents’, with the connotation

this term has of the operation of causal powers in the physical as well as the

human world, rather than of ‘subjects’. But this is not meant to suggest that

the explanation of human behaviour does not involve the use of those

distinctive principles embodied in the orthodox conception of agents.

There remains, however, the question left over from Section 1.2, of whether

or not the orthodox conception thus woven into an account of human nature

requires methodological individualism (MI), i.e. the claim that the explanation

of social events can only be in terms of individuals, their states and properties.

Let us recall that Graham Macdonald and Philip Pettit argued that the orthodox

conception does involve MI, since to accord ‘explanatory autonomy’ to social

structures, that is, to refuse to reduce them to the consequences, intended or

otherwise, of individual action, is to suggest that at least some social events

are not ‘the rational outcome of the agents’ beliefs and desires’, and is thus
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to contradict the ‘indubitable’ orthodox conception. While I have sought to

undermine the idea that the orthodox conception is ‘undeniable’, I still think

it to be true, and therefore I must either accept MI or undermine MacDonald’s

and Pettit’s inference from the orthodox conception to MI.

Let us consider the form of action-explanation. It can be cast into an inference

(indeed the structure of action-explanations derives from what Aristotle called

the ‘practical syllogism’):98

(1) A desires that p

(2) A believes that q, namely that doing x will bring it about that p

(3) Therefore A does x.

There are various ways in which such a piece of practical reasoning may be

defeasible. For example, there is the case of what Aristotle called akrasia, or

incontinence, where A desires that p and believes that q, but nevertheless

does y rather than x out of weakness of will.99 There is another way in which

the inference from (1) and (2) to (3) may be defeated. It may be that A cannot

do x because he is prevented from doing it, or because doing it is beyond his

powers. In this case A embarks on x, but is prevented from accomplishing it.

So here we have, instead of (3)

(3’) A tries to do x.100

Let consider a particular instance of this latter case (chosen, in part, because

it concerns one of a class of agents whose pursuit of eudaimonia played little

part in Aristotle’s philosophy). Spartacus is a Thracian slave owned by a

lanista, a trainer of gladiators, in Capua in the first century before Christ.

Spartacus naturally wishes to return to Thrace, and believes correctly that to

realize this desire he must first leave the gladiator’s school. But his attempts

to do so are frustrated by the guards employed (or, more likely, themselves

owned) by the lanista.

In this case, Spartacus’s lack of power to realise his desire is not, in any

very interesting sense, a physical disability. It arises from social relations.

These are not simply the structure of power within the gladiators’ school,
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but also the broader relationships involved in the enforcement of slave-owners’

rights by the Roman state. This would become clear enough if Spartacus were

(as of course he did) to rouse his fellow gladiators against the lanista and his

guards, and then organise a more general slave revolt. The military power

of Rome would be (and was) mobilised to crush the rebels, and thus to

eliminate a serious threat to the slave relations of production essential to the

appropriation of surplus labour in that society.101

The significance of this example is that, in our explanation of what took

place, why (3’) (Spartacus’s unsuccessful escape) happened rather than (3)

(his departure from the gladiatorial school), we must make reference to social

structures, since it is they which account for Spartacus’s inability to realize

his desire. Thus, we have here a case in which social structures (the class

relations of Roman society) have what Macdonald and Pettit call ‘explanatory

autonomy’ since our explanation invokes them as well as Spartacus’s beliefs

and desires. Does this not contradict the orthodox conception, since we here

have a social event which is not simply the ‘rational outcome of the agents’

beliefs and desires’? No, since, as we have seen, for the conclusion of an

action-explanation to be validly inferred, that is, for (3) to follow from (1)

and (2), we require also

(4) A has the power to do x, and is not prevented from doing it.

Usually (4) is just treated as part of the general assumption that other things

are equal, along with assumptions, for example, that A has no stronger or

equally powerful conflicting desires. But to do so is to consign to the ceteris

paribus clause features of A’s social context that are crucial both to whether

he can perform the action he believes will realise his desires and to what the

actual outcome will be. Actions consist in the exercise of powers, and the

powers agents have depend on and are determined in part by social structures.

That is the nub of my argument against MI, developed at much greater length

in the following chapter.

Macdonald and Pettit might object that what stops Spartacus from leaving

the school, and what ends the slave revolt he leads is nothing but the action

of other individuals – the guards, Roman soldiers and so on. But this objection
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is bootless. The acts which destroyed the slave revolt and whose possibility

buttressed power-relations within every slave barracks involved large-scale

co-ordination and organisation depending on the exercise of powers by

individuals such as the consul M. Licinius Crassus, which reflected their

position within the Roman state and more generally within prevailing social

relationships. Nor will it alter matters one whit to say that these relationships

are themselves the consequences of individual actions. For these actions

themselves involved the exercise of powers determined at least in part by

the social relations prevailing at the time they were performed. However

far one pushes back to story, action-explanation will still involve both

individuals’ beliefs and desires and the structures on which their powers

partly depend. I shall try and make this strong claim more plausible in

Section 2.5.

Another objection might be that, in my account of what Spartacus did

(or did not) do I assume the truth of historical materialism, since the

structures I invoke are clearly relations of class exploitation. This is no real

objection, since my concern in this book is to offer a Marxist account of

agency which does not collapse into MI. But, in any case, other forms of

social theory are likely to involve a similar form of explanation. If, for

example, we substitute a Weberian form of legitimate domination for the

slave mode of production, social relations would still play an essential part

in explaining why Spartacus could not just leave the gladiators’ school and

go home to Thrace.

I conclude that Macdonald and Pettit are wrong. The explanatory autonomy

of social structures is not inconsistent with the orthodox conception of

agents, since action-explanations involve a hidden premiss, (4), ascribing

to agents the power to perform the action explained. To establish a formal

consistency is, however, not enough. The case made out for MI by ‘rational-

choice’ Marxists such as Elster turns on the supposed inadequacies of non-

individualist versions of historical materialism. Let us turn, then, to the

questions raised by Marx’s theory of history.
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Chapter Two

Structure and Action

2.1 The concept of social structure

Why think of societies in terms of the structures they

possess? Various considerations might lead one in

this direction. First, there is what Anthony Giddens

describes as ‘the degree of interdependence of action,

or “systemness”’ that societies evidently display.1

Secondly, and closely connected, societies persist in

time. We can follow Giddens in refusing to regard

them as self-reproducing organisms and still refuse

to apply the term ‘society’ to any set of human

relationships which showed no capacity to continue

across generations. Thirdly, it is a characteristic of

social relations that their nature and existence do not

depend on the identity of the particular agents

involved in them. Social relations are sets of empty

places.2 Fourthly, social relations often involve

regularities which occur with the agents involved in

them not understanding, or even necessarily even

being aware of them. In this respect, social life involves

processes which go on, as Hegel put it, behind the

backs of human agents. Finally, to say that a society

has a structure is to say that there are limits to the

extent to which it may vary without becoming an

instance of a different kind of society.



Rather than offer a formal definition of social structure, I shall try to indicate

some of the issues addressed by explanations that mention entities falling

under this concept. A good place to start is the distinction drawn by David

Lockwood between ‘social integration’ and ‘system integration’. The former

concept is central to what he calls the ‘normative functionalism’ of Talcott

Parsons and his followers, an approach characterized by ‘first, the emphatic

role attributed to “common value elements” in the integration of social action;

and second, the unwarranted assumption that the study of social stability

must precede the analysis of social change’. Parsons’ critics, for example Ralf

Dahrendorf and John Rex, emphasised instead the existence of conflicting

interests and values, an approach which highlighted the problem of social

change, itself explained as ‘a result of the shifting balance of power between

conflict groups’: ‘Now while social change is very frequently associated with

conflict, the reverse does not necessarily hold. Conflict may be endemic and

intense in a social system without causing any basic structural change. Why

does some conflict result in change while other conflict does not?’3

Conflict theorists such as Dahrendorf and Rex have no answer to this

question, a limitation which reflects their sharing with Parsons the problematic

of social integration. Overcoming this weakness requires formulation of the

concept of system integration: ‘Whereas the problem of social integration

focuses attention upon the orderly or conflictual relationships between the

actors, the problem of system integration focuses on the orderly or 

conflictual relationship between the parts of a social system’. Lockwood uses

Marx to illustrate the latter concept: ‘One might almost say that the “conflict”

which in Marxian theory is decisive for change is not the power conflict arising

through the relationships in the productive system, but the system conflict

arising from “contradictions” between “property institutions” and the “forces

of production”’.4

Giddens suggests that we should further distinguish between social system

and structure, the latter being conceived as ‘an absent set of differences,

temporally “present” only in their instantiation, in the constituting moments

of social systems’.
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Social systems involve regularized relations of interdependence between

individuals or groups, that typically can be best analysed as recurrent social

practices. Social systems are systems of social interaction. . . . Systems, in this

terminology, have structures, or, more accurately, have structural properties.

Structures are necessarily (logically) properties of systems or collectivities,

and are characterized by the ‘absence of a subject’.5

Underlying this distinction seems to be the thought that the role of the concept

of social structure is to explain ‘the binding of time and space in social

systems’.6 One way of putting it (though Giddens might reject this gloss) is

that structure and system are respectively the explanans and the explanandum

of social theory. How do human actions involve persisting (and changing)

patterns of social interaction? The concept of structure should be seen as

helping us to answer that question. Better than abstract reflection on this

concept, however, is consideration of attempts to formulate concrete accounts

of social structures. Historical materialism offers one such account (Section

2.2). I shall consider two apparently very different statements of the relationship

between structure and action within this tradition, respectively G.A. Cohen’s

‘orthodox historical materialism’ (Section 2.3) and the ‘rational-choice’ Marxism

of Jon Elster and others (Section 2.4), before setting out a more adequate

account of the relationship (Section 2.5) and considering its implications for

Marxism (Section 2.6).

2.2 The basic concepts of historical materialism

Historical materialism can be seen as making a distinctive claim about the

kinds of structures which have primacy in explaining social systems, namely

that these are the forces and relations of production. But before considering

these concepts, let us first note that Marxism can also be taken as distinguishing

between two kinds of social system as well. These are modes of production

and social formations. Étienne Balibar writes: ‘Capital, which expounds the

abstract theory of the capitalist mode of production, does not undertake to

analyze concrete social formations which generally contain several different
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modes of production, whose laws of co-existence and hierarchy must therefore

be studied’.7

This distinction should not be conflated with that between economic base

and ideologico-political superstructure. To quote Nicos Poulantzas, ‘a mode

of production, as Engels stated schematically, is composed of different levels

or instances, the economic, political, ideological, and theoretical’.8 The difference

between mode of production and social formation is rather one between

different levels of abstraction: the former refers to certain basic combinations

of forces and relations of production along with the other structures which

may be inferred from each such combination, while a social formation typically

‘presents a particular combination, a specific overlapping of several “pure”

modes of production (as Lenin demonstrated in The Development of Capitalism

in Russia)’.9 The distinction is not made explicitly by Marx, Lenin or any of

the other classical figures, but by Althusser and his followers: however, the

concept of social formation is one that can be put to good use in historical

writing.10

The fundamental concept of historical materialism is, in any case, that of

mode of production. To specify the character of a mode of production is to

give an account of the specific combination of the forces and relations of

production it involves. There has been much discussion of these concepts in

recent years, as a result of the attempts by Althusser and by Cohen to

reconstruct a coherent theory of historical materialism from Marx’s own

evolving and often inconsistent usage. What follows draws on both this

discussion and Marx’s writings, especially Capital.

Because of Marx’s own inconsistencies and ambiguities, much turns on

which parts of his writings one chooses to focus on. Thus Cohen takes the
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famous 1859 Preface to A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy as

the bench-mark of his interpretation. By contrast, I prefer the following

summary of historical materialism:

The specific economic form, in which unpaid surplus-labour is pumped out

of direct producers, determines the relationship of rulers and ruled, as it

grows directly out of production itself and, in turn, reacts upon it as a

determining element. Upon this, however, is founded the formation of the

economic community which grows out of the production relations themselves,

thereby simultaneously its specific political form. It is always the direct

relationship of the owners of the conditions of production to the direct

producers – a relationship always naturally corresponding to a definite 

stage in the development of the methods of labour and thereby its social

productivity – which reveals the innermost secret, the hidden basis of the

entire social structure, and with it the political form of the relation of

sovereignty and dependence, in short, the corresponding specific form of

the state.11

In this passage, Marx does three things. First, he claims that exploitation –

‘the specific economic form, in which unpaid surplus-labour is pumped out

of direct producers’ – explains the particular form of political domination.

Secondly, exploitation itself is grounded in the relations of production, ‘the

direct relationship of the owners of the conditions of production to the direct

producers’. Thirdly, the relations of production are conceived as ‘naturally

corresponding to a definite stage in the development’ of the productive forces,

i.e. ‘the methods of labour and thereby its social productivity’. It is tempting

to see these three points as representing the sort of hierarchical structure

which Cohen assigns to a mode of production: at the top the ideologico-

political superstructure, then the ‘economic structure’ on which it rests, the

relations of production and finally the productive forces whose development

provides history with its dynamic.12
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Starting at the basement, so to speak, let us consider the production forces.

Cohen thinks of these as a list of elements contributing to production: ‘To

qualify as a productive force, a facility must be capable of use by a producing

agent in such a way that production occurs (partly) as a result of its use, and

it is someone’s purpose that the facility so contribute to production’. Subtle

and illuminating though Cohen’s discussion of the constituents of the

productive forces is, it is not unfair to say that his primary concern is with

their development. He argues that ‘the development of the productive forces

may be identified with the growth in the surplus they make possible, and

this in turn may be identified with the amount of the day that remains after

the labouring time required to maintain the producers has been subtracted’.13

This approach does not, however, capture an important feature of Marx’s

own usage. Göran Therborn points out that the concept of productive forces

(Produktivkräfte) originated as Marx’s translation of ‘productive powers’ in

the writings of Smith, Ricardo and other classical economists. However,

Therborn argues:

In Marx’s theory, ‘forces of production’ was transformed into a new concept.

Not only is its role in Marxist theory quite distinctive, and vastly more

important (in relation to other concepts) than in classical economics; it also

acquires a wholly new referent. The Marxist concept refers to the connection

between different types of technical organization of labour and different

types of economic and social system. . . . The concept of forces of production

has no doubt something to do with productivity. But it refers not, as with

Smith and Ricardo, simply or even primarily to productivity or productive

capacity as such. Its primary reference is rather to the different ways in which

productivity is ensured. Productive capacity is no longer merely a quantitative

phenomenon: the dominant concern is no longer with its quantitative

improvement, but with the qualitatively different technical forms of labour.14

This interpretation is supported by the passage already cited above, where

Marx refers to the productive forces as ‘the methods of labour and thereby its
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social productivity’ (emphasis added). What he means by ‘methods of labour’

is made clear in Chapter 7 of Capital Volume I, where the capitalist process

of production is conceived as a combination of the ‘labour process’ and the

‘process of valorisation’. The valorisation process (Verwertungsprozess) consists

of the extraction of surplus-value, the mode of exploitation specific to capitalism.

By contrast,

the labour-process is purposeful activity aimed at production of use-values.

It is an appropriation of what exists in nature for the requirements of man.

It is the universal condition for the metabolic interaction between man and

nature, the nature-imposed condition of human existence, or rather it is

common to all forms of society in which human beings live.

The labour process consists of three elements: ‘(1) purposeful activity, that is

work itself, (2) the object on which that work is performed, and (3) the

instruments of that work’. (2) and (3) – raw materials and instruments of

labour respectively – reduce to one category, the means of production,

counterposed to labour-power, the capacity to work embodied in human

beings.15

Cohen also treats the productive forces as consisting primarily in the means

of production and labour-power.16 However, viewing them as a labour-process

combining these elements introduces an additional, very important nuance,

suggested by Balibar when he argues that the productive forces should not

be thought of as ‘a list’. Rather they, ‘too, are a connexion of a certain type

within the mode of production, in other words, they, too, are a relation of

production’.17 One sense in which this is so arises simply as a consequence of

the fact that labour is, for Marx, a social activity. Cooperation, a social

relationship between actors, is a necessary feature of the labour-process as

the ‘nature-imposed condition of human existence’. Thus Marx endorses the

view that ‘hunting was the first form of co-operation’.18

Cohen indeed distinguishes between ‘material and social relations of production’,

where ‘a description is social if and only if it entails an ascription to

persons . . . of rights and powers vis-à-vis other men’. However, he excludes

44 • Chapter Two

15 K. Marx, Capital, I (Harmondsworth, 1976), p. 290.
16 KMTH, p. 32.
17 Althusser and Balibar, Reading, p. 235.
18 Marx, Capital, I, p. 452, note 20.



‘material relations of production’ from the productive forces. This seems to

reflect Cohen’s insistence that ‘the familiar distinction between forces of

production and relations of production is, in Marx, one of a set of contrasts

between nature and society’.19 It does not sit well with Marx’s claim in The

German Ideology that the ‘mode of co-operation is itself a “productive force”’.20

How is the labour-process, conceived as a structured relationship between

labour-power and the means of production, to be distinguished from the

relations of production proper? Marx argues that:

It is not only what is made but how, and by what instruments of labour,

that distinguishes different economic epochs. Instruments of labour not only

supply a standard of the degree of development that human labour has

attained, but they also indicate the social relations within which men work.21

Althusser suggests the following interpretation of this passage:

One of the three constitutive elements of the labour-process . . . is therefore

dominant: the means of labour. . . . The ‘means of labour’ determine the typical

form of the labour-process considered: by establishing the ‘mode of attack’

on external nature subject to transformation in economic production, they

determine the mode of production, the basic category of analysis (in economics

and history); at the same time, they establish the level of productivity of

productive labour.22

Althusser’s gloss requires two qualifications. First, his ascription of dominance

to the instruments (or means) of labour to some degree reflects his anti-

humanist predilections. Instruments of a certain kind require labour-power

possessing specific skills to operate them. Furthermore, the construction of

such instruments requires particular sorts of knowledge. Cohen rightly includes

the ‘productively relevant parts’ of science within the productive forces.23

Secondly, it remains to be seen in what sense the instruments of labour

‘determine the mode of production’. Marx does not, contrary to what he says

in this passage, distinguish ‘different economic epochs’ according to the

instruments of labour they involve. As their names suggest, modes of
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production such as slavery, feudalism and capitalism differ according to their

relations of production. Nevertheless, Althusser’s basic point seems right.

The labour-process is a particular technical organisation of production,

combining certain kinds of means of production and labour-power, and, as

a consequence, achieving a certain level of productivity.

The relations of production also involve a specific combination of labour-

power and means of production. While discussing the purchase of both these

constituents of the labour-process by capital, Marx argues that behind this

transaction ‘lies . . . distribution; not distribution in the ordinary meaning of

a distribution of articles of consumption, but the distribution of the elements

of production itself, the material factors of which are concentrated on one

side, and labour-power, isolated, on the other’. As Marx of course shows in

his famous discussion of ‘primitive accumulation’ in Part Eight of Capital

Volume I, the separation of labour-power from the means of production is a

social condition arising from a historical process, the expropriation of the

peasantry. Here he makes the same point, but as a general claim about the

relations of production:

Whatever the social form of production, labourers and means of production

always remain factors of it. But in a state of separation from each other

either of these factors can be such only potentially. For production to go on

they must unite. The specific manner in which this union is accomplished

distinguishes the different economic epochs of the structure of society from

one another.24

One might put it like this. The labour-process, ‘the nature-imposed condition

of human existence’, involves a particular way of combining labour-power

and means of production in order to produce use-values. But whether this

combination actually occurs depends on the historically specific social relations

determining the distribution of the means of production among members of

society. Marx is quite emphatic about the importance of this kind of distribution:

before distribution can be the distribution of products, it is: (1) the distribution

of the instruments of production, and (2), which is a further specification
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of the same relation, the distribution of the members of the society among

the different kinds of production. (Subsumption of the individuals under

specific relations of production.) The distribution of products is evidently

only a result of this distribution, which is comprised within the process of

production itself and determines the structure of production.25

The relations of production are constituted by this distribution of the means

of production, which determines who controls not simply the means themselves,

but also labour-power itself (this is partly what is meant by Marx’s treating

as a consequence of the distribution of the means of production the

‘subsumption of the individuals under specific relations of production’). If

we remember that by ‘productive forces’ Cohen means labour-power and the

means of production rather than their combination in the labour-process, then

we can accept the following definition he offers: ‘Production relations are

EITHER relations of ownership by persons of productive forces or persons

OR relations presupposing such relations. By ownership is meant not a legal

relationship but one of effective control’.26

This last point, that relations of production involve ownership in the sense

of effective control, or, as Barry Hindess and Paul Hirst put it, ‘effective

possession’, cannot be stressed strongly enough.27 One of Marx’s main criticisms

of Proudhon was that he conflated production relations with the ‘metaphysical

or juridical fiction’ of legal property forms. Elsewhere, he endorsed the political

realism of such thinkers as Machiavelli, Bodin and Hobbes who ‘regarded

might as the basis of right [Recht, which also means ‘law’]. . . . If power is

taken as the basis of right, as Hobbes etc. do, then right, law, etc., are merely

the symptom, the expression of other relations upon which state power rests’.28

Failure to observe Marx’s distinction between production relations and juridical

property forms had led many of his followers into enormous confusion,

notably as a result of their tendency to identify socialist relations of production

with state ownership of the means of production.
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Robert Brenner does not make this identification, so it is surprising to see

him use the expression ‘property relations’ to refer to what Marx calls the

relations of production:

By property relations, I mean the relationships among the direct producers,

among the class of exploiters (if any exists), and between the exploiters and

producers, which specify and determine the regular and systematic access

of the individual economic actors (or families) to the means of production

and to the economic product.

Brenner denies that these are, ‘in any useful sense, understandable as relations

of production per se’. His reason seems to be that Marx in The German Ideology

conceives the relations of production as both ‘socio-technical relations within

the unit of production’ (roughly, the labour-process) and property relations

determining ‘the distribution of the social product among the social classes’.

The result is a form of technological determinism, in which the development

of the division of labour is treated as the motor of historical change.29

Now, it is certainly true that The German Ideology involves what I have

elsewhere called ‘a persistent confusion of technical and social relations’,

particularly but not solely in its treatment of the division of labour.30 However,

as Therborn points out, Marx does not use the concept of the relations of

production in this work. Rather, ‘the concept that accompanies the forces 

of production is Verkehr or Verkehrsform, a much broader term meaning

approximately communication, commerce or intercourse’. The concept of the

relations of production (Produktionsverhältnisse) only ‘emerges in The Poverty

of Philosophy, in close relation with the concept of property, to denote a specific

totality of economic relationships’.31 Far from perpetuating The German Ideology’s

conflation of social and technical relations, this concept allowed Marx to

distinguish sharply between them, for example in his discussion of the labour-

process and the valorisation-process in Capital Volume I. When discussing

Brenner’s work I shall, therefore, treat his use of ‘property relations’ as referring

to production relations in the sense given here.
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So, identifying the relations of production primarily (though not, as we

shall see below, exclusively) with the mode of effective control over the means

of production has recently been challenged by Chris Harman:

It seems to me to limit the notion of the ‘social relations of production’ far

too much. Much of the power of Marx’s account of history lies in the way

in which it shows how small changes in the forces of production lead to

small cumulative changes in the social relations arising directly at the point

of production, until they challenge the wider relations of society. These small

changes might involve new property relations, but in many, many important

cases do not.32

Harman seems to agree with Cohen in interpreting the productive forces

narrowly, as the material elements of production, but then defends a conception

of production relations wide enough to include the labour-process. This gives

rise to the following dilemma: either changes in the productive forces arise

from changes in production relations (qua labour-process), a view which

Harman would reject since he is committed to treating the productive forces

as the dynamic element in the historical process, or the organization of work

changes in response to the development of the productive forces, a pretty

extreme form of technological determinism. His very broad conception of

production relations has the effect that social contradictions (see Section 2.3)

occur solely between different social relations. Thus ‘small changes in the

forces of production lead to small cumulative changes in the social relations . . .

of production, until they challenge the wider relations of production’. Harman

identifies this conflict with that between base and superstructure: ‘The

distinction between base and superstructure is a distinction between social

relations which are subject to immediate changes with changes in the productive

forces, and those which are relatively static and resistant to change’.33 So,

far from, as Marx had argued, production relations furthering or fettering 

the productive forces, they are the aspect of social relations which are 

most responsive to changes in the productive forces. Quite aside from the

unsatisfactory theory of the superstructure that Harman’s account involves

(see Section 4.5), my version has the virtue of following Marx’s mature usage,
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particularly in assigning centrality to the contradiction between the forces

and relations of production.

Cohen distinguishes between four main modes of production on the basis

of their ownership structures (see Table 2.1). Jon Elster criticizes this table

because it omits the ‘Asiatic mode of production’ mentioned by Marx in the

1859 Preface and discussed in the Grundrisse. Cohen’s reason for doing so

has much to do with the devastating historical criticisms of the Asiatic mode

by Perry Anderson and others.34 The result is that pre-capitalist relations 

of production in Asia are reduced to ‘a sub-variety of serfdom’, itself conceived

very widely so that it embraces all cases where surplus-labour is extracted

from a smallholding peasantry. Elster objects that while ‘from the point of

view of the immediate producers, the two [i.e., the Asiatic and feudal modes

of production] may be indistinguishable’, nevertheless ‘the nature of the 

non-producing owners would presumably enter importantly into any analysis

of the furthering or fettering of the productive forces by the relations of

production’.35

Table 2.1 Ownership Structures

Direct His labour-power The means of production

producer he uses

Slave None None

Serf Some Some

Proletarian All None

Independent All All

Producer

Source: G.A. Cohen, Karl Marx’s Theory of History (Clarendon Press: Oxford, 1978), p. 65.

Support for Elster’s argument is provided by Chris Wickham in two very

important recent articles. He argues that we must, in order to account for the

specific historical trajectories of East and West, distinguish between the feudal

mode, ‘tenants paying rent to (or doing labour service for) a monopolistic
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landowning class’, and what he calls the ‘tributary mode of production’, ‘a

state bureaucracy taxing a peasantry’.36

The two modes involve different forms of surplus-extraction, namely rent

and tax: ‘both are modes of surplus-extraction based on peasant production,

individual or collective. Seen existentially from the peasant standpoint, there

might seem not to be a lot of difference between them in that they are both

unnecessary outgoings enforced, ultimately, by extra-economic coercion of

various kinds’. Nevertheless:

States do not only tax peasants; they characteristically tax landlords too, at

least in that they take a percentage from the surplus the landlord has

extracted. . . . One arena in which tax is thus very definitely opposed to rent

lies in the structural antagonism there is between the state (unless it is a

feudal state) and the landed aristocracy.

Wickham argues that pre-capitalist Asian social formations combined the

tributary and feudal modes, with the former dominant. The distinctiveness

of Western Europe lay in the fact that the collapse of the Roman Empire involved

the gradual establishment of feudalism as the dominant mode of production.37

This analysis backs up Elster’s argument that the relations of production

include both ‘the relation of the producers to the means of production and

their own labour-power’ and ‘the nature of the non-producing owners, if

any’.38 Only such a definition can capture one very important aspect of Marx’s

analysis of capitalism, namely the claim that ‘capital exists and can only exist

as many capitals, and its self-determination therefore appears as their reciprocal

interaction with one another’. The form this interaction takes is competition,

and it is by virtue of competition that capitals are compelled to extract and

accumulate surplus-value. ‘Competition is nothing more than the way in

which the many capitals forced the inherent determinants upon one another

and upon themselves’ so that ‘the influence of individual capitals on one
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another has the effect precisely that they must conduct themselves as capital’.39

No account of capitalist relations of production which does not take note of

the division of the exploiting class into competing capitals will therefore be

adequate.

The relations of production also include a third element – the form of ex-

ploitation – in addition to the relationship of the direct producers to the means

of production and their own labour-power and the nature of any non-producing

owners. Effective possession of at least some means of production and perhaps

even of labour-power itself enables non-labourers to exploit the direct producers.

Exploitation is the appropriation of surplus-labour, that is, it consists in

compelling the direct producers to work longer than is necessary to produce

the means of subsistence for themselves and their dependents: ‘Wherever a

part of society possesses the monopoly of the means of production, the worker,

free or unfree, must add to the labour-time necessary for his own maintenance

an extra quantity of means of subsistence for the owner of the means of

production’. Modes of production can be distinguished according to the

particular mode of appropriation of surplus-labour each involves: ‘What

distinguishes the various economic formations of society . . . is the form in

which this surplus-labour is in each case extorted from the immediate

producers’.40

Whether or not we choose strictly to include classes in the relations of

production, they undoubtedly possess a conceptual connection to exploitation.

As G.E.M. de Ste Croix puts it, ‘class . . . is essentially the way in which

exploitation is reflected in a social structure’.41 Marx’s own discussion of the

concept of class is notoriously unsystematic. In Althusser’s words: ‘The reader

will know how Volume Three [of Capital] ends. A title: Classes. Forty lines,

then silence’.42

This is not to say that it is impossible to reconstruct a coherent account of

class from Marx’s writings. Ste Croix’s attempt to do so seems to me so

successful that I shall merely quote it:

52 • Chapter Two

39 Marx, Grundrisse, pp. 414, 651, 657. For commentaries which stress the importance
of such passages see R. Rosdolsky, The Making of Marx’s ‘Capital’ (London, 1977); and
A. Callinicos, The Revolutionary Ideas of Karl Marx (London, 1983).

40 Marx, Capital, I, pp. 325, 344.
41 G.E.M. de Ste Croix, The Class Struggle in the Ancient Greek World (London, 1981),

p. 51.
42 Althusser and Balibar, Reading, p. 193.



Class (essentially a relationship) is the collective social expression of the fact

of exploitation, the way in which exploitation is embodied in a social structure.

By exploitation I mean the appropriation of part of the product of the labour

of others. . . . A class (a particular class) is a group of persons in a community

identified by their position in the whole system of social production, defined

above all according to their relationship (primarily in terms of the degree

of ownership or control) to the conditions of production (that is to say, the

means and labour of production) and to other classes. . . . The individuals

constituting a given class may or may not be wholly or partly conscious of

their own identity and common interests as a class, and they may or may

not feel antagonism towards members of other classes as such.43

So connecting exploitation and class implies a further link to class struggle.

Erik Olin Wright states the premisses providing the link, which Marx would

certainly have endorsed, namely that class structure, based as it is on relations

of exploitation, involves ‘an intrinsic antagonism’, and that ‘manifest class

behaviour is fundamentally determined by class structure’. Given these

premisses, ‘then class struggle itself becomes an intrinsic rather than a

contingent consequence of the structure of class relations’.44

Ste Croix goes further, apparently to equate class struggle and exploitation:

‘I use the expression class struggle for the fundamental relationships between

classes (and their respective individual members), involving essentially

exploitation, or resistance to it. It does not necessarily involve collective action,

and it may or may not include activity on a political plane’. Ste Croix takes

this course because he wishes to insist, rightly, against ancient historians and

modern sociologists that both classes and class struggle may exist even where

they do not involve ‘class consciousness and active political conflict’.45

The further step of identifying exploitation and class struggle might be

justified by arguing that the exploiters must always organise to extract surplus-

labour, and that the exploited will always resist this extraction. This thought

Structure and Action • 53

43 Ste Croix, Class Struggle, pp. 43–4. See also KMTH, pp. 73–7; and Wright, Class
Structure, ch. 1. Ste Croix’s claim, in Class Struggle, pp. 98ff., that women in classical
antiquity were a class is rightly challenged by Perry Anderson: see ‘Class Struggle in
the Ancient World’, History Workshop, 16 (1983), p. 65.

44 Wright, Class Structure, p. 22.
45 Ste Croix, Class Struggle, pp. 44, 57–69.



is half right. Exploitation does not take place automatically, and it will tend

to evoke resistance, if only in such molecular forms as sabotage and ca’canny,

but it does not follow that we should therefore say that exploitation is class

struggle. There may be situations where the balance of forces is so favourable

to the exploiters that surplus-extraction is a routine process and resistance

minimal or non-existent. It would seem better to say that exploitation explains

class struggle, where the latter consists in some actual conflict, even if the

combatants lack class consciousness.

One may then summarise the preceding discussion. Every mode of production

involves a particular combination of the forces and relations of production.

The productive forces are the labour-process, the particular technical combination

of labour-power and means of production employed in order to transform

nature and to produce use-values, thereby determining a particular level of

productivity. The production relations comprise the relationship of the direct

producers to the means of production and their labour-power, the nature of

any non-producing owners and the mode of appropriation of surplus-labour

from the direct producers by any such owners. This mode of surplus-extraction,

or exploitation, in turn determines the class structure, so that classes are

defined relationally, by their objective relationship both to the means of

production and labour-power and to other classes. Exploitation in turn gives

rise to class struggle. Social formations typically comprise elements of more

than one mode of production, with one mode, however, dominant.

2.3 Orthodox historical materialism

One might reasonably ask what the point is of this elaborate apparatus of

concepts, to whose clarification Marxist philosophers and historians have

devoted so much attention in recent years. Ste Croix provides the answer

when polemicising against Weber’s account of classes and status groups,

which lack ‘any organic relationship with one another’, and so ‘are not dynamic

in character but merely lie side to side, so to speak, like numbers in a row’.

The Marxist theory of classes, where the latter are conceived as necessarily

in relation to one another by virtue of their roots in exploitation, is concerned

by contrast not to describe social gradations, but to explain ‘social change’.46
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Marxism does more than seek to account for historical transformations. As

Andrew Levine and Elliott Sober put it, it does so

historically, by reference to processes that are endogenous to the very historical

systems it identifies as its proper domain. In this regard, it is a radically

historical theory, different in kind from [Darwinian] evolutionary theory

and also from rival accounts of historical change which, like evolutionary

theory, conceive historical change as the effect of exogenous variables on

historical communities.

In this sense, ‘historical materialism retains the radical historicity of the Hegel-

ian view of history, while, at the same time, maintaining, unlike its Hegelian

predecessor, the explanatory objectives of modern science’.47

There are two respects in which Hegel’s thought is inconsistent with ‘the

explanatory objectives of modern science’. First, it treats the world, natural,

social and mental, as the self-realisation of the Absolute Idea. Secondly, this

process of self-realisation has a triadic structure, that of determinate negation,

in which antagonisms are first developed and then reconciled in the negation

of the negation, which is the culmination and the goal of both reality as such

and of each particular stage in its development. These two aspects are connected

conceptually: the Absolute is nothing other than the dialectical process of

original unity, first negation and the negation of negation. Both are incompatible

with historical materialism. There is no materialist dialectical ‘method’ which

can be extracted from Hegel’s idealist ‘system’. Equally, the dialectic of nature

developed by Engels and other Marxists is nothing but the speculative

projection of Hegelian categories onto the physical world – at best irrelevant,

at worst an obstacle to the scientific understanding of that world.48

There is, however, a limited sense in which historical materialism can 

be said to be ‘dialectical’. It is plausible to regard Marx as believing that

contradictions exist in social reality. But contradictions of this kind have

nothing to do with either Hegelian determinate negation or logical contradictions
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of the form (p.–p). Rather, they are antagonisms intrinsic to a social structure.

Such a structural contradiction exists if and only if:

(1) a relationship exists between two or more social entities;

(2) the social entities are constituted by virtue of their being terms of the

relationship;

(3) the entities are mutually interdependent by virtue of the relationship;

(4) the entities are potentially in conflict by virtue of the relationship.

The main types of social entities I have in mind here are structures, for

example, production relations and productive forces, and collectivities such

as classes. The paradigmatic case of a structural contradiction is indeed that

between the forces and relations of production, of which more below. Some

commentators, for example, Therborn and Ste Croix, argue mainly on the

basis of Marx’s own usage that ‘it is possible to speak of a contradiction

between the forces and the relations of production, but not between classes’.49

This approach seems too restrictive, failing to consider why one might wish

to locate structural contradictions. As Elster suggests, ‘the notion of a social

contradiction has the theoretical function of identifying causes of instability

and change’.50 Such a view accords well with Marx’s criticism of Proudhon

for dividing contradictions into separate ‘good’ and ‘bad’ sides. Proudhon

thus fails to recognise that ‘dialectical movement is the coexistence of two

contradictory sides, their conflict and their fusion into a new category’ and

that ‘it is the bad side that produces the movement which makes history by

providing a struggle’.51 There seems to be no good reason not to include

exploitation and class-relations among the structural contradictions which

give rise to the ‘bad side’ of history and hence to struggle and change. In the

case of the capitalist mode, the competitive interaction of ‘many capitals’ also

seems to fulfil the conditions of a structural contradiction. Finally, it should

be noted that such a contradiction should not be equated with actual conflict

(see condition (4) above), but thought of rather as a tendency towards such

conflict.52
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The central difficulty with historical materialism is how the two principal

contradictions, those between the forces and relations of production, and

between classes, relate to one another to bring about social transformations.

One answer, that the development of the productive forces is the motor of

historical change, is given by Marx in the 1859 Preface:

At a certain stage of development, the material productive forces of society

come into conflict with the existing relations of production. . . . From forms

of development of the productive forces these relations turn into their fetters.

Then begins an epoch of social revolution. The changes in the economic

foundation lead sooner or later to the transformation of the whole immense

superstructure.53

On the basis of this passage, a version of Marxism has been developed – what

Levine and Sober call ‘orthodox historical materialism’ – which gives an

account:

(a) of necessary (material) conditions of change (where what is possible

depends on the level of development of productive forces); (b) of the direction

of change (since economic structures change to maximize the level of

development of productive forces and are therefore cumulative and

irreversible); (c) of the means through which change is achieved (class

struggle); and finally (d) of sufficient conditions for change (since what is

possible is, in the long run, necessary).54

Orthodox historical materialism (hereafter OHM) has played a not unimportant

part in the history of the workers’ movement. It is associated particularly

with the Marxism of the Second International, of Kautsky, Plekhanov, Labriola

and the like, for whom the class struggle served to effect the inevitable social

revolutions commanded by the development of the productive forces and,

in a much vulgarised form, with Stalinist Diamat. Today, however, OHM is

identified with Cohen’s highly sophisticated statement and defence of Marx’s

theory of history and it is naturally on this, the strongest formulation of OHM,

that I shall concentrate.

Cohen’s version of OHM turns on two propositions:
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(a) The productive forces tend to develop throughout history (the Development

Thesis).

(b) The nature of the production relations of a society is explained by the

level of development of its productive forces (the Primacy Thesis

proper).55

If true, these claims would together account for historical change, since

according to them the continuous development of productive forces will

compel the transformation of production relations whenever the prevailing

set ceases to maximise the growth of these forces.

Let us consider first the Primacy Thesis. Cohen’s originality lies not in

holding this to be true, since it is essential to any version of OHM, but in

claiming that the relationship between the productive forces and production

relations is one that can be accounted for only by means of functional explanation:

We hold that the character of the forces functionally explains the character

of the relations. . . . The favoured relations take this form: the production

relations are of kind R at time t because relations of kind R are suitable to the use

and development of the productive forces given the level of development of the latter

at t.56

Cohen gives a widely discussed account of functional explanations where

they are a sub-type of ‘consequence-explanations’. A consequence law invoked

in such explanations has the following form:

IF it is the case that if an event of type E were to occur at t1, then it

would bring about an event of type F at t2

THEN an event of type E occurs at t3.

A consequence-explanation is thus one where, ‘very roughly, . . . the character

of what is explained is determined by its effect on what explains it’. It is not,

however, a teleological explanation, in which an event is explained by some

future event which it will bring about (the goal or purpose of the first event,

Aristotle’s final cause). For, ‘it is the fact that were an event of a certain type of

occur, it would have a certain effect, which explains the occurrence of an event

of the stated type’. Consequence-explanations appeal to some ‘dispositional

fact’ of the form given by the hypothetical sentence relating events of type
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E and F in the consequence law, not to some future state of affairs. ‘A functional

explanation is a consequence-explanation in which the occurrence of the

explanandum event [one of type E in the consequence law] . . . is functional

for something or other, whatever “functional” turns out to mean’.57

In the case of historical materialism, ‘functional’ means crucially ‘tending

to promote the development of the productive forces’ (although Cohen also

believes that the superstructure is functional to the relations of production

in the sense of tending to stabilise the latter). This reinterpretation of OHM

is ingenious. One standard criticism of the Primacy Thesis has always been

that Marx in Capital treats capitalist relations of production as preceding and

making possible the productive forces characteristic of this mode, above 

all machinofacture. Thus he distinguishes between the ‘formal and real

subsumption of labour under capital’. The former involves the introduction

of capitalist relations with a productive base consisting in handicraft methods

inherited from the feudal mode. This is the phase of manufacture, which is

followed by the ‘real subsumption’ which occurs when the labour-process is

transformed as a result of the large-scale introduction of machinery.58 How,

ask the critics of OHM, can this analysis be made consistent with the claim

that the development of the productive forces explains the nature of the

production relations?

Cohen’s answer, effectively, is that it cannot, so long as we think of the

relation between the forces and relations of production as a simple causal

one, in which the former’s development causes changes in the latter. Once,

however, we see the relations as functional to the force’s development then

the problem vanishes. As Cohen puts it, ‘the bare fact that economic structures

develop the productive forces does not prejudice their primacy, for forces

select structures according to their capacity to promote development’.59 The

capacity of capitalist relations of production to revolutionise the labour-process

does not contradict the Primacy Thesis, for it is precisely this capacity, that

is, their tendency to develop the productive forces, which explains their

existence.

Structure and Action • 59

57 Ibid., pp. 259–61, 263, 278.
58 See Marx, Capital, I, Part 4, and ‘Results of the Immediate Process of Production’,

appendix to ibid.
59 KMTH, p. 162; see also p. 180.



Cohen’s defence of the Primacy Thesis is an elegant one. It is vulnerable,

however, to objections to his reliance on functional explanations. This issue

has been central to the debate between Cohen and Elster following the

publication of the former’s book. Elster argues that functional explanations

are legitimate in biology. Here the properties of organisms are explained

functionally, in terms of their tendency to maximise the reproductive capacity

of the organisms concerned. Such explanations are not teleological, since the

maximisation of reproductive capacity is not the consciously adopted or

objectively required goal of organisms, but is enforced on them by the

mechanism of natural selection, a blind and purposeless process whose

structure can only be captured by probabilistic laws, and which consists in

the interaction between populations of organisms and their environment.60

Elster argues that functional explanation has, however, a much more limited

role to play in social theory. He tries to bring this out by giving ‘a valid, if

rarely instantiated, form of functional explanation’ of the social world:

An institution or a behavioural pattern X is explained by its function Y for

group Z if and only if:

(1) Y is an effect of X;

(2) Y is beneficial for Z;

(3) Y is unintended by the actors producing X;

(4) Y – or at least the causal relation between X and Y – is unrecognised by

the actors in Z;

(5) Y maintains X by a causal feedback loop passing through Z.61

The crucial condition is (5). If we take (1) and (2) together to be the rough

counterpart of the sort of ‘dispositional fact’ which, according to Cohen,

consequence-explanations invoke, then (5) specifies the mechanism which

accounts for this fact. (5) demands that we should find some mechanism

comparable to natural selection in biology. Elster claims that ‘functionalist

sociologists argue as if (which is not so say that) criterion (5) is automatically

filled whenever the other criteria are’. The result is ‘an objective teleology, a

60 • Chapter Two

60 See J. Elster, Ulysses and the Sirens (Cambridge, 1979), pp. 1ff.; and Explaining
Technical Change (Cambridge, 1983), pp. 49–55. On natural selection, see especially F.
Jacob, The Logic of Living Systems (London, 1974); and E. Sober, The Nature of Selection
(Cambridge, MA, 1984).

61 Elster, Explaining, p. 57. (See also Elster, Ulysses, p. 28.)



process that has no subject, yet has a goal’. He argues that Marx and his

successors are often guilty of this conflation and that indeed ‘Marxist social

scientists tend to compound the general functionalist fallacy with another

one, the assumption that long-term consequences can explain their causes

even when there is no intentional action or selection’.62

Cohen commits neither of these fallacies. However, in effect he denies that

specifying the mechanism whose existence is required by (5) is a necessary

condition of a valid functional explanation. The reason is that ‘a consequence-

explanation may well be confirmed [in the sense that ‘instances satisfying its

major antecedent and consequence’ are found to exist] in the absence of a

theory as to how the dispositional property figures in the explanation of what

it explains’. Therefore a functional explanation ‘may be offered without an

elaboration, that is, an account of how the functional fact contributes to

explaining what it does’.63 As Elster observes:

Cohen’s defence of functional explanation rests on epistemological

considerations, not a substantive sociological theory. He argues that while

knowledge of a mechanism is a sufficient condition for a successful

explanation, and the existence of a mechanism a necessary condition, the

knowledge is not a necessary condition.64

This is a very weak defence of functional explanation. Thus, as Elster observes,

Cohen provides no criterion for distinguishing between ‘explanatory and

non-explanatory correlations’.65 In other words, events of type X may

accompany those of type Y, which have beneficial consequences to group Z,

without there being a ‘dispositional fact’ linking them. To assert otherwise is

to commit the functionalist fallacy. Cohen concedes this, but argues that the

comparable ‘fallacy post hoc ergo propter hoc does not disqualify causal

explanations’.66 No, but the latter fallacy does suggest the need to identify

the underlying mechanisms responsible for genuine causal regularities. Surely

we should require the same of purported functional relationships. Much of

the difficulty with Cohen’s defence of functional explanation seems to derive
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ultimately from an empiricist conception of science where to explain is to

isolate regularities linking types of events.67

This is not to say that there may not be ways of rescuing Cohen’s functionalist

interpretation of the Primacy Thesis. Thus, Philippe van Parijs offers an elaborate

account of functional explanations as specifying the equilibrium states towards

which certain complex systems tend. On this basis, he takes the Primacy

Thesis to claim that there are laws of correspondence between particular sets

of productive forces and production relations such that the relations adapt

to the level of development of the forces more rapidly than they promote the

expansion of the forces.68 But to assert that there are such laws is not to say

what they are. Van Parijs leaves us still wondering what the specific mechanisms

are which account for the alleged fact, asserted by him as well as Cohen, that

certain production relations exist because they tend to promote the development

of the productive forces.

Andrew Levine decomposes ‘the case for the Primacy Thesis, in Cohen’s

reconstruction . . . into a number of distinct theses’ which do not rely on

functional explanations:

(1) The Compatibility Thesis: A given level of development of the productive

forces is compatible with only a limited range of relations of production.

‘Compatibility’ here has a precise sense: forces and relations of production

are compatible whenever the relations of production allow for the further

development of the productive forces, and whenever productive forces help

to strengthen and reproduce existing relations of production . . .
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(2) The Development Thesis: Productive forces tend to develop throughout

history . . .

(3) The Contradiction Thesis: Given [(1) and (2)] . . . the productive forces will

develop to a point where they are no longer compatible with – where they

contradict – the relations of production under which they had previously

developed . . .

(4) The Transformation Thesis: Where forces and relations of production are

incompatible (as they are bound to become so long as class society persists),

[then, given (1) and (3)] the relations will change in a way that will re-

establish compatibility between forces and relations of production . . .

(5) The Optimality Thesis: When a given set of relations of production become

fetters on the further development of the productive forces and are

transformed, [then, given (2) and (4)] they will be replaced by relations of

production that are functionally optimal for the further development of the

productive forces . . .

(6) The Capacity Thesis: Where there is an ‘objective’ interest in progressive

social change, the capacity for bringing that change about will ultimately

be brought into being.69

The two key theses are (2) and (6). The Development Thesis imparts an

asymmetry to the relation between the forces and relations of production,

which generates situations where the latter fetter the former. The Capacity

Thesis predicts that contradictions of this kind will be resolved by social

revolutions which introduce relations of production compatible with the

productive forces. The reason why this will happen is that the fettering

relations of production involve a class with both an interest in, and the capacity

to effect such a transformation. Levine says that the Capacity Thesis is implied

by the Primacy Thesis, but surely it is better seen as specifying the mechanism

demanded by Elster, which brings it about that production relations exist

because they promote the development of the productive forces. This

mechanism is the class struggle. If (2) and (6) were true, then, given also (1),

OHM would be true.
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Cohen himself offers the following argument for (2).

A measure of acceptance of the Development Thesis may be motivated by

reflection on three facts:

(c) Men are . . . somewhat rational.

(d) The historical situation of men is one of scarcity.

(e) Men possess intelligence of a kind and degree which enables them to

improve their situation.

Rational beings who know how to satisfy compelling wants they have will

be disposed to seize and employ the means of satisfaction of these wants . . . (e)

tells us that men are disposed to reflect on what they are doing and to

discern superior ways of doing it. Knowledge expands, and sometimes its

extensions are open to productive use, and are seen to be so. Given their

rationality ((c)), and their inclement situation ((d)), when knowledge provides

the opportunity of expanding productive power they will tend to take it,

for not to do so would be irrational.70

Cohen is by no means wholly confident of this argument, but still recommends

it because it helps to explain ‘the notable lack of regression’ of the productive

forces. Confronted with one notable case of such regression, the collapse of

classical antiquity in the West, he comments: ‘If we would devise a concept

of a normal society comparable to that of a normal organism, we could then

distinguish between historical theory and historical pathology, and we could

enter the Development Thesis within the former’.71

This passage has always struck me as quite outrageous. Modern European

historiography virtually originates in Gibbon’s attempt to describe and explain

the disintegration of the Roman Empire. In recent years the problem is one

that has attracted the attention of some of the best Marxist historians – among

them Anderson, Ste Croix and Wickham. Cohen himself describes historical

materialism as ‘a theory about epochs’: how can he then exclude from its

purview one of the most important epochal changes in world history?72 The

distinction he draws here between ‘historical theory’ and ‘historical pathology’
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not only has precisely the sort of biologistic overtones which Elster, Giddens

and others rightly want to exclude from social theory, but bears a suspicious

resemblance to the kind of ‘conventionalist strategems’ which Popper

condemned because of their use to rescue hypotheses from refutation by

empirical counter-examples.

One reason why Cohen’s discussion of regression is so unsatisfactory is

that empirical support for the Development Thesis is not as strong as he

implies. There is, for example, the immensely important case of China, which

between 1300 and 1800 experienced first decline and then stagnation of 

the productive forces.73 Joshua Cohen observes that, for Cohen, ‘blocked

development’ of this kind ‘is counter-evidence to the Marxist theory of history’.

He suggests that we should rather regard such cases as pointing to a central

flaw in Cohen’s argument from premisses (c), (d) and (e) to the Development

Thesis, namely that it abstracts from agents’ conflicting class interests:

The fact that individuals have an interest in improving their material situation,

and are intelligent enough to devise ways of doing it, does not so far provide

them with an interest in improving the forces of production. Only under specific

structural conditions is the interest in material advantage tied to an interest

in a strategy of productivity-enhancing investment.74

Brenner argues in a highly provocative recent article that these ‘structural

conditions’ do not exist in any pre-capitalist agrarian societies:

In all of these societies, the property relations had two defining traits:

First: the direct producers held direct (i.e. non-market) access to their full

means of subsistence, that is the tools and land needed to maintain

themselves . . .

Second: in consequence of the direct producers’ possession, the members

of the class of exploiters (if one existed) were obliged to reproduce themselves

through appropriating a part of the product of the direct producers by means

of extra-economic coercion.75
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Consequently,

in allowing both exploiters and producers direct access to their means of

reproduction, pre-capitalist property forms . . . freed both exploiters and

producers from the necessity to buy on the market what they needed to

reproduce, thus of the necessity to produce for exchange, thus of the necessity

to sell competitively on their market their output, and thus of the necessity

to produce at the socially necessary rate. . . . In consequence, both producers

and exploiters were relieved of the necessity to cut costs so as to maintain

themselves, and so of the necessity constantly to improve production through

specialization and/or accumulation and/or innovation.

In such conditions, ‘economic growth in agriculture will, by and large, take

the form of the multiplication of units of production on already existing lines’,

while ‘the long-term developmental trend will be toward stagnation, if not

crisis’.76

‘Modern economic growth’, the intensive development of the productive

forces involving what Joshua Cohen calls ‘productivity-enhancing investment’

exploiting technological innovations is likely to occur only under capitalist

property relations, ‘where all the direct producers are separated from their

means of subsistence, and where no exploiters are able to maintain themselves

through surplus-extraction by extra-economic coercion’. It is only here that

all the economic actors have no choice but to adopt as their rule for

reproduction the putting on the market of their product . . . at the competitive,

i.e. lowest, price. It is only in such an economy that all economic actors are

perpetually motivated to cut costs. It is only in such an economy that there

exists a mechanism of natural selection (i.e. competition on the market) to

eliminate those producers who are not effectively cutting costs.77

Brenner’s argument can be defended exegetically. See, for example, Marx’s

praise of capitalism in the Communist Manifesto: ‘the bourgeoisie cannot exist

without constantly revolutionizing the instruments of production. . . . Constant

revolutionizing of production, uninterrupted disturbance of all social conditions,

everlasting uncertainty and agitation distinguish the bourgeois epoch from
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all earlier ones’.78 Brenner’s historical perspective of long-term stagnation and

crisis in pre-capitalist social formations seems to offer some explanatory

purchase, not just on the decline of classical antiquity and blocked development

in China, but also on the terrible cycle of population growth followed by

holocausts of famine, plague and war traced by Guy Bois in later medieval

France.79

Note, however, that Brenner does not claim that there was no growth in

the productive forces before the emergence of capitalist relations of production,

but rather that it took primarily an extensive form, through the settlement of

new land gained by conquest or reclamation – processes which certainly

loomed large in the economic history of pre-industrial Europe and China.

But his argument is incompatible with Cohen’s claim that the development

of the productive forces is a consequence of ‘enduring facts of human nature’

– human beings’ rationality and capacity to innovate leading to such

development in circumstances of scarcity.80 This is not so much to deny, for

example, that actors are ‘somewhat rational’, but rather to assert that what it

is rational to do will depend on their specific position in the relations of

production. The development of the productive forces arises not from some

transhistorical principles of human conduct. Rather, as Balibar puts it, ‘the

rhythm and pattern of their development’ are dictated by ‘the nature of the

relations of production, and the structure of the mode of production’.81

The Primacy Thesis, and with it OHM, could only be salvaged in some

recognisable form if the Capacity Thesis were true. Cohen seems to believe

something like it. Defending himself against the criticism that the Primacy

Thesis leaves no place for the class struggle, he writes: ‘I do not wish to deny

that class struggle is always essential for social transformation’. But (and it

is a big but)
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if we want to know why class struggle effects this change rather than that,

we must turn to the dialectic of forces and relations of production which

governs class behaviour and is not explicable in terms of it, and which

determines what the long-term outcome of class struggle will be.82 [my emphasis]

This last, italicised clause implies that social revolutions are inevitable. 

Indeed Cohen has recently sought to make this thesis consistent with the fact

that human action is required to bring about epochal social changes by arguing

that

the ground of the Marxian claim that the advent of socialism is inevitable

is that a sufficient number of workers are so placed that the rational thing

for them to do is to strive to bring socialism about. When capitalism is in

decline, and socialism is possible, there are bound to be so many workers

who have good reasons for joining the fight against capitalism that a successful

socialist revolution will inevitably ensue.

Cohen is chiefly concerned, in the paper cited, with the issue of whether it

is rational to participate in revolution (see Section 5.3 below), but he is also

committed to the idea that revolution is inevitable because it is rational. The

only alternative to socialism is the unacceptable one of barbarism, and ‘people

are too rational to allow barbarism to occur when they can choose socialism’.83

This argument places quite unendurable strain on Cohen’s reliance on the

assumption that human beings are ‘somewhat rational’ to explain historical

change. Given that the exploited class has an interest in social revolution, 

it does not follow, as the Capacity Thesis asserts, that it has the means to 

act on this interest. As Levine urges, ‘class capacities for struggle – the

organizational, ideological and material resources available to class agents –

are not identical to class interests in the outcomes of struggles’. Thus slaves

undoubtedly have an interest in overthrowing their masters, but have generally

been unable to do so: the only successful slave rising was made possible by

the French Revolution. Therefore, as Levine puts it, ‘there is no necessary

connection between the development of an objective interest in epochal social
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change and the development of class capacities for bringing about epochal

transformations.84 The Capacity Thesis, and with it the Primacy Thesis, must

therefore be rejected.

Even where the exploited class has both an interest in, and the capacity to

accomplish social revolution, as is true of the modern proletariat, it does not

follow that the overthrow of capitalism is inevitable. To assert otherwise is

to ignore the experience of the international workers’ movement since the

outbreak of the First World War in August 1914. The grim succession of

defeated revolutions and the lengthy incorporation of the Western proletariat

into the capitalist order suggest that the objective interests and capacities of

the working class are not necessarily translated into the conscious struggle

for political power. This historical experience does not imply that socialist

revolution is impossible, but it does underline the perversity of Cohen’s

adherence to the kind of Second-International Marxism whose belief that ‘the

dialectic of forces and relations of production . . . determines what the long-

term outcome of class struggle will be’ foundered forever in August 1914.

His argument for the inevitability of revolution is almost a reductio of OHM

and I conclude that Cohen’s recasting of Marxism is untenable.

2.4 Rational-choice Marxism

Is the fact that OHM is indefensible fatal to historical materialism? Cohen

thinks so: ‘I believe that historical materialism’s central explanations are

unrevisably functional in nature, so that if functional explanation is unacceptable

in social theory then historical materialism cannot be reformed and must be

rejected’.85 Here, Elster parts company with him. Elster agrees that there are

large portions of Marxist thought which are not simply functionalist but

teleological. Thus, ‘in Marx’s philosophy of history . . . humanity appears as

a collective subject whose inherent striving towards full realization shapes the

course of history. Within the theory of capitalism, capital plays a similar role’.

At the same time, ‘Marx was also committed to methodological individualism,

at least intermittently. The German Ideology, in particular, rests on a strong
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individualist and anti-teleological approach to history’.86 Elster proposes, in

effect, that we resolve this ambiguity by salvaging from the ruins of OHM a

consistently methodological-individualist version of Marxism.

I shall, in the next section, defend a via media between OHM and what has

come to be known as ‘rational-choice’ Marxism. But I wish first to explore

the genealogy of Elster’s proposed reconstruction, to consider a predecessor,

to examine the kinds of reasons which might lead one towards it, to trace

some of its consequences. It is appropriate to do so because, whether or not

we accept Cohen’s restatement of historical materialism as good exegesis

and/or true theory, it is a version of Marxism with a well-established pedigree

going back, if not to Marx himself, at least to the following generation, that

of Kautsky and Plekhanov. But an individualist Marxism is a new thing.

Or rather, almost new. The one precedent for rational-choice Marxism is

Sartre’s chaotic and unfinished masterpiece, the Critique of Dialectical Reason.

Here, Sartre sought, as a contribution to the process of de-Stalinisation following

Krushchev’s 1956 secret speech and amid the terrible tumults and passions

of the Algerian Revolution, to free Marxism from the naturalistic ontology

which the ‘dogmatic dialectic’ of Diamat had imposed on it. To do so required

taking individual agents as the initial premiss of historical materialism:

If we do not wish the dialectic to become a divine law again, a metaphysical

fate, it must proceed first from individuals and not from some kind of supra-

individual ensemble . . . the dialectical movement is not some powerful

unitary force revealing itself behind History like the will of God. It is first

and foremost a resultant; it is not the dialectic which forces historical men

to live their history in terrible contradictions; it is men, as they are, dominated

by scarcity and necessity, and confronting one another in circumstances

which History or economics can inventory, but which only dialectical reason

can explain.87

To hold that ‘the entire historical dialectic rests on individual praxis’ is not,

however, to regard human beings as in control of their own history. On the

contrary, their union with ‘matter’, that is, the labour they perform to meet

their needs, is what Sartre calls ‘the passive motor of History’, which takes
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‘a particular and contingent form, since the whole of human development,

at least up to now, has been scarcity’. The particular sense in which the

dialectical movement is a result of individual actions can only be understood

by means of ‘a study of the type of passive action which materiality as such

exerts on man and his History by returning a stolen praxis to man in the form

of a counter-finality’. Sartre here has in mind what he believes to be the

general property of human action that the pursuit of individual goals is

typically self-defeating, leading to undesired consequences. The example he

gives is of Chinese peasants who, by clearing land, bring about deforestation

and thereby cause floods. Thus, ‘in being realized, human ends define a field

of counter-finality around themselves’.88

The Critique, despite its tortuous prose and dense and often repetitive

argumentation, is a much richer and more interesting work than anything

yet produced by rational-choice Marxism. Nevertheless, there is an important

conceptual similarity between Sartre’s theory and that propounded by Elster

and his co-thinkers. After all, methodological individualism involves treating

social structures as the unintended consequences of individual actions. Elster

suggests that we take counter-finality as characterising the negative unintended

consequences of our actions. He tries to give a perspicuous account of counter-

finality as involving the fallacy of composition, namely: ‘what is possible for

any single individual must be possible for all of them simultaneously’. He

suggests that counter-finality consists in ‘the unintended consequences that arise

when each individual in a group acts upon an assumption about his relations to

others that, when generalized, yields the contradiction in the consequent of the fallacy

of composition, the antecedent of that fallacy being true ’. Thus a Chinese peasant

commits the fallacy of composition when he clears land in the belief that

because his doing so alone will not cause floods his doing so together with

all other peasants will also not cause floods. Elster holds that counter-finality

thus understood is the only valid instance of social contradiction.88

Sartre’s aim was, having analysed the structure of human action by means

of tools such as counter-finality in the first volume of the Critique, published
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in 1960, ‘to establish’, in the long-unavailable second volume, ‘that there is

one human history, with one truth and one intelligibility’.90 Perry Anderson

suggests, in a sympathetic discussion of both volumes, that the attempt is a

failure. Why this is so, Anderson argues, is clear from the extended discussion

of the fate of the Russian Revolution, which forms the focus of the second

volume, where ‘Sartre was unable to demonstrate how the ravaging struggles

of the time generated an ultimate structural unity’, falling back onto the

implicit assumption that ‘Soviet society was held together by the dictatorial

force wielded by Stalin, a monocentric sovereignty imposing a repressive

unification of all the praxes within it’.91 Such an analysis evidently contradicts

Sartre’s view of history as a ‘totalization without a totalizer’, a unified and

intelligible process which, however, lacks either an individual or collective

subject.92

Anderson argues (and this view is shared by other commentators such as

Ronald Aronson) that Sartre’s abandonment of the incomplete second volume

of the Critique reflected this theoretical impasse. He implies that this failure

counts against any attempt to base historical materialism on the individual

subject. Indeed it may, but it should be stressed that the theoretical inadequacies

of the Critique are closely connected to pervasive features of Sartre’s thought.

Thus, counter-finality is a general property of human action, not because, as

Elster suggests, human beings tend to commit the fallacy of composition, but

because their practice involves working up ‘matter’ in order to meet their

needs in conditions of scarcity: ‘matter alienates in itself the action which

works it . . . because its inertia allows it to absorb the labour-power of Others

and to turn it back against everyone’. Counter-finality occurs by virtue of

‘matter’ and involves human action assuming the properties of ‘matter’:

The first thing that is necessary for counter-finality to exist is that it should

be adumbrated by a kind of disposition of matter (in this case the geological

and hydrological structure of China). . . . Second, human praxis has to become

a fatality and to be absorbed by inertia, taking on both the strictures of

physical causation and the obstinate precision of human labour. . . . Last,
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and most important, the activity must be carried on elsewhere: peasants

everywhere must burn or uproot the scrub.93

Note that only the third condition refers to the fallacy of composition on

which Elster bases his account of counter-finality. That it is the ‘most important’

of the three may be doubted in the light of the extended analyses which

follow, where Sartre treats social structures, the unintended consequences of

action, as the ‘practico-inert’, ‘inverted praxis’, that is, practice which has taken

on the properties of ‘matter’. Thus, by virtue of counter-finality, ‘worked

matter . . . becomes, by and for men, the fundamental force of History’. It is

the ‘practico-inert’, the materialised consequences of their practice, which

unifies human actions so that, for example, ‘class-being’ is ‘the practico-inert

statute of individual or common praxis’, ‘inert collective being, as the inorganic

common materiality of all the members of a given ensemble’. And such unification

depends on the ‘practico-inert’ because human beings, in circumstances

dominated by scarcity, relate to one another as ‘radically Other – that is to

say, as threatening us with death’. The possibility of class antagonisms arises

from the fact that ‘the relations of production are established and pursued

by individuals who are always ready to believe that the Other is an anti-

human member of an alien species’.94

At the core of this way of thinking about social relations is the conception

of an isolated self confronted with an inert and alien world. That is, the

Critique presupposes the metaphysics of Being and Nothingness, the conflict

between an essentially Cartesian subject and the material world on which 

it is dependent by virtue of the fact of its being an embodied self – but 

which it is compelled to negate if it is to be a subject, and not just to become

swallowed up in the inert matter surrounding it. In the Critique, this account

of the relation between self and world is projected onto history, so that the

subject is constantly baffled by the transformation of its practice into the

‘practico-inert’. The possibility of co-operative social relations, and indeed 

of relations which allow us collectively to control the objective environment

of our actions seems ruled out a priori. As Aronson puts it, ‘in the analyst of

scarcity we once again meet the philosopher of “hell is other people”’.95 There
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are other continuities. So deeply embedded was Sartre’s metaphysical

individualism that, throughout his career, he could only actually comprehend

history as totalisation through the study of an individual life – from his

discussion of Wilhelm II in the War Diaries, through that of Stalin in the

Critique, to the gargantuan attempt to discover ‘what we can know about a

man these days . . . Gustave Flaubert, for instance’ in The Family Idiot.96

The importance of identifying the philosophical underpinnings of the

Critique lies in the fact that is by no means obvious that methodological

individualism requires this kind of metaphysical individualism. It seems

perfectly coherent to see human beings as embodied agents involved in 

social relations that are as much cooperative as antagonistic and still to assert

that the structures present in these relations are merely the unintended

consequences of individual actions. MI is a claim about valid social explanations

and not (necessarily) a theory which conceives human beings as isolated and

competitive monads. Therefore, the failure of the Critique does not of itself

count against attempts to formulate an individualist version of historical

materialism. The rational-choice Marxists may just have come up with

something better.

If the Critique represented Sartre’s tortured attempt to construct a view of

history as ‘totalization without a totalizer’ while keeping the faith with his

metaphysical individualism, what were the reasons for the formulation of

rational-choice Marxism? Elster tends to emphasise the liability of Marxists

to commit the functionalist fallacy of explaining social phenomena by their

beneficial consequences.97 Another factor was the impact of the ‘neo-Ricardian’

critique of Marxist economic theory developed by Ian Steedman and other

followers of Piero Sraffa in the 1970s. I know of no analytical Marxist, Cohen

included, who accepts the law of the tendency of the rate of profit to fall,

which is central to Marx’s theory of crises in Capital Volume III, and of only

one, Brenner, who still holds the labour theory of value expounded in Volume

I to be true. The inadequacies of the latter theory led John Roemer to replace

74 • Chapter Two

96 See ibid., 324–52 for a discussion of The Family Idiot and, on Wilhelm II, J.-P. Sartre,
War Diaries (London, 1985), pp. 300–9, 311–13, 316–19. The latter is a remarkable
document, which ‘contains anticipations of almost every major theme of [Sartre’s] . . .
post-war output’, P. Anderson, In the Tracks of Historical Materialism (London, 1983),
p. 70, note 19.

97 See J. Elster, ‘Marxism, Functionalism, and Game Theory’, Theory and Society, 11,
4 (1982).



the Marxist notion of exploitation as the appropriation of surplus-labour with

his ‘game-theoretic definition of exploitation in which property relations, not

the labour theory of value, is the central concept’.98

It is difficult to overstate the importance of analytical Marxism’s rejection

of the labour theory of value (LTV) and of the law of the tendency of the rate

of profit to fall (TRPF). For these two theories – in conjunction with the theory

of surplus-value derived from the first and the account of the capitalist mode

as a system of competitive accumulation presupposed by the second – form

the core of Marx’s account of the laws of motion of capitalist social formations,

of the dynamic processes which drive them forward and recurrently into

crisis. The nexus of relationships which this corpus of concepts identifies

possess a solidity, an internal logic which it is at worst implausible, at best

unhelpful to treat as the unintended consequences of human actions. Rejecting

the LTV and the TRPF therefore removes a major obstacle to accepting

methodological individualism.

We can see this clearly enough in Wright’s case. In a paper originally given

at a 1978 conference on value, he conceded one basic point made by the

Sraffian critics of Marx, namely that the LTV is not needed to determine the

rate of profit. He continued to hold, however, that the amount of surplus-

value set limits to the possible variations in the level of profits. In this respect,

the LTV provided ‘a theory of the social determination of profits, in particular

a theory of the systematic linkage between class structure, class struggle, and

profits’. Consequently, ‘the central research question immediately becomes:

what are the social processes which influence the amount of surplus-labour

performed?’ The LTV would therefore encourage researchers to pursue the

kind of study of the capitalist production process inspired by Harry Braverman’s

Labour and Monopoly Capital, of which Wright’s own theory of contradictory

class locations is an important example.99

By the time his essay, along with some of the other main contributions to

the conference, was published in 1981, Wright had had second thoughts. He

now described his ‘analysis of limits’ imposed by surplus-value on profits as
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‘largely formal in character’, lacking any account of ‘the causal mechanisms

operative between surplus-value and profits’. He also conceded the claim of

one Sraffian, Geoff Hodgson, that neo-Ricardian economics was perfectly

consistent with ‘a production-level, relational concept of class’.100 Wright

defended such a conception of class against Roemer’s reconceptualisation of

exploitation when the latter was first published in 1982. Or rather, while not

contesting Roemer’s account of exploitation, he argued that the existence of

classes requires, not just exploitation, but also ‘domination directly within

the social organization of production itself’.101 In a book published in 1985,

however, Wright abandoned this position and indeed argued that his earlier

identification of class relations with ‘relations of domination rather than

exploitation’ and the resulting ‘marginalization of exploitation’ was at the

root of a series of anomalies in his theory of contradictory class locations. He

sought therefore to develop a theory of class based on Roemer’s ‘central

message . . . that the material basis of exploitation lies in inequalities in the

distribution of productive assets, usually referred to as property relations’.

Wright interpreted productive assets very widely, so that they include not

just labour-power and the means of production but also skills and what he

called ‘organization assets’. The result is that ‘the actual class structure of

given societies will be characterized by complex patterns of intersecting

exploitation relations’, where some classes may be both exploiters and exploited

(see Section 5.2 below).102

Wright is a very thoughtful scholar whose theoretical evolution must be

seen as a series of responses to various conceptual anomalies and empirical

problems. But it is difficult not to feel that his metamorphosis from one-time

Althusserian into rational-choice Marxist had something to do with his 

initial starting-point. Wright’s defence of the LTV had little to do with the

understanding which it and the theories that can be derived from it might

provide into the dynamics of capitalist development: even in his most orthodox

days, Wright seems to have been sceptical about the TRPF.103 Rather, it was

concerned chiefly with the encouragement the theory might offer to studying
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the capitalist production process as a form of class domination. Even when

he began to doubt the worth of the LTV, Wright hung on to an identification

of class relations with relations of domination, even at one point defining

exploitation as ‘a social relationship within which surplus-labour is appropriated

through the domination of labour and the appropriation of surplus products’.104

Thus, to equate class and/or exploitation with domination is to be liable

to efface the distinction between Marxism and other forms of social theory

(usually influenced by Nietzsche or Weber) for which class is merely an

instance of the more pervasive and fundamental phenomenon of domination.105

But one of Marx’s central claims is surely that exploitation explains domination,

that, as he puts it in the passage from Capital Volume III cited at the beginning

of Section 2.2, the ‘specific economic form, in which unpaid surplus-labour

is pumped out of direct producers, determines the relationship of rulers and

ruled’. This claim extends, not simply to political domination, but also to

domination within production. That is, ‘the domination of labour’ by the

exploiters occurs when it is a necessary condition for the appropriation of

surplus-labour to take place. Roughly speaking, domination within production

is such a necessary condition in the capitalist mode, but not in the tributary

and feudal modes. In any case, it is exploitation that requires such domination

in some cases and not others, rather than being identical to it. One merit of

Roemer’s work is to have insisted on the logical independence of exploitation

from domination.106 Since Wright’s whole theory of exploitation and class had

previously tended to identify these with domination, once he ceased to make

this identification, there was no obstacle to rethinking class theory in Roemerian

game-theoretical terms.

Of course, to say that Wright saw the LTV primarily as a tool in analysing

class domination rather than as the key to Marx’s analysis of capitalist

development (and so was vulnerable to the sort of challenge which Roemer

made to identifying exploitation with domination) is not to show that either

the LTV or the TRPF are true. Defenders of the two theories have had a bad

press recently. Rational-choice Marxists and neo-Ricardians (two sets with a

large intersection) tend to denounce them as ‘obscurantists’ and to accuse
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them of being hostile to the use of mathematical techniques in economic

theory, a crime which the accusers plainly see as being on the same level as

claiming that the earth is flat.

This rhetoric has obscured the existence of a set of very powerful arguments

for both the LTV and the TRPF and against the neo-Ricardian reconstruction

of Marxist economic theory which is offered in their place.107 These arguments

suggest that, far from being redundant and outdated, the LTV and the TRPF

are absolutely indispensable to the scientific understanding of capitalism, not

just in abstract or historical terms but as a world system currently undergoing

massive and highly disruptive transformations. This book is not about Marxist

economic theory and so I shall not enter into the value debate in any depth.

It is, however, necessary to indicate the sorts of considerations involved in

the controversy.

Consider the following remark by Elster: ‘Marx went wrong [in economics],

largely because he believed he could discuss verbally problems that can only

be handled by quantitative techniques which allow us to sort out the net

effect of the many opposed tendencies at work’. (Elster is given, as in this

passage, to treating Marx like a rather backward student. Thus Capital Volume

II is ‘one of the most strikingly boring works written by a major author’;

Marx suffered from an ‘inherent lack of intellectual discipline’; and Paul

Samuelson was right to dismiss his economic writings as the work of a ‘minor

post-Ricardian’. The idea is presumably to establish Elster’s tough-mindedness

and perhaps also épater les orthodoxes, but the general effect is to remind one

of the philistine heyday of analytical philosophy, when Plato or Spinoza could

be dispatched for committing elementary mistakes in the course of an

afternoon’s seminar.)108

The quantitative technique which, I think, Elster chiefly has in mind here

is simultaneous equations. The use of simultaneous equations is essential to

the neo-Ricardian critique of Capital. Employed to correct Marx’s own

‘transformation’ of values, reflecting conditions of production in specific firms
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or industries, to prices of production, which arise from the equalisation of

profit rates across the economy, the method produces the result that prices

of production can be determined without resort to values. Again, the TRPF

is based on Marx’s claim that the dynamic growth of the productive forces

under the capitalist mode causes a rise in the organic composition of capital,

the ratio between constant and variable capital, that is, capital invested in

the means of production and in labour-power respectively, and hence to a

fall in the rate of profit. But, once the relationship of the different variables

is translated into a set of simultaneous equations, we find that the same rise

in labour productivity which causes a rise in organic composition will also

cheapen the elements of constant capital, tending therefore to compensate

for this rise and to prevent a fall in the rate of profit. Thus, the LTV turns

out to be redundant and the TRPF not to be a tendency at all.109

Exponents of what is best described as the sophisticated defence of Marx

have pointed out the limitations of the sort of mathematical techniques

employed by the neo-Ricardians, namely that they have been constructed

and employed primarily in order to characterise conditions of static equilibrium.

As John Weeks puts it:

The approach is one of comparing static equilibria, which is ill-designed by

its nature to analyse the dynamic passage from one equilibrium to the next.

In comparing static states, the question of the stability of the equilibria is

not treated, but rather subsumed under the rubric of competition. This use

of equilibrium analysis has the consequence of excluding time from the

model, except in a purely formalistic way. The treatment of time is formalistic

in that the past, present and future are perfectly interchangeable. The ‘time’

sequence of the different equilibria can be altered merely by changing the

subscripts on the equations.110

These properties of neo-Ricardian models (which are, incidentally, highly

reminiscent of the deterministic systems of classical physics now increasingly
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challenged by developments in fields such as thermodynamics)111 make them

of little use in resolving the problem confronted by Marx in Capital Volume

III, namely that of analysing dynamic processes of change in an economic

system where control of the means of production is divided among competing

capitals. As Alan Freeman says of Sraffa’s model of a commodity economy:

A system has been created in which the economy has no means for reaching

its ideal state. It has no economic mechanisms: only economic results. It is

therefore incapable of studying the economic mechanism most characteristic

of industrial capitalism, the most central feature of the ‘production of

commodities by means of commodities’, namely the pursuit of differential

profit derived from advances in labour productivity occasioned by technical

advance.112

The upshot of this kind of criticism is not so much to impugn the mathematical

results reached by neo-Ricardian critics of the LTV and TRPF, but rather to

use different techniques of analysis better suited to the explanatory problems

which solution Marx had pursued and in the process to throw a different

light on these results. Thus a result mathematically equivalent to that of the

neo-Ricardian version of the transformation from values into prices of

production can be reached using an iterative procedure which effectively

generalises Marx’s own method of transformation. This approach has two

virtues. First, it much more closely approximates the competitive interactions

of ‘many capitals’, which cause the equalisation of profit rates. Secondly, it

makes possible an explanation of the apparent anomalies which arise in the

simultaneous-equations version of the transformation, the fact that, for example,

surplus-value is no longer equal to profits and that the rate of profit in luxury

industries no longer participates in the formation of the general rate of profit.113

Similarly, defence of the TRPF has focused, not on denying that higher

labour productivity will cheapen the means of production, but rather on the

processes through which such devaluation of fixed capital actually takes place.
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The neo-Ricardians’ reliance on simultaneous equations leads them to treat

the devaluation as occurring instantaneously. As Freeman points out:

A series of bizarre consequences follow, not the least of which is that capitalists

would be obliged almost instantaneously to liquidate their entire stock of

fixed capital almost at will in order to embark on a new technique of

production without regard either to the time it takes to supply the new fixed

capital required – that is, the rate of investment – or the effect on the profits

of suddenly liquidating old factories, tools and stocks which have not yet

realized their value.114

In reality, the typical form in which fixed capital is devalued and the tendency

of the rate of profit thereby offset, is the sudden and catastrophic shape of

crises, where large-scale bankruptcies permit the liquidation of outdated

means of production. The Marxist theory of crises thus involves analysing the

manner in which the interaction of the tendency of the rate of profit to fall

and its counteracting tendencies brings about the cycle of boom and slump.115

Note that the sophisticated defence of Marx does not resort either to

‘dialectical’ dismissals of ‘bourgeois’ mathematics or to a conventionalist

reinterpretation of Capital designed to rescue it from refutation. Not only can

it be defended exegetically, but it is concerned with the explanatory tasks of

Marxist economic theory, namely the analysis of the causal processes through

which the competitive accumulation of capital and the consequences of that

accumulation occur. Marxists sharing this sophisticated understanding of

Capital have been able to develop illuminating analysis of contemporary

capitalism. Ten years after the neo-Ricardian assault on Marx was launched,

we are still awaiting the Sraffian equivalents.116
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Acceptance of the neo-Ricardian critique of Capital has had two important

consequences for analytical Marxism. First, as Hector Guillén Romero points

out, ‘for Marx, exploitation is the extraction of surplus-labour in the production

process. For the neo-Ricardians, it only has to do with the mode in which the

social product is distributed’.117 The clearest example of this treatment of

exploitation as a distributional phenomenon is in Roemer’s work. In the first

part of his A General Theory of Exploitation and Class, he constructs a series of

models in which exploitation is treated as arising from unequal exchange.

One of these models even shows exploitation taking place through the market

where there are no differential ownership of the means of production and

hence no classes. Such results are possible because Roemer defines exploitation

nonrelationally, so that one producer is an exploiter and another exploited

simply because they work less and more respectively to earn the same bundle

of goods. Whatever formal interest Roemer’s models may have, they have

little to do with either Marx’s or common-sense conceptions of exploitation,

which treat it as a relationship between persons or groups. Roemer’s

distributional focus naturally leads him to reduce the theory of exploitation

to a principle of justice, since the typical tasks of such principles include

defining a fair distribution of the social product.118

Secondly, the belief that Capital, because of its reliance on value theory, fails

to construct an acceptable account of the laws of motion of the capitalist

mode, has led most analytical Marxists to abandon the search for such laws

of motion governing this, or any other mode. Thus Cohen’s account of historical

materialism relies entirely on two transhistorical principles, the Primacy 

and Development Theses, justified respectively by an account of functional

explanation and by arguments drawing on certain general characteristics of

the human condition – rationality, scarcity etc. Now I do not wish to argue

that reliance on such principles and forms of argument is as such mistaken.

However, to rely exclusively on them involves impoverishing historical

materialism, in that it omits consideration of the specific characteristics of
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particular modes of production which explain (in conjunction with the type

of considerations on which Cohen’s reconstruction of OHM rests) the patterns

of development of the social formations in which they prevail.

To put it another way: Levine and Sober describe historical materialism as

‘a radically historical theory’ in that it explains events ‘by reference to processes

that are endogenous to the very historical systems it identifies as its proper

domain’. This is, however, not true of Cohen’s version of OHM, which explains

events by reference to processes that are indeed endogenous to human society

as such, but which manifest themselves in, rather than being specific to,

particular social systems. An implication is likely to be that Marxism will

treat each mode of production as instantiating some general pattern of change.

But this conflicts with the direction taken by some of the best Marxist historical

research, which has, for example, been concerned with arguing that bourgeois

revolutions do not have the same structure as proletarian revolutions, in 

that the bourgeoisie typically is not a self-conscious actor on the historical

stage but gradually achieves dominance by means of a variety of molecular

processes and often by means of a compromise with the old feudal landowning

class.119

Instead of exploring the differentia specifica of particular modes of production,

analytical Marxists rend to focus on what they see as Marx’s views of the

universal mechanisms of historical change. Thus Elster has, on a number of

occasions, discussed the problem of how production relations fetter the

development of the productive forces. Do they prevent actual development

of the productive forces, thereby causing stagnation? Or do they rather impede

the optimal development of the productive forces, so that, by overthrowing

the prevailing mode, we will permit a faster rate of development than at

present? Or is it that prevailing production relations prevent us making the

best possible use of the existing productive forces? Elster argues, on exegetical

grounds correctly, for the second interpretation, so that ‘it is quite posible for

technical progress during the later phase of capitalism to be both increasing

and lower than what it would have been under a socialist regime starting at the same

technical level ’. The trouble with this is that the theory is then ‘too abstract as

a basis for action. If one could point to a declining performance over time,
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this might be an incentive to change the system’, but people are unlikely to

undergo the risks and discomforts involved in taking part in a revolution

merely to achieve a faster rate of growth.120

Elster’s discussion of this issue proceeds as if Marx did not think that

fettering of the productive forces by production relations would take the form

of a structural crisis of the mode of production, involving, in the case of

capitalism, severe slumps creating certainly ‘a basis for action’ by the working

class, although by no means making the outcome of such action in socialism

inevitable. The reason Elster does not do so is that he believes the TRPF to

be false and ‘the other theories of capitalist crisis scattered around in

[Marx’s] . . . writings . . . to be trivial, or rambling and repetitive, or obscure’.121

The result is effectively to excise from historical materialism the concern

with the specific dynamics of different modes of production. I have suggested

that this move is unjustified as far as Marx’s theory of crisis in Capital is

concerned. It has lead to discussion of Marx’s theory of history degenerating

into the offering of different glosses on the 1859 Preface. Such abstract

speculation is hardly likely to encourage empirical research. Certainly, analytical

Marxism has yet to bear fruit in the form of the kind of historical writing

which Althusser’s work stimulated. The one major exception is Brenner’s

very important analyses of the transition from feudalism to capitalism, but

these are hardly representative. As we have seen, the thrust of his work is to

emphasise the differences between pre-capitalist and capitalist modes and

therefore the absence of any general form of development of the productive

forces. In the absence of any analysis of capitalism’s laws of motion, even

Cohen’s ‘orthodox’ version of analytical Marxism is likely to become little

more than a variant of utopian socialism, able to make a moral critique of

the injustice and irrationality of bourgeois society but incapable of identifying

the conditions of socialist revolution.122
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2.5 Structural capacities and human action

The previous section has been devoted largely to considering the kind of

Marxism which Elster and his co-thinkers have sought to develop. Let us

now turn to its philosophical underpinnings. Elster argues that the only way

to avoid the teleological proclivities of Marx’s quasi-Hegelian philosophy of

history is to espouse methodological individualism (MI), ‘the doctrine that

all social phenomena (their structure and change) are explicable only in terms

of individuals – their properties, goals, and beliefs’. This involves ‘a search

for microfoundations of Marxist social theory’, deriving its theorems from

premisses which mention only individuals and their attributes. The explanation

of social events should take the form of ‘mixed causal-intentional explanation

– intentional understanding of the individual actions, and causal explanation of

their interaction’.123

On the basis of this general conception of social science, Elster particularly

recommends game theory, which he characterises as involving ‘strategic’

interactions, i.e. those where ‘each actor has to take account of the intentions

of all other actors, including the fact that their intentions are based upon their

expectations concerning his own’.124 The standard work on game theory treats

it as a generalisation of neo-classical economics concerned particularly with

analysing conflicts of interests as situations of individual decision-making in

conditions of risk – i.e., conditions where the outcome of a particular game

(or set of decisions) cannot be predicted with certainty, but where each outcome

has a known probability. Some of the chief premisses of game theory originate

in neo-classical economics. Thus it is assumed that each player’s preferences

can be represented by a linear utility function and that he or she will act

rationally in the sense of always choosing the alternative with the greater

utility. The most famous result in game theory is the Prisoner’s Dilemma,

where the optimal outcome for the two players requires both to co-operate

in circumstances where they have good reason not to co-operate, so that

equilibrium is reached only where the solution is sub-optimal for both players,
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even though the decision each player makes is rational for that player (see

also Section 5.3).125

Elster argues that ‘game theory is invaluable to any analysis of the historical

process that centres on exploitation, struggle, alliances, and revolution’.126

Roemer makes use of game theory in order to redefine exploitation so that

it exists where there is some hypothetically feasible society such that one

group – the currently exploited – would be better off and the remainder –

the exploiters – worse off. But, even in the earlier parts of his book, where

Roemer uses unequal-exchange models of exploitation, he observes the tenets

of MI. Thus he comments on his proof of what he calls the Class Exploitation

Correspondence Principle, according to which all labour-hirers are exploiters

and all labour-sellers are exploited: ‘in this model both exploitation status

and class position emerge endogenously as a consequence of individual

optimization in the face of a constraint determined by one’s ownership of

productive assets’.127 As I indicated in the previous section, I do not find the

case for Roemer’s reconceptualisation of class and exploitation at all compelling

but this does not dispose of the argument for MI.

Consider the following statement by Elster: ‘The basic premisses of rational

choice theory [i.e. game theory and neo-classical economics] are (1) that

structural constraints do not completely determine the actions taken by

individuals in a society, and (2) within the feasible set of actions compatible

with the constraints individuals choose those they believe will bring the best

results’.128 (1) is undoubtedly true. (2) I shall consider in the following chapter,

but will accept here as true for the purposes of argument. Certainly, some

assumption about agents’ rationality is essential. However, (1) and (2) are not

equivalent to, nor do they entail MI. But let us consider first the reasons for

accepting (1) in particular.

There are at least three such reasons. First, the orthodox conception of

agents and the theory of human nature in which it is embedded would be,

if not false, certainly empty if agents did not have more than one outcome

between which genuinely to choose. There would be little point in ascribing
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beliefs and desires to agents if their course of action were structurally

determined in advance.

Secondly, to regard human actions as so structurally determined is inconsistent

with Marxism. While it is true that, on occasions, Marx treated the socialist

revolution as inevitable, what is entailed by his theory of history is better

captured by the passage from the Manifesto where he declares that the class

struggle can end ‘either in a revolutionary reconstitution of society at large,

or in the common ruin of the contending classes’.129 Unlike Cohen, Marx does

not seem to have believed that socialism is inevitable because, faced with the

choice between socialism or barbarism, people, being rational, will choose

socialism. More generally, the leading figures in the revolutionary Marxist

tradition which followed him – Lenin and Trotsky especially – were insistent

that the overthrow of capitalism was not inevitable and that the system would

not collapse by virtue of its economic contradictions so long as workers 

are prepared to pay the price involved in temporarily alleviating these

contradictions.130

The third reason, or kind of reason, for accepting (1) is negative. It springs

from reflection on the alternative, on the sorts of social theories which do

treat individual actions as structurally determined in that the structural context

of action permits only one outcome. Typically, such theories do not do so

explicitly but rather indirectly, by treating agents as ‘cultural dopes’, the

bearers of social norms and values which dictate their actions, so that, as

Adam Przeworski puts it, ‘the society becomes internal to individuals who

manifest this internalized society in their actions’.131

The prime example of this approach is, of course, Parsons ‘normative

functionalism’ but there is no shortage of Marxist versions. The result, all too

often, is a kind of vulgar functionalism where every action, particularly by

members or representatives of a ruling class, reveals some hidden pattern, is

explicable as part of some long-term project somehow corresponding to deep-

rooted changes in the structure of capitalism. (As this suggests, the transition

from functionalism to a conspiratorial view of history is all too easy.) One

effect is that such concepts as ‘error’ and ‘miscalculation’ cease to have 

any application in the explanation of social events. But this is absurd. It is
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one thing to say that Algerian independence and the establishment of the

institutional regime of the Gaullist Fifth Republic fitted the requirements of

French capitalism as it was evolving in the late 1950s and early 1960s. It is

quite another thing to say that this relationship explains why these events

happened. And it would be ridiculous to claim that mistake – for example,

the belief of the supporters of Algérie Française that de Gaulle was their man –

and accident – the availability of a political figure with the character and

standing of de Gaulle – are not essential features of an explanation of the

bloody and hazardous transition from the Fourth to the Fifth Republic. There

are sophisticated exponents of the cock-up theory of history – A.J.P. Taylor

is the prime example among historians, whose books often expose with

mastery the role played by chance in great events. But one does not have to

be one to insist that social events do not simply conceal a hidden meaning

which subsumes them.

This argument might seem to open the door to a view of history which

attributes explanatory primacy to the actions, not of individuals generally,

but of a few decisive individuals. Such a ‘great man theory’ is clearly antithetical

to any version of historical materialism. The classic Marxist discussion of ‘the

role of the individual in history’ is, of course, Plekhanov’s. He makes two

fundamental points. First, ‘individuals often exercise considerable influence

upon the fate of society, but this influence is determined by the internal

structure of that society and by its relation to other societies’. Secondly:

It has long been observed that great talents appear whenever the social

conditions favourable to their development exist. This means that every

man of talent who actually appears, every man of talent who becomes a social

force, is the product of social relations. Since this is the case, it is clear why

talented people . . . can change only individual features of events, but not

their general trend; they are themselves the product of this trend; were it not

for that trend they never would have crossed the threshold that divides the

potential from the real.132

But it is in fact not clear at all why it should follow from two undoubtedly

true propositions – namely that the opportunities individuals have to influence
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events depend on the structure of social relations and that these individuals

themselves are shaped by social relations – that such influence cannot affect

the ‘general trend’ of events. Plekhanov’s entire discussion seems permeated

by Hegel’s concept of the ‘world-historic individual’, whose greatness depends

precisely on the way in which he fulfils the needs of History in his epoch.

Recently, Ernest Mandel, aside from Cohen perhaps the most notable

contemporary exponent of Second-International Marxism, has sought to

develop Plekhanov’s account by analysing the ‘selection mechanisms’ through

which a class assures that it has an appropriate leadership:

In bourgeois society, these institutions include the patriarchal nuclear family,

the education system (including religious instruction and other ‘ideological

apparatuses’), the various state institutions through which the individual

seeks power, and, finally, the particular matrix of partisan organizations

which selectively promote promising candidates (parties, corporations, power

networks, employers’ associations, etc.). It is a truism that no individual can

escape the influence of these powerful institutions, and it is the specific

contention of historical materialism that they exercise the decisive influence

in the formation of social leadership, moulding talents and dispositions into

certain directions and not into others. They are, in other words, the powerful

sources of social conformism, producing personalities which conform to the

needs of social classes or their major fractions. They generate personalities

who assure the defence and reproduction of a given social order, inasmuch

as they ‘internalize’ the basic values which correspond to the structure and

interests of that order.133

Mandel is quite right to stress the importance of these mechanisms. While

he focuses on the case of the bourgeoisie, one can identify similar processes

at work within the proletariat, practices which range, depending on the

historical circumstances, from underground work to trade-union organising

and which select a layer of individuals capable of playing a leadership role.

What Mandel does not show is that such individuals necessarily ‘conform to

the needs’ of the class whose interests they claims to represent. Indeed, he

concedes that ‘no automatic law ensures that a social class chooses the
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leadership it needs’.134 One reason is that no class is, by virtue of its mere

existence, a collectivity capable of so co-ordinating its actions as to select

leaders consciously (see Section 4.1). Selection mechanisms are often molecular

processes involving the unintended consequences of uncoordinated actions.

Even when more conscious selection does occur, the time-lag between the

circumstances in which leading individuals are formed, and those which they

have the opportunity to influence, may undermine them. German Social

Democracy, shaped during the years of peaceful, gradual growth before 1914,

was ill-suited to coping with the storms which followed the Kaiser’s fall.

It is in times of political crisis that individuals can play an especially decisive

part. Trotsky argues, in his great History of the Russian Revolution, that Lenin

was indispensable to rapidly winning the Bolshevik Party to the strategy of

replacing the provisional government with soviet power:

Lenin was not a demiurge of the revolutionary process. . . . He merely entered

into a chain of objective historic forces. But he was a great link in the chain. . . .

Is it possible . . . to say confidently that the party without him would have

found its road? We would by no means make bold to say that. The factor

of time is decisive here, and it is difficult in retrospect to tell time historically.

Dialectic materialism at any rate has nothing in common with fatalism.

Without Lenin the crisis would have assumed an extraordinarily sharp and

protracted character. The conditions of war and revolution, however, would

not allow the party a long period for fulfilling its mission. Thus it is by no

means excluded that a disoriented and split party might have let slip the

revolutionary opportunity for many years. The role of personality arises

before us here on a truly gigantic scale. It is necessary only to understand

that role correctly, taking personality as a link in the historic chain.135

Lenin was ‘a link in the historic chain’, albeit ‘a great link’, in two crucial

respects. Firstly, he was a product of specific selection mechanisms, and in

particular of the Russian revolutionary movement, from the terrorism of 

Narodya Volya, through Plekhanov and the Emancipation of Labour Group,

to the split with the Mensheviks, the 1905 Revolution and the efforts to keep

the Bolsheviks together in the period of retreat which followed. Secondly,

90 • Chapter Two

134 Ibid., p. 72. Indeed, in The Meaning of the Second World War (London, 1986),
Mandel gives many examples of strategic and tactical mistakes committed by actors.

135 L. Trotsky, The History of the Russian Revolution (3 vols, London, 1967), 1, p. 310.



Lenin was able to win the debate inside the party following his return to

Russia in April 1917 because, as Trotsky shows, he articulated the aspirations

of the Bolshevik rank and file and of many middle-layer activists. When

Trotsky’s biographer, Isaac Deutscher, invoked Plekhanov’s authority against

this appraisal of Lenin’s decisive role, Alasdair MacIntyre commented that

at stake here are two different conceptions of history, one in which ‘history

from time to time presents us with real alternatives where my actions can

make all the difference’, the other in which ‘I am . . . just part of an inevitable

historical progress’.136 Unless Marxism is to be a ideological philosophy of

history, in which human beings are blind victims of the Hegelian Ruse of

Reason, then we must accept that sometimes what an individual does ‘can

make all the difference’.

These considerations lead to two conclusions. First, the only entities to

which purposes may properly be assigned are intentional systems, the bearers

of beliefs and desires, i.e., for present purposes, human agents. More

particularly, social systems do not have purposes. Nor is it proper to regard

them as having needs, if this leads, as functionalism suggests, to the claim

that these needs are necessarily fulfilled. (An all-too-common version of this

kind of reasoning among Marxists is as follows:

1. A social formation requires certain conditions for its reproduction.

2. These conditions exist.

3. These conditions exist because they are necessary to the reproduction of

that social formation.

The underlying assumption which justifies this inference is that social

formations will necessarily be reproduced. This is a strangely static view of

society for Marxists to accept.) It does not follow, as Giddens (one of the most

vehement contemporary critics of functionalism) sometimes suggests, that it

is therefore wrong to speak of functions tout court. It is often an important

step in explanation to identify some social phenomenon which has beneficial

consequences for some group and/or consequences which contribute to the

reproduction of the social formation, provided that one does not, without
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specifying a feedback mechanism of the kind required by Elster, proceed to

explain the phenomenon by these consequences.137

Secondly, the demand for ‘microfoundations’ cannot simply be rejected. If

human agency is an irreducible aspect of social events, then no explanation

of these events is tenable which does not make claims about the intentions

and beliefs which actors have and how these will issue in action. Such claims

may be of quite a high order of generality – they may involve the sorts of

premisses on which Cohen bases the Development Thesis, namely that human

beings are ‘somewhat rational’ and capable of improving their knowledge.

Given that the intentional activity of human beings is not structurally

determined, then no explanation which does not contain premisses specifying

how they will behave or are likely do behave in the situation under

consideration, can be a genuine explanans. To the extent that those demanding

‘microfoundations’ are simply saying this, they are clearly correct. But, of

course, they are saying something stronger, namely that the explanation of

social events is nothing but providing ‘microfoundations’. Not only is this

claim false, but it does not follow from (1) and (2), according to Elster the

premisses of rational-choice theory, respectively the denial that human conduct

is structurally determined and the rationality principle.

Consider Elster’s description of the alternative to MI: ‘Methodological

collectivism – as an end in itself – assumes that there are supra-individual

entities that are prior to individuals in the explanatory order. Explanation

proceeds from the laws of self-regulation or of development of these larger

entities while individual actions are derived from the aggregate pattern.138

This position, as Elster goes on to argue, leads naturally to functionalism. So,

if Elster is right, we seem stuck with the choice between MI and functionalism.

To see why he is wrong, we need only reflect on the definition he gives of

‘methodological collectivism’, where ‘individual actions are derived from the

aggregate pattern’ (my emphasis). If Elster is claiming that the denial of MI

entails this doctrine, then he is quite mistaken. For ‘methodological collectivism’

is the contrary of MI, not its contradictory. MI says that structures must be

explained in terms of individuals. To deny this is just to say that structures

cannot be explained in terms of individuals, not to say that individuals must
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be explained in terms of structures. All methodological collectivists (in Elster’s

sense) deny MI, but all those who deny MI are not ipso facto methodological

collectivists.

All that the opponent of MI has to say is that social structures have

explanatory autonomy in the sense given by Graham MacDonald and Philip

Pettit (see Section 1.2 above). To say that social structures have explanatory

autonomy is to say that they cannot be eliminated from the explanation of

social events. It is not to say that individuals and their attributes can, or should

be eliminated. The model of social explanation which I began to outline in

Section 1.5 was one in which both individuals and structures figure irreducibly

in the premisses of explanations of social events. ‘Methodological collectivism’,

in which individuals are the ‘bearers’ of ‘supra-individual entities’, is a red

herring and I shall have nothing more to say about it.

Of course, to show that denying MI does not entail accepting ‘methodological

collectivism’ is not of itself to give a reason for denying MI (although it does

remove an obstacle to taking this step). Why not, if we can, use Ockham’s

razor and reduce structures to individuals? The answer is that we cannot. I

suggested in Section 1.5 that ‘individualist’ explanations typically have

structures concealed about them. Often the structures lurk in the ceteris paribus

clause, or in the description of the situation in which the individual is trying

rationally to optimise. But they may appear openly in the premisses of the

supposedly individualist explanation.

An example of the latter is provided by Roemer when he seeks to prove

the Class Exploitation Correspondence Principle for a dynamic capitalist

economy. He makes the following assumption: ‘all agents are accumulators,

seeking to expand the value of their endowments (capital) as rapidly as

possible’.139 This axiom merely introduces, in individualese, one of the main

structural properties of the capitalist mode for Marx, namely the fact that

capitalists tend to reinvest the surplus-value extracted from workers in further

production rather than consuming all of it. Why they should do so is left

unexplained by Roemer. Marx himself accounts for the accumulation of capital

in terms of the competitive pressure of capitals on one another (see Section

2.2.). It is perfectly legitimate for Roemer simply to place capital accumulation

among the premisses of his proof of the Class Exploitation Correspondence
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Principle but it does not alter the fact that the proof only appears to conform

to MI, assuming as it does a structural property of the capitalist mode of

production.

The sleight of hand through which Roemer turns this property into an

attribute of individuals seems to me typical of the way in which adherents

to MI seek to conceal the reliance of their explanations on structures. I claim

that this reliance is not a contingent feature of some explanations, but that

the explanation of social events necessarily involves premisses referring to both

structures and individuals. This is a much stronger claim than merely showing,

as I did in Section 1.5, that invoking structures is consistent with the orthodox

conception of agents. To make it out requires a consideration of the relationship

between the two irreducible components, structures and individuals.

The most illuminating recent discussion of these issues is to be found 

in Giddens’s writings. He suggests that we think of structures as ‘the

unacknowledged conditions and unanticipated consequences of human 

action’. Such a perspective, he argues, will resolve the longstanding ‘dualism’

of structure and action. It will allow us to focus on what he calls ‘the duality

of structure’, that is, the fact that ‘the structural properties of social systems

are both the medium and the outcome of the practices that constitute those

systems.’ More specifically, structures are to be thought of not simply as

constraining action, but also as enabling: ‘Structure is thus not to be conceptualized

as a barrier to action, but as essentially involved in its production’.140

The duality of structure can only be understood once the conceptual

connection between power and action is grasped. Action involves the exercise

of ‘transformative capacity’, the ability to bring about some alteration in the

course of events. Structures consist in the rules and resources which make

possible, inter alia, the exercise of the more specific form of power which Giddens

calls domination and which involves actors compelling others to comply with

their wants. The dualism of agency and structure typical of contemporary

discussions of political power, for example, can be overcome only

if it is recognized that power must be treated in the context of the duality

of structure: if the resources which the existence of domination implies and

the exercise of power draws upon, are seen to be at the same structural
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components of social systems. The exercise of power is not a type of act;

rather power is instantiated in action, as a regular and routine phenomenon.

It is a mistake moreover to treat power itself as a resource as many theorists

of power do. Resources are the media through which power is exercised,

and structures of domination reproduced.141

Giddens now seems to me to be fundamentally on the right track. This is,

however, obscured by certain specific features of his argument. First, to say

that structure is the ‘medium’ of action is different from describing it as the

‘condition’ of action. In practice, Giddens tends towards the first and weaker

version. This is brought out, secondly, by his conceiving of structure as

consisting of rules and resources. Rules, as Wittgenstein argues in the

Philosophical Investigations, cannot constitute practice, while resources, as

Giddens says, can only be thought of as media of action. They only condition

action in the weak sense of being necessary conditions of action, but Giddens’s

general formula is surely meant in a stronger, causal sense of structures

conditioning action. Thirdly, his account of power is hopelessly confused by

the claim that the concepts of transformative capacity – which seems little

more than a synonym for ‘causal powers’ – and domination are logically

connected. The overall effect is a position much closer to methodological

individualism than Giddens’s general account of structure would suggest. I

have discussed these and other defects of Giddens’s theory of structuration

at length elsewhere and shall not repeat that discussion here. However, these

defects perhaps prevented me from acknowledging more emphatically the

two great strengths of the theory.142

These strengths are, first, the definition of structure as both unacknowledged

condition and unanticipated consequence. This encompasses the dimension

of structure accepted by proponents of MI, the unintended consequences of

individual actions but at the same time recognises what they deny, namely

that structures also causally govern actions. The second strength of Giddens’s

account is the way in which he conceptualises this governing of action by

structure. Structures do not simply constrain action. They do not simply act
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as inert limits, restricting the alternatives open to agents. They are also enabling

and are thus present in the actions actually pursued by individuals or groups.

This move is possible because of the connection which Giddens establishes

between structures and power. ‘Power’, he says, ‘is instantiated in action’,

but agents’ powers cannot be understood without an analysis of structure.

The fact that power is instantiated in action is crucial to rendering the claim

that structures govern action consistent with the orthodox conception of

agency. For, as we saw in Section 1.5, action-explanations implicitly contain

a premiss to the effect that the agent has the power to do the action believed

to be a way of realising his or her desire. The crucial issue concerns precisely

how power and structure are related.

Giddens argues in the passage cited above that power should not be

identified with structure, or rather with the resources in which structure

partially consists. Rather, these resources are the media through which power

is exercised. This seems wrong to me. It leaves open the question of the nature

of agents’ capacities. Now, some of these are natural, in the sense that any

normal, adult human organism will have them. But:

(1) the exercise of even these natural capacities often depends on agents’

position within the relations of production;

(2) agents in addition have capacities which are derived from their position

within the relations of production.

The truth of (1) is easy to establish. I am (more or less) capable of meeting

my needs through some form of labour. Whether I am able to do so, however,

depends typically in the capitalist mode on whether or not I can sell my

labour-power.

More to the point, however, are the capacities specified in (2), structural

capacities. This expression derives from Wright, who in his pre-Roemerian

phase distinguished between the ‘structural capacities of a class . . . which are

generated directly by the structural developments of capitalist society’, and

‘organizational capacities . . . which are constituted by the conscious organization

of the members of that class’. Wright argued that ‘we can treat the structural

capacities as shaping, or setting limits upon, the organizational capacities’.143

I am using ‘structural capacity’ in a more general sense, to refer to any capacity
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which derives from an agent’s position within the relations of production.

(This is not to say, however, that the distinction drawn by Wright is not a

useful one, but, for present purposes, my usage of ‘structural capacity’ embraces

both structural and organisational capacities as he defines them.)

Examples of structural capacity might be the ability to make an investment

or to go on strike. The exercise of such capacities involves the exercise 

also of natural capacities (to speak, move etc.) but this does not affect the

distinction between the two kinds of human capacities. As the second example

suggests, structural capacities can often only be exercised collectively and not

by individual agents. This raises issues which will be pursued further in

subsequent chapters. For the present, we need simply note that the dependence

for their exercise of certain structural capacities on the formation of collective

agents is a consequence of a general feature of production relations, namely

that they involve large numbers of individual agents sharing the same

relationship to the means of production and to labour-power.

Let me now consider a possible objection to this way of thinking about

structures from proponents of MI, namely that agents choose their position

in the relations of production. The argument is put by Przeworski, who invites

us to consider the case of Mrs Jones, ‘a lady who owns some land, is married

to a machinist, is a mother of a prospective accountant, and is white and

Catholic’. Mrs Jones becomes a salesperson in a department store. But: ‘Many

workers eventually do succeed in owning their own business. Why could not

Mrs Jones? . . . Mrs Jones becomes a worker because she chooses to become a

worker’.144

Przeworski defends this claim as follows:

Clearly, I do not mean that people decide to be workers at their pleasure,

offended by a life sparkled by diamonds and rocked only by yacht decks.

What I mean is the following. Mrs Jones has some goals; for example, she

seeks, with the assistance of her family, to maximize the current value 

of her consumption stream when she becomes a widow, which as a wife 

of a worker she is likely to become. She also has resources: her labour-

power, the unused labour-power of her husband and son, some social

connections . . . and some credit. . . . She now sits around a table with her
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family and friends and thinks how to realize her objective given the constraints

of family resources. She enrolls in an optimization course and upon graduation

she decides that the best thing for her to do is to become a worker. She has

objectives and resources: she chooses to become a worker. Her objectives

and her resources do not classify her as a worker; she decides to become a

worker given her objectives and resources.145

Does Mrs Jones really choose to become a wage-labourer? The question is

discussed and answered in an article of surpassing elegance by Cohen. He

suggests that ‘a worker is forced to sell his or her labour-power . . . if and

only if the constraint is a result of standard exercise of the powers constituting

relations of production’, where being forced means having ‘no reasonable or

acceptable alternative course’, not that there is ‘no alternative whatsoever’.

This way of understanding ‘force’ means that it is not an objection to the

claim that workers are compelled to sell their labour-power that the alternative

is not starving to death but going on the dole, if being on the dole is an

unacceptable alternative (which it is).146

The serious objection to the idea that workers are forced to sell their labour-

power is, as Cohen observes, the existence of ‘persons who, initially possessed

of no greater resources than most, secure positions in the petty bourgeoisie

and elsewhere, thereby rising above the proletariat’. The particular example

he gives is that of the petty and sometimes bigger capitalists who have

emerged among Asians in Britain but there are others. The fact that people

can thus escape from the working class suggests that workers are generally

not forced to sell their labour-power, since they could always choose to try

to enter the petty bourgeoisie. The fact that only a few can actually succeed

in the attempt is no real objection:

The number of exits from the proletariat is, as a matter of objective

circumstance, small. But more proletarians are not trying to escape, and, as

a result, it is false that each exist is being actively attempted by some proletarian.

Therefore for most proletarians there exists a means of escape. So even

though necessarily most proletarians will remain proletarians, and will sell
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their labour-power, perhaps none, and at most a minority, are forced to 

do so.147

A worker’s freedom to escape, however, depends on the overwhelming

majority of other workers not actually seeking to exercise their own similar

freedom. Were they to do so, all available exits from the proletariat would

rapidly be used (indeed blocked by those struggling to reach them). Each

worker’s freedom is conditional on the others not exercising their own

conditional freedom. Thus, ‘though each is individually free to leave, he

suffers with the rest from what I shall call collective unfreedom’, where ‘a group

suffers collective unfreedom with respect to a type of action A if and only if

performance of A by all members of the group is impossible’. So, ‘although

most proletarians are free to escape the proletariat, and indeed, even if every

one is, the proletariat is collectively unfree, an imprisoned class’.148 Mrs Jones

is free not to become a worker, but the entire class to which she belongs as

a wage-labourer is not.

Cohen’s argument is framed to deal with the specific case of the working

class. But if the proletariat is collectively forced into the class position they

occupy then it seems very unlikely that the exploited in other modes of

production – where what Marx calls ‘direct extra-economic force’ rather than

the ‘silent compulsion of economic relations’ (i.e. the absence of any acceptable

alternative to the sale of one’s labour-power) is essential to the extraction of

surplus-labour – are any less unfree.149 It is true that the capitalist has a genuine

alternative to being a capitalist, namely selling his or her labour-power, but

there can be little doubt which course of action the best use of his or her

endowments will require. This reasoning will apply a fortiori to the case of

other ruling classes. The sense in which class positions are chosen is therefore

a very limited one and does not undermine the general account of structure

given above.

My claim that structures have explanatory autonomy thus comes down to

the assertion that agents’ powers are partly dependent on their position in

production relations. This thesis need not be formulated in Marxist terms, so

long as one accepts that agents’ ability to realise their goals is determined to
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a significant degree by their place in social relations, whether one thinks of

these relations as structures, institutions, or whatever. Note that the argument

does not depend on any claim about individuals’ beliefs being about, or

shaped by structures. Elster himself emphasises that ‘methodological

individualism holds only in extensional contexts. . . . People often have beliefs

about supra-individual entities that are not reducible to beliefs about

individuals’.150 MI is about what structures are; it is perfectly consistent with

people having (according to MI) false, because collectivist, beliefs about

structures. Equally, my argument for the ineliminability of structures turns

not on people’s beliefs about structures, but on the powers that they have

(and indeed may have without knowing that they have them).

Elster’s response would, I imagine, be to argue that structures empower

only in so far as they are themselves the properties of individuals. Such, at

any rate, is the impression conveyed by some recent, highly compressed

comments on the claim that ‘structures . . . have causal efficacy’, where a

structure is a ‘set of relations defined in abstraction from the specific relata’:

‘I disagree. . . . In extensional contexts, what has causal efficacy is a relation

with its relata or, as I put it, individuals with their relational properties’.151

Elster gives no reasons for this claim that structure conceived as a set of

empty places can have no causal efficacy, while a relationship between specific

individuals does. Either Elster is ignoring the salient historical truth that

human beings usually find themselves in patterned, persisting relationships

to whose basic character their individual actions can generally make little

difference, in which case it is hard to take him seriously, or he is engaged in

a purely verbal manoeuvre, calling structures the properties of individuals,

in which case he has still to come up with an argument to show that these

disguised structures have no causal efficacy. Lurking behind Elster’s admittedly

obscure remarks may be the belief that structures, where not conceived as

the unintended consequences of individual actions, must be some sort of

mysterious quasi-organic or spiritual entity. But this belief is false. A perfectly

acceptable definition of structure is provided by Roy Bhaskar, who, like

Giddens, conceives structure as ‘both the ever present condition (material

cause) and the continually reproduced outcome of human agency’.152 (Note
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that this formulation does not suffer from the sort of ambiguity between cause

and medium towards which Giddens tends.)

Bhaskar offers the following definition: ‘Society . . . is an articulated ensemble

of tendencies and powers which, unlike natural ones, exist only as long as

they (or at least some of them) are being exercised; are exercised in the last

instance via the intentional activity of men; and are not necessarily space-

time invariant’. This definition is intended to encourage us to see society as

continuous with nature, which also involves powers and tendencies, but also

stresses the peculiarity of social structures, namely that they exist ‘only in

virtue of [the] . . . activity’ of a certain class of intentional systems, namely

human agents.153

While I agree with Bhaskar’s characterisation of social structures, I must

confess to a certain impatience with the demand that some such account of

their ontological status must be given. Quine has taught us to relativise

ontology to the sciences, so that what exists is simply those types of objects

to which our theories refer. The only question then becomes whether we can

reduce one such kind to another.154 If social structures have explanatory

autonomy, as I have argued, then they cannot be reduced to individuals and

we are stuck with them if we wish to explain social events. No dark suggestions

about the ‘mystical’ nature of social entities are of any interest, any more than

were Cartesian objections to the concept of universal gravitation because it

required the possibility (ruled out by Descartes’s metaphysics) of action at 

a distance. Defences of MI only too easily degenerate into attempts by

philosophers to legislate for social theory. There is no reason why this should

be any more acceptable than it is in the physical sciences.

The intrusion of metaphysical as opposed to methodological individualism

is most evident in the case of the objection, already dismissed in Section 1.5,

that any given structure is the consequence of human action. Indeed it is, but
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that action will itself have taken place under conditions which themselves

included structures. Pushing the causal sequence back makes no difference

to the question of the explanatory autonomy of structures. What, presumably,

would justify the attempt is the existence of some state of affairs in which

individuals brought structures into existence without their actions themselves

being conditioned by structures. Did such an ‘original situation’ ever exist?

I doubt it. It seems far more likely that human beings have always lived in

social systems which embodied specific structures. But the search for 

the origins of structure is highly revealing. Gaston Bachelard once said:

‘Philosophers believe that by studying origins they can discover creations’.155

The creation in this case is that of structures by individuals. Surely we have

here a case of the ‘philosophy of subject’, the conception first rigorously

formulated by Descartes according to which the self has epistemological (and,

in some versions, ontological) priority? The Cartesian subject underpins

Sartre’s metaphysical individualism. It also lurks behind the kind of defence

of methodological individualism which rests on the idea that if we push

history back far enough we shall find a society without structures.

2.6 What’s left of historical materialism?

We can now return to the question posed at the beginning of Section 2.4.

What is left of Marxism once orthodox historical materialism (OHM) is shown

to be untenable? That section and the following were devoted to considering

the alternative proffered by rational-choice Marxism, which we have now

dismissed. What then remains of historical materialism? The answer is: a

great deal.

Levine and Sober describe what’s left as ‘weak historical materialism’, i.e.

‘the orthodox theory without the unlikely and unwarranted claim that what

is necessary for epochal historical change is ultimately also sufficient’.156 That

is, it consists in items (a), (b) and (c) of their definition of OHM – respectively

the necessary conditions of change (the level of development of the productive

forces), the direction of change (towards maximising the development of the

productive forces) and the means of change (the class struggle) – but excludes
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item (d), effectively the Primacy Thesis (the forces of production will select

the production relations which will promote their further developments) (see

Section 2.3).

Levine writes elsewhere:

Reduced to its rational kernel, historical materialism is a theory of possible

production relations, an account of what can be placed on the historical

agenda, in view of the level of development of productive forces . . . [It] will not

by itself explain historical change; nor will it predict the outcomes of class

struggles. But it does give an account of the conditions for the possibility

of change and of the options available to classes in struggle.157

This is, I think, to understate the strengths of the ‘rational kernel’ of the

Marxist theory of history. Nor shall I call this theory, minus the Primacy

Thesis, ‘weak’, but rather what it is, classical historical materialism. For, as I

have argued above, neither Marx and Engels nor the other great Marxists –

Lenin and Trotsky, Luxemburg and Gramsci – consistently treated social

revolution as the inevitable consequence of the development of the productive

force (see Section 2.5).

Levine effectively reduces historical materialism to the Compatibility Thesis,

that is, to the claim that ‘a given level of development of the productive forces

is compatible with only a limited range of production relations’ (see Section

2.3). Then, inasmuch as the productive forces develop, they will tend to come

into conflict with the prevailing relations of production, so that the Contradiction

Thesis to that extent also holds true. But, given that the Capacity Thesis is

false, there is no guarantee that the class struggle will install production

relations permitting the optimal development of the productive forces. While

I agree with all this, I believe that we can add three more things.

First, I think we can say, with Wright, that there is at least a ‘weak impulse’

for the productive forces to develop through history.158 Other things being

equal, the direct producers will adopt innovations which reduce the burden

of toil. Of course, as Brenner argues, other things are often not equal and

only the capitalist mode places exploiters and exploited under systematic

pressure to develop the productive forces. We should not forget, though, that

Structure and Action • 103

157 Levine, Arguing, pp. 194–5.
158 Wright, ‘Giddens’s Critique’, pp. 27–9. See also Harman, ‘Base and Superstructure’,

pp. 16–18.



in two of the three main pre-capitalist forms of class society, the feudal and

tributary modes of production, the productive forces are broadly the same,

since both involve a labour-process based on peasant households which

partially control the means of production and labour-power (note that the

Compatibility Thesis states that a given level of development of the productive

forces is compatible with only a limited range of production relations, not

[necessarily] only one set of production relations).159 To the extent that peasant

direct producers have partial control over the production process, they will

have the opportunity to and sometimes an interest in introducing innovations

which reduce the burden of labour on them (whether they have such an

interest will depend on various factors – for example, the precise form taken

by surplus-extraction: if the surplus is a fixed quantity, then peasants can, by

increasing productivity, lighten their labour and/or increase their own

consumption). Equally, the exploiter may have an interest in taking advantage

of innovations which will increase his consumption – for example, grain mills,

of which feudal lords usually had a monopoly. Factors of this kind would

not give rise to the intensive growth of the productive forces characteristic

of the capitalist mode, but they are sufficient to make the Development Thesis

true in this qualified sense: the productive forces indeed tend to develop

throughout history, but there are powerful counter-tendencies which may

override this tendency.

Secondly, even if the fettering of the productive forces by the production

relations does not necessarily lead to the establishment of more progressive

production relations, it is likely to lead to actual social crisis. The point is

made well by Lockwood (albeit in a rather opaque sociological vocabulary):

The actualization of the latent social relationships of the system [which

include production relations more compatible with the productive forces

than the prevailing ones] will depend on the success with which groups

having vested interests in the maintenance of the institutional order [i.e. the

prevailing production relations] are able to cope with the dysfunctional

system in the case of particular exigencies. . . . If the exigencies lead to an

intensification of the functional incompatibility of the system, and if

compensating measures by vested interest groups lead (unintentionally) to
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a further actualization of the potential social relationships of the system, a

vicious circle of social disintegration and change of the institutional order

is under way. If, on the other hand, compensating measures are effective,

the institutional order will remain intact, but the focal point of strain [i.e.

the fettering of the productive forces] will continue to be evident so long

as the functional incompatibility of the system persists.160

What Lockwood describes here is well captured by Gramsci’s concept of an

‘organic crisis’:

A crisis occurs, sometimes lasting for decades. This exceptional duration

means that incurable structural contradictions have revealed themselves

(reached maturity), and that despite this, the political forces that are struggling

to conserve and defend the existing structure itself are making every effort

to cure them, within certain limits, and to overcome them.161

Such an organic crisis need not eventuate in social revolution. The ruling

class may succeed in ‘curing’ the underlying contradiction, temporarily at

least – as it did in the case Gramsci had in mind, Europe after the Russian

Revolution. It seems to me that classical historical materialism is committed

to asserting the following:

(1) Inasmuch as the productive forces actually develop, they will come into

conflict with prevailing production relations.

(2) Such cases of fettering will take a specific form depending on the nature

of the mode of production (see Sections 2.4 and 5.5).162

(3) The result will be an organic crisis as Lockwood and Gramsci characterise

it, in which the underlying contradictions ‘mature’, forcing the ruling

class to struggle to ‘cure’ them, or at least to limit their effects, faced

with the constant threat of ‘social disintegration’, or even revolution,

if it fails.

(4) The outcome of such an organic crisis will depend on the class struggle,

which is in any case likely to be exacerbated by the material hardships

involved in the crisis.
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Now, the falsehood of OHM turned crucially on the fact that the class struggle

cannot be relied on to produce progressive social change. But – and this is

the third respect in which classical historical materialism goes beyond a theory

of possible modes of production – it does not follow that the outcome of the

class struggle is simply indeterminate. On the contrary, in the first place,

historical materialism specifies the structural capacities possessed by agents

by virtue of their position in production relations, i.e. their class position.

Secondly, it claims that these capacities, and also the class interests which

agents share, have primacy in explaining their actual behaviour. This second

claim is not equivalent to the Capacity Thesis: that is, it does not assert that

these interests and capacities are sufficient to achieve progressive social change.

But it does imply that whether or not such change occurs is to be explained

primarily in terms of structural capacities and class interests, as well as in

terms of the concepts used to specify the nature of the organic crisis which

provides the objective context of the class struggle. This is a strong claim.

These three elements – the existence of a weak tendency for the productive

forces to develop, the consequent likelihood of organic crises and the primacy

of structural capacities and class interests in explaining social action – make

of classical historical materialism a theory of history, a theory, that is, which

claims to account for the dynamic processes through which social systems

are transformed. It is also one in which human agency plays a pivotal role –

in the terrible, bloody struggles which unfold in a period of organic crisis.

How it does so is inseparable from undoubtedly the most controversial of

the three elements necessary to turn historical materialism into a genuine

theory of history, namely the claimed primacy of class capacities and interests.

Much of the remainder of this book will be devoted to rendering this claim

plausible and to exploring, in its light, some of the ways in which human

beings make history.
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Chapter Three

Reasons and Interests

3.1 Expressivism and the hermeneutic

tradition

We must now, in a sense, retrace our steps. The debate

between proponents of methodological individualism

and functionalism, which was one of our main

concerns in the previous chapter, is one variant of a

much more fundamental argument over the extent

to which the explanation of social events differs from

that of natural events. This issue has dominated

reflection on the status of social theory for the past

century.

The starting-point for this debate is provided by

the fact that human action must be interpreted. In

order to characterise an action as action rather than

mere physical movement, we must think of it as

performed for reasons whose content can be specified

by assigning beliefs and desires to the agent. This

irreducible element of interpretation has been seized

on by a succession of thinkers who argue that it

introduces an essential difference between social

theory and the physical sciences. Perhaps the first to

offer a systematic argument to this effect was Wilhelm

Dilthey, whom Hans-Georg Gadamer describes 

as ‘justifying the human sciences epistemologically,

by conceiving the historical world as a text to be

deciphered’. Or, as Dilthey himself put it: ‘Life and



history have meaning like the letters of a word’.1 The reliance of social theory

on interpretation was held to be inconsistent with what is usually called the

deductive-nomological model of explanation in the physical sciences, where

an event is explained if and only if it can be deduced from the conjunction

of a general law and certain initial conditions (this is what Graham Macdonald

and Philip Pettit call ‘nomothetic explanation’: see Section 1.2).2 Thus Weber

argues that the deductive-nomological model involves ‘criteria the satisfaction

of which excludes the possibility of an immediately understandable

“interpretation” of concrete historical structures’, and that, ‘phenomenologically

“interpretation” simply does not fall under the category of subsumption under

generalizations’.3 And so there arose the contrast between the interpretive

understanding (Verstehen) of human action and the deductive-nomological

explanation of physical events.

Discussion of the issue was for long bedevilled by the tendency of both

proponents and opponents of the view of social theory as Verstehen (whom

I shall henceforth call methodological anti-naturalists and naturalists

respectively) to conceive of interpretation as a subjective identification of

interpreter with interpretand. As Jürgen Habermas put it, Dilthey tends to

think of the role of the interpreter as one of ‘empathy, of basically solitary

reproduction and re-experiencing’ rather than as ‘participation in communication

learned in interaction’.4 Weber shared this conception of Verstehen: ‘“intellectual

understanding” includes “inner participation” and therefore “empathy”’.5

The historic contribution of Gadamer to the debate was to reject this

subjective conception of understanding and instead, following Heidegger, to

think of understanding as transcending the distinction between subject and

object, ‘the original character of the being of human life itself’. And because

Dasein necessarily involves both a relationship to others and to past and

future, ‘understanding is not to be thought of so much as an action of one’s

subjectivity, but of the placing oneself within a process of tradition, in which

past and present are constantly fused’. The objectivity of understanding 

is provided by the fact that it is a relation to tradition, but not one that consists
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in merely the mechanical transmission of past thought, but its active,

transformative appropriation within the context of our own purposes, so that

‘understanding . . . is always the fusion of [the] . . . horizons’ of past and

present. This encounter can only occur in language, the ‘central point where

“I” and the world meet or, rather, manifest their original unity’.6

Gadamer thus embeds methodological anti-naturalism in the hermeneutic

tradition. Charles Taylor, perhaps the most important contemporary exponent

of this viewpoint among English-speaking philosophers, describes it as ‘the

triple-H theory’ because it originated in the Romantic philosophy of language

developed by Herder and Humboldt and was continued in a somewhat

different form by Heidegger. Taylor argues that this conception involves the

doctrine of ‘expressivism’. That is, it implies that the ‘representative function’

of language, by means of which our utterances refer to objects, is not, as both

the philosophers of the seventeenth-century scientific revolution and analytical

philosophers influenced by Frege think, its most fundamental dimension.

Rather, reference presupposes the ‘expressive dimension’ of language, which

has three aspects. First, ‘through language we can bring to explicit awareness

what we formerly had only an implicit sense of’. Secondly, ‘language enables

us to put things in public space’. Thirdly, it ‘provides the medium through

which some of our most important concerns, the characteristically human

concerns, can impinge on us all’. All three are different ways of ‘disclosure,

of making things plain’.7

What is disclosed by language expressively used is the context of speech:

This context is made up both of the horizon of concerns which is further

articulated by the term in question, and also by the practices connected with

them. The practices are an inseparable part of the horizon, not only because

the concerns will have to do with certain practices . . . but also because some

concerns are most fully expressed in social practices and institutions, those

precisely which lack some explicit articulation of the values involved.

Therefore, language is fundamentally

a pattern of activity, by which we express/realize a certain way of being in

the world, that of reflective awareness, but a pattern which can only be
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deployed against a background which we can never fully dominate, and

yet a background that we are never fully dominated by, because we are

constantly reshaping it.8

The nub of expressivism, then, is that language cannot be separated from

that which is expressed in it. As Gadamer puts it, ‘to be expressed in language

does not mean that a second being is acquired. The way in which a thing

presents itself is, rather, part of its own being’.9 The hermeneutic view of

language has major implications for social theory. These are spelled out by

Hubert Dreyfus, who argues that the ‘inherited background of practices’

implicit in our speech but never fully articulated by it ‘cannot be spelled out

in a theory’, because ‘what makes up the background is not beliefs, either explicit

or implicit, but habits or customs, embodied in the sort of subtle skills which

we exhibit in our everyday interaction with things and people’. If social theory

models itself on the physical sciences and ignores this background, seeking

instead to establish generalizations according to the deductive-nomological

schema, then it leaves out of account ‘the unique feature of human behaviour,

the human self-interpretation embodied in our everyday know-how (Vorhabe)’.10

Does the ‘triple-H’ philosophy of language rule out the possibility of social

theory? In other words, does it deny that the explanation of social events can

(or indeed must) invoke the structural properties of social systems as we

suggested in the last chapter? Does it imply that all the investigator can do

is to characterise the self-understanding of agents, indeed of necessity relying

on the very conceptual vocabulary they themselves use to articulate this self-

understanding, as Peter Winch argued in The Idea of a Social Science? I shall

consider one unsuccessful attempt to accommodate the role of interpretation

within the framework of methodological naturalism (Section 3.2). The reasons

for its failure lead on to consideration of Donald Davidson’s philosophy of

language, which offers a theory of interpretation superior to both expressivism

and Jürgen Habermas’s hermeneutics of communicative action (Section 3.3).

Davidson’s theory crucially involves the assumption that agents are rational;

the content of such an assumption is further explored by examining the
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utilitarian conception of action accepted by rational-choice theorists (Section

3.4). Although the utilitarian theory is found wanting, it has a rational kernel,

namely the claim that agents are moved by interests, consideration of which

returns us to the concept of structural capacities introduced in the previous

chapter (Section 3.5).

3.2 Interpretation and social theory

One contemporary thinker who denies that hermeneutics and social theory

are incompatible is Anthony Giddens. He argues that understanding is ‘the

very ontological condition of human life in society as such’. Any purely interpretive

sociology fails, however, to take into account the intrinsic connection between

human action and power and the dependence of the latter on the resources

which, as we saw in the last chapter, Giddens regards as constitutive of

structure. He therefore advocates a ‘hermeneutically informed social theory’,

one that does not eschew structural analysis, but which also makes irreducible

reference to ‘practical consciousness’, that is, to ‘tacit knowledge that is skilfully

employed in the enactment of courses of conduct, but which the actor is not

able to formulate discursively’.11

Giddens’s work can be seen as an attempt to transcend the opposition

between hermeneutics and positivism, that is, between those who respectively

affirm and deny the relevance of interpretation to social theory. W.G. Runciman

similarly described the recent first volume of his Treatise on Social Theory as

an attempt to steer ‘a safely manageable course between the Scylla of positivistic

empiricism and the Charybdis of phenomenological hermeneutics’.12 His

attempt to do so is worth considering in some detail, since it illuminates some

of the difficulties involved.

Runciman’s thesis is that ‘there is no special problem of explanation in the

human sciences, only a special problem of description’. He distinguishes

between four main tasks of social theory – reportage, explanation, description

and evaluation, which consist in answering the questions ‘what?’, ‘why?’,

‘what like?’ and ‘how good or bad?’ respectively. To report an action is simply
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to characterise it as a specific action by ascribing beliefs and intentions to the

person performing it. To explain it is to establish a causal connection between

some other event and the explanandum, which is itself an instance of a

relationship accounted for by a set of broader sociological generalisations. To

evaluate it is to pass moral judgement on the action. All three are distinct

from one another. Reportage and explanation in principle share the logical

structure of their counterparts in the physical sciences. Description, however,

is unique to social theory. To describe an action in this sense is ‘to

understand . . . what it was like to do it’. Its role is ‘to bridge a presumptive

divide between the culture of those whose thoughts, words or deeds are being

described and that of the presumptive reader and/or the sociologist himself’.

The worth of a description must be judged by ‘the responses of those whose

experiences have been described’. However, it ‘necessarily involves more than

the mere repetition of what “they” say about their experiences’, and so consists

in ‘reinterpreting the meaning to “them” of the experiences so described’.

Descriptions are not so much true or false as ‘authentic’ or ‘inauthentic’.

Description, however, is in principle an infinite process, in which authentic

redescriptions of the same experience are not mutually incompatible but

rather complement one another.13

Runciman’s account of description undoubtedly captures an important

feature of social theory. It is often noted how anthropologists seek to understand

an alien culture and to characterise the way in which the world is experienced

by members of that culture. But much the same is often true of historians.

Some of the most memorable pieces of historical writing do not so much

either tell a story or explain events but show what it was like to be a member

of a particular society, to live at a certain time, to be present on some occasion.

Runciman says that ‘description in sociology calls for an exercise of imagination

on the sociologist’s part, which is not involved in reportage or explanation

or, therefore, in the practice of natural science at all’.14 And some historical

writing does have a distinctly literary character. This is not so much a matter

of style as of the nature of what is being done. Art invites us to experience

the world in a particular way. So too does social theory when it attempts to

answer the question ‘what like?’
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At the same time, Runciman does not reduce social theory to the imaginative

reconstruction of how particular actors experience the world. Rather:

‘Explanatory, descriptive and evaluative sociology, however closely combined

in practice, are always distinguishable in principle’.15 The idea is to characterise

the distinctiveness of social theory in such a way as to allow full scope for

explanation in the same sense as in the physical sciences. The difficulties

which Runciman’s account of the methodology of social theory runs into,

however, concern not so much description as explanation and reportage.

The first difficulty arises from an important disanalogy between the

explanation of social and physical events. Alastair MacIntyre argues that ‘the

salient fact’ about social theory is ‘the absence of the discovery of any lawlike

generalisations’. Such generalizations as do exist ‘coexist . . . with recognized

counter-examples . . . lack not only universal quantifiers but scope modifiers’,

and ‘do not entail any well-defined set of counterfactual conditionals’, differing

fundamentally in all these respects from scientific laws in the deductive-

nomological model. MacIntyre identifies ‘four sources of unpredictability in

human affairs’. First, no discovery can be predicted since any such prediction

would involve possession of the concept in whose elaboration the discovery

consists. Secondly, I cannot predict action which depends in part on a course

of action of my own on which I have yet to decide. Thirdly, ‘the game-theoretic

character of social life’ introduces uncertainties arising from the interdependence

of actors’ decisions. Fourthly, there is ‘pure contingency’, the accidents which

may have a large bearing on events, such as the length of Cleopatra’s nose.16

It should be noted that these sources of unpredictability, with the partial

exception of the fourth (since natural events such as earthquakes count as

cases of ‘pure contingency’), all arise from something we highlighted in the

previous chapter, namely the fact that society exists only in virtue of the

intentional activity of human agents. This fact is also crucial to Roy Bhaskar’s

discussion of social generalisations. Bhaskar argues that causal laws identify

mechanisms which in certain conditions give rise to certain sequences of

events (the constant conjunctions with which Humeans identify causal laws).

These conditions do not, however, typically exist in nature. Rather, what we
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have is an ‘open system’, in which the interaction of underlying mechanisms

produces the rather chaotic flux of events which we experience. Human

intervention is necessary in order to create a ‘closed system’, i.e. one in which

the conditions specified by the causal law are met, and one can therefore

establish experimentally whether the constant conjunction predicted by the

law actually occurs. Experimentation in the physical sciences typically involves

interfering in nature in order to set up the conditions which allow us to test

proposed causal laws.17

Things go differently in social theory, however. Because of the dependence

of social structures on intentional activity, ‘social systems are not spontaneously,

and cannot be experimentally closed’. Bhaskar does not believe, however,

that this makes the explanation of social events impossible:

The real methodological import of the absence of closed systems is strictly

limited: it is that the social sciences are denied, in principle, decisive test-

situations for their theories. This means that criteria for the rational development

and replacement of theories in social science must be explanatory and non-

predictive.18

Bhaskar’s analysis is illuminating. It captures the peculiarity of social

generalisations. This is not that it is always open to the investigator, rather

than to abandon a hypothesis in the face of refuting evidence, to explain away

the evidence. The same move is available to physical scientists and is perfectly

legitimate so long as the explanation is itself independently testable. The

difficulty is rather the way in which social generalisations seem able to coexist

indefinitely with recognised counter-examples, a situation which reflects the

impossibility of establishing conditions where one removes the interference

of those factors which, exponents of the generalisation in question typically

argue, are responsible for the counter-example.

The question then arises of how such generalisations can be tested, if at

all. Runciman suggests that

the mode of reasoning most appropriate to sociological explanation is neither

deductive-nomological nor inductive-statistical but quasi-experimental; and
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if, accordingly, there is a directive to be framed it is to the effect that practising

sociologists should normally be looking neither for regularities nor for

probabilities but for suggestive contrasts – suggestive, that is, in that they

may either test or extend a theory which has application over as much as

possible of the range of events, processes or states of affairs which have

been chosen for study.19

The precise import of this methodological injunction to search for ‘suggestive

contrasts’ is not made wholly clear in either this passage or the extended

discussion which follows it. The difficulty does not lie so much with the

adjective ‘suggestive’ – Runciman has in mind the inability just referred to

of social generalisations to deal decisively with counter-examples. The problem

is rather the following: is the search for contrasts to guide the construction

or the corroboration of our hypotheses? If it is the latter, then the comparison

of different cases acts primarily as an empirical control on the generalisation.

An example might be Robert Brenner’s account of the transition from feudalism

to capitalism: he claims that the decisive variable in determining whether or

not agrarian capitalism was likely to develop lay in the relative strengths of

the two main feudal classes, the lords and the peasants. This claim is then

put to the test by comparing the trajectories of English and French feudalism.

Brenner argues that it was the relative weakness of the English peasantry

which allowed the lords to establish absolute property in land and gradually

to introduce capitalist relations based on wage-labour, while the strength of

their French counterparts left them with access to their means of livelihood,

leading to a very different resolution of the crisis of late-mediaeval feudalism,

namely the centralisation of lordly power in the absolute monarchy.20

If, however, our social generalizations are themselves to embody ‘suggestive

contrasts’, then we are likely to be predisposed towards comparative sociology,

that is, to a form of social theory which ‘appeals either to the performance

of similar functions by institutions dissimilar in structure or to the performance

by institutions similar in structure of dissimilar functions’. That Runciman is

inclined to make such a claim about the substance of social theory is suggested

by a critical discussion of Perry Anderson’s two books Passages from Antiquity
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to Feudalism and Lineages of the Absolutist State. He argues that ‘Anderson’s

account of social evolution remains too closely constrained within a narrative

framework’, so that ‘societies evolve . . . out of a process of internal contradictions

and external pressures, and the way in which this comes about is analysed

diachronically, case by case’. In fact, Runciman suggests, Anderson’s genealogy

of the modern state is better understood within a comparative framework,

where societies involve differential combinations of invariant structures and

functions.21 This is, in effect, an argument against historical materialism tout

court, since Marxism generally accounts for the development and transformation

of social formations in terms of ‘internal contradictions and external pressures’.

But such a substantive claim could not, without much more argument, be

derived from purely methodological considerations. Its effect would be to

subordinate history to social theory rather than to unite the two. That this

indeed is Runciman’s aim is implied by such remarks as ‘sociology . . . can

best be regarded as psychology plus social history’ and social ‘explanation

is typically by reference to psychological dispositions’.22 Social theory is to

concern itself, on this view, with the manifestations of an invariant human

nature and of the social structures and functions to which it gives rise.

The conclusion I draw from this is not that we should reject Runciman’s

proposal that social theory should search for suggestive contrasts but that

we should interpret it in the first sense distinguished above, that is, as a

procedure for corroborating hypotheses rather than as a view about their

substance. This is not, of course, to reverse Runciman’s preference and rule

out comparative explanations. It is, however, also to admit explanations which

make reference to the structural properties of modes of production, that is,

of distinct kinds of social systems, in the way in which Anderson does in his

structural history of European state-forms.

The second and more fundamental difficulty with Runciman’s proposed

methodology lies in his account of reportage. To report an action is to ascribe

a mental state to the actor, as is clear from the following: ‘to specify an action
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in the ordinary way is to account for the bodily movements which, together

with both the agent’s intention and such features of the social context as are

relevant, make the action what it is’. Reportage, Runciman claims, involves

no presuppositions about the agent’s rationality: ‘At the level of primary

understanding [i.e. reportage], behaviour is neither rational nor irrational as

such’. Reportage is logically distinct from explanation, description and

evaluation, providing in particular a means of characterising social events

which is neutral between rival explanations.23

It is important to specify this property of reportage, namely that the aim

is to construct reports that do not prejudge the question of which is the best

explanation of the event reported, because one might otherwise think that

Runciman is suggesting that observational statements (of which reports are

a subset) are independent of all theory. His claim is the weaker one, that the

report is independent of the theories offered to account for the explanandum

captured by the report. Nevertheless, the notion of reportage seems vulnerable

to the following difficulty.

Runciman says that typically ‘the intentions and beliefs of the agents

themselves as they are reported by themselves’ form a court of appeal by

means of which to settle disputes over how to report a given action.24 This

brings out the basic thesis of the hermeneutic tradition, namely that

understanding social action involves interpreting the agent’s speech. This is

not a simple task, for the reason given by Donald Davidson:

A central source of trouble is the way beliefs and meanings conspire to

account for utterances. A speaker who holds a sentence to be true on an

occasion does so in part because of what he means, or would mean, by an

utterance of that sentence, and in part because of what he believes. If all

we have to go on is the fact of honest utterance, we cannot infer the belief

within having the meaning, and have no chance of inferring the meaning

without the belief.25

One way out of the circle might seem to be to try to match an alien speaker’s

sayings with the observed context of their utterances. This attempt founders
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on the problem of the indeterminacy of translation set out by Quine in the

famous first chapter of Word and Object. The problem is twofold. First, say

we try to isolate a subset of the alien language consisting of ‘observation

sentences’, i.e. those sentences on which all speakers of the language will

pass the same verdict (of assent or dissent) when subjected to the same

physical stimulation. This might seem to give us a secure empirical base. But

it does not: for there is no single way in which an observation can be reported.

All sentences, observation sentences as well as the most refined theories, are

underdetermined by the evidence for them. So, relative to the physical stimulus

associated with the alien’s observation sentence, there will be more than one

way of translating the sentence into our own language. Secondly, there is the

question of the entities referred to by the terms composing alien sentences.

We might think that if an alien utters ‘Gavagai’ while pointing to a rabbit,

we can safely translate ‘Gavagai’ as ‘rabbit’. We would again be wrong. For

the way in which terms pick out entities depends on the specific grammatical

apparatus of a language and we know nothing about how the alien language

works. ‘Gavagai’ might mean ‘rabbit-stage’, ‘rabbit-part’, or even ‘rabbit-

hood’ for all we know. This doctrine, that of the ‘inscrutability of reference’,

implies that there is more than one way, given the evidence, of translating

sentences containing ‘Gavagai’.26

Davidson’s contribution to the philosophy of language has been in large

part to offer a way out of the indeterminacy of translation, but one which

shares with Quine the idea that

the theory for which we should ultimately strive is one that takes as evidential

basis preferences between sentences – preferences that one sentence rather

than another be true. The theory would then explain individual sentences

of this sort by attributing beliefs and values to the agent, and meanings to

his words.

But how can he begin to do this? Simply by adopting the following ‘Principle

of Charity’: ‘I propose that we take the fact that speakers of a language hold
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a sentence to be true (under observed circumstances) as prima facie evidence

that the sentence is true under those circumstances’.27

Davidson characterises this approach thus:

This method is intended to solve the problem of the interdependence of

belief and meaning by holding belief constant as far as possible while solving

for meaning. This is accomplished by assigning truth-conditions to alien

sentences that make native speakers right when plausibly possible, according,

of course, to our own view of what is right. What justifies the procedure is

the fact that disagreement and agreement alike are intelligible only against

a background of massive agreement.28

As Quine observes, ‘Davidson proposed that the speaker is always right, in

order to separate belief from meaning, until we have enough of a system so

that we can start including error’.29

At the same time, Davidson emphasises that the Principle of Charity is not

a falsifiable empirical hypothesis: ‘If we cannot find a way to interpret the

utterances and other behaviour of a creature as revealing a set of beliefs

largely consistent and true by our own standards, we have no reason to count

that creature as rational, as having beliefs, or as saying anything’.30 If Davidson

is right, then reportage is not the unproblematic practice which Runciman

thinks it is. The possibility of interpretation presupposes a substantive theory

of rationality. Let us now consider what that theory might be like.

3.3 Charity, truth and community

Davidson introduced the Principle of Charity as part of a much broader

philosophy of language. The link is provided by the claim that ‘all

understanding of the speech of another involves radical interpretation’. That

is, the problems of indeterminacy of translation and inscrutability of reference

arise even where we seek to interpret the utterances of other speakers of the

same language. This makes the strategy of radical interpretation an aspect of
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a more general theory of meaning, conceived, following Frege, as the attempt

to explain how it is that speakers understand an indefinite number of unfamiliar

sentences. Davidson proposes, again following Frege, that we regard the sense

of a sentence as consisting in its truth-conditions. He adopts Tarski’s semantic

conception of truth, according to which ‘p’ is true if and only if p. The sentence

‘p’ figures twice in this truth-sentence: it is first mentioned and then used in

order to state its truth conditions. The apparent triviality of this definition is

removed once we appreciate that Tarski explains truth in terms of the more

fundamental semantic concept of ‘satisfaction’, the relationship between

predicates and the sequences of objects of which they are true. To give a

Tarskian theory of truth for a natural language is to reveal its structure by

showing how the basic expressions of the language figure in a potentially

infinite number of sentences. What such a truth-theory does not do, however,

is determine the meaning of individual sentences. Tarski himself simply took

for granted that ‘p’ and p are identical in meaning, and used this synonymy

in defining truth. Davidson, however, wants to use truth in order to characterise

meaning. It is here that radical interpretation comes in. For the Principle 

of Charity provides us with a means of giving the meaning of particular

sentences by relating speaker’s willingness to assent or dissent from them to

specific features of the world, judged in the light of what we the interpreters

hold true. We thus have an empirical constraint allowing us to match up 

the speaker’s beliefs and utterances. The principle also underlines that a

language can only be understood holistically, since it gives a procedure for

interpreting sentences which involves attributing to the speaker a system of

beliefs.31

Davidson’s theory of meaning can be called realist in two senses. First, it

bases meaning on a version of the classical conception of truth, according to

which our sentences are true or false in virtue of the state of the world.

Davidson writes:

The semantic conception of truth developed by Tarski deserves to be called

a correspondence theory because of the part played by the concept of

satisfaction; for clearly what has been done is that the property of being
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true has been explained, and non-trivially, in terms of a relation between

language and something else.

Secondly, Davidson’s conception of radical interpretation is realist in the sense

that the Principle of Charity involves ‘reference to the objective features of

the world which alter in conjunction with changes in attitude towards the

truth of sentences’.32 Davidson’s work has been at the heart of contemporary

debates among analytical philosophers of language, many of whom (perhaps

most notably Michael Dummett) object to identifying the sense of a sentence

with its truth-conditions, since it may well be impossible for speakers to

establish whether or not these conditions are met. The ensuing debate between

realists and ‘anti-realists’ is, however, less relevant from our point of view

than two other criticisms.

The first is directed to the very notion of radical interpretation itself. Taylor

attacks ‘Quine’s notion [shared by Davidson] that any understanding of 

one person’s language by another is the application of a theory’. Radical

interpretation involves conceiving understanding as a relationship between

a detached observer and an independent reality:

Now this may work for the domain of middle-size dry goods, the ordinary

material objects that surround us, and are likely to be salient both to observer

and native, in virtue of their similarity as human beings. Perhaps depictions

of these can be understood by offering truth-conditional formulae in our

language.

But when it comes to our emotions, aspirations, goals, our social relations

and practices, this cannot be. The reason is that they are already partly

constituted by language, and you have to understand this language to

understand them.33

Behind this argument is, I think, the fundamentally Wittgensteinian idea that

one learns a language as part of a community of speakers where correct usage

is determined by the shared practices of speakers. As Dummett puts it, ‘to

take the social character of language seriously is to recognize that, in using

the language, a speaker intended to be taken as responsible to, and only to,

those linguistic practices agreed on by all members of the linguistic community’.

It follows that ‘the linguistic dispositions peculiar to a single speaker do not
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have, even for him, the same status as do those accepted by all speakers’.34

Understanding another speaker of the same language does not consist in

constructing a theory about the meaning of his utterances in the light of the

Principle of Charity but rather depends on our sharing the same linguistic

practices. The problem of radical interpretation may arise when we are trying

to interpret the utterances of an alien speaker but even then, Taylor seems to

imply, interpretation is only likely to succeed through our making ourselves

part of the community of alien speakers.

At one level, the argument is well taken. It does seem wrong to assimilate

understanding one’s native language to interpreting a foreign language and

some of those influenced by Davidson have conceded this point.35 But the

problem posed by Quine remains: how can we come to understand the

utterances of an alien speaker? If Davidsonian radical interpretation errs in

treating this problem as definitive of understanding tout court, Taylor and the

hermeneutic tradition generally seem to commit the reverse error, that of

reducing interlinguistic understanding to the understanding of a language

by a native speaker. Thus Gadamer treats interpretation as a relation to

tradition, which is both continued and transformed in being appropriated.

But this ‘fusion of horizons’ seems to assume the existence of a persisting

shared culture which unites both the living members of that culture and

previous generations. But how does understanding occur when no such

culture exists? The problem does not arise simply in the case of interpreting

an alien speaker. It may also arise for the historian studying a society different

in fundamental respects from his or her own. The hermeneutic tradition 

seems to condemn us in these cases to a sort of linguistic solipsism, in which

members of different cultures confront one another in a relation of mutual

incomprehension. Taylor does not seem to deny that we can understand an

alien language but he offers no account of how this is possible.

It is in this light that we can appreciate the importance of the Principle of

Charity since it offers us a procedure by means of which to interpret the
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utterances of an alien speaker. The second criticism of Davidson concerns

this principle. Davidson has two arguments for trying to maximise agreement

between the alien and ourselves. The first is that to do otherwise is to treat

the alien as irrational, the second that assuming that the bulk of his beliefs

are true provides a basis for then interpreting his utterances. But, as Colin

McGinn observes, the second argument will be satisfied just as well if we

assume systematic falsity rather than truth, while ‘you appreciate the

reasonableness of an action by putting yourself into its agent’s shoes, not by

forcing him into yours’.36 Considerations of this kind have led to a refinement

of the Principle of Charity, the Principle of Humanity which, according to

Macdonald and Pettit,

says that the interpreter should not so much maximize agreement, whatever

the cost, as minimize a certain sort of disagreement which we find

unintelligible. Where charity would have us recoil from the ascription of

any disagreement or, as we are going to see it, error, humanity would only

have us do so when we cannot explain how such disagreement or error

could have come about.37

As its name suggests, the Principle of Humanity involves the notion of a

common human nature. David Wiggins argues that

one must take into account not only what the world presents to the experience

of subjects but also their interests and their focus on the world. How else

can we guess what the world presents to them? . . . But then we can only

break out of the circle of belief, affect and meaning if, in advance of any

particular problem of radical interpretation, we think we know more than

nothing not only about the world but also about men in general.38

Wiggins elaborates on how the notion of human nature enters into radical

interpretation:

Presented with the human form we entertain immediately a multitude of

however tentative expectations. We interpret the speech and conduct of the
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remotest human strangers in the light of the maxim that we should interpret

them in such a way as to ascribe beliefs, needs and concerns to them that

will diminish to the minimum the need to postulate inexplicable disagreement

between us and them. We entertain the idea, unless we are irremediably

conceited or colonialist in mentality, that there may be something we ourselves

can learn from strangers about the true, the good and the rational. . . . In

the absence of a belief in such a thing as human nature, I do not think that

there is any idea of inexplicable error or disagreement that is available 

to us.39

This way of thinking about interpretation has a number of important

implications. In the first place, it allows us to avoid the relativism which

seems inherent in the hermeneutic conception of understanding. According

to the Principle of Humanity, what makes understanding possible is not a

background of practices which can never be fully articulated by a theory, but

rather simply our common nature. Wittgenstein says: ‘It is essential for

communication that we agree in a large number of judgements’.40 But this

agreement springs from the contingent fact that human beings share certain

fundamental characteristics. As Wittgenstein puts it, ‘the common behaviour

of mankind is the system of reference by means of which we interpret an

unknown language’. Without such a reference point, springing from human

beings’ shared nature, there is no guarantee that communication is possible.

Indeed, ‘if a lion could talk, we could not understand him’.41

Secondly, Davidson’s conception of interpretation is realist in the sense

that, as we have seen, it starts from human sayings and doings in an objective

world. This makes it preferable in fundamental respects to the account of

understanding offered by Jürgen Habermas. Habermas sees his theory of

communicative action as basic to a more general theory of rationality which

will allow him to avoid the scepticism and pessimism of the early Frankfurt

school – which by the 1940s had come to see reason itself as an instrument

of domination – and the similar attitudes expressed by contemporary ‘post-

modernism’ (Lyotard, Foucault, German neo-conservatives).42
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Habermas argues that ‘reaching understanding is the inherent telos of

human speech’. But this implies a certain analysis of utterances (or, as Habermas

calls them following J.L. Austin and John Searle, speech-acts). Specifically,

‘only those speech acts with which a speaker connects a criticisable validity-

claim can move a hearer to accept an offer independently of external force’.

Therefore, ‘a speaker can rationally motivate a hearer to accept his speech-act

offer because . . . he can assume the warranty for providing, if necessary,

convincing reasons that would stand up to a hearer’s criticism of the validity-

claim’.43

Habermas elaborates what is involved in the idea that a speaker implicitly

undertakes ‘to redeem, if necessary, the validity-claim raised with his speech-

act’:

When a hearer accepts a speech-act, an agreement comes about between at

least two acting and speaking subjects. However, this does not rest only on

the intersubjective recognition of a single thematically stressed validity-

claim. Rather, an agreement of this sort is achieved simultaneously at 

three levels. We can identify these intuitively if we keep in mind that in

communicative action a speaker selects a comprehensive linguistic expression

only in order to come to an understanding with a hearer about something

and thereby to make himself understandable. It belongs to the communicative

intent of the speaker (a) that he perform a speech-act that is right with respect

to the given normative context, so that between him and the hearer an

intersubjective relation will come about which is recognised as legitimate;

(b) that he make a true (or correct) existential presupposition, so that the

hearer will accept and share the knowledge of the speaker; and (c) that he

express truthfully his beliefs, intentions, desires, and the like, so that the

hearer will give credence to what is said.44

This analysis of the presuppositions of communicative action confirms,

Habermas believes, his claim that the aspiration to a rational society is implicit

in our speech: ‘What raises us out of nature is the only thing whose nature

we know: language. Through its structure, autonomy and responsibility are

posited for us. Our first sentence expresses unequivocally the intention of
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universal and unrestrained consensus’. Since such a consensus could only

exist in an emancipated society, ‘the truth of statements is based on anticipating

the good life’.45

Habermas has a decidedly odd conception of understanding. It seems to

consist in the hearer’s ‘accepting’ the speaker’s ‘offer’ of a speech-act, resulting

in an agreement between the two. In what does this agreement consist? Does

the hearer accept the truth of the utterance? But this seems grossly implausible:

it would imply that we cannot understand false sentences (or at least sentences

which we reject as false). That Habermas does not have this in mind is

suggested by formulations such as the following: ‘The normative validity-

claim is itself cognitive in the sense of the supposition (however counterfactual)

that it could be discursively redeemed – that is, grounded in consensus of

the participants through argumentation’.46

Understanding is the telos of the speech-act (here a moral judgement) in

the sense of what would arise in an ‘ideal speech situation’ where discussion

was motivated purely by the search for the truth. And truth itself seems to

be identified with an ideal consensus, following Peirce’s claim that

the conception of reality . . . essentially involves the notion of a COMMUNITY,

without definite limits, and capable of a definite increase of knowledge.

And so those two series of cognition – the real and the unreal – consist of

those which, at a time sufficiently future, the community will always continue

to reaffirm; and of those which, under the same conditions, will ever be

denied.47

But such an identification of truth with ideal consensus is incoherent. For it

is always possible, even ‘at a time sufficiently future’, to ask whether or not

those sentences which ‘the community . . . continues[s] to reaffirm’ are true.

‘True’ does not mean ‘warrantedly assertible’, however far into the future we

project ourselves. It is precisely the objectivity of truth, its consisting in a

relation between our sentences and the world independently of our ability

to identify those sentences to which the predicate ‘true’ applies, which allows
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it to act as a regulative ideal for science, requiring us to revise the sentences

we hold true when they clash with evidence.48

These difficulties aside, Habermas’s account of understanding seems to

imply that we can choose whether or not to understand an utterance – this,

at any rate, is what is suggested by the idea that the hearer ‘accepts’ the

speaker’s ‘offer’. A moment’s reflection should be sufficient to make it clear

that this view is drastically at odds with what happens in speech. No one

who understands a given language can avoid understanding what is said in

his or her presence in that language even if it is not addressed to him or to

her. The case of inattention is not a counter-example since this consists in,

voluntarily or involuntarily, not listening to what is said, treating it as background

noise. But, if we attend, we understand (though, of course, the use of unfamiliar

jargon by the speaker may obscure certain parts of his or her speech).

Underlying this very peculiar treatment of understanding is what Michael

Rosen calls a ‘conventionalist’ conception of language, according to which a

set of tacit presuppositions involving, in this case, certain commitments on

the part of the speaker to the hearer, is necessary for anything to be said.49

Such a view of language is at odds with Wittgenstein’s discussion of meaning

and rule-following in the Philosophical Investigations, summarised by Colin

McGinn thus:

Understanding is not an inner process of supplying an interpretation of a

sign which justifies one in reacting to the sign in a certain way; it is, rather,

an ability to engage in a practice or custom of using a sign over time in

accordance with one’s natural propensities.

Thus viewing language as ‘a form of natural behaviour’, McGinn notes,

is not incompatible with recognizing that language is in some sense

‘conventional’. It is true (in some sense) that words mean what they do in

virtue of the conventional relations between them and the world; but this

does not imply that our nature makes no contribution to what we mean –

indeed, one might well hold that our conventions are underlain by our

nature.50
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Davidson takes a similarly anti-conventionalist view of language, arguing

that ‘language is a condition for having conventions’, rather than, as Habermas

implies, the reverse.51 Rather than to seek to identify the tacit presuppositions

of speech which supposedly make it possible, the Davidsonian theory of

interpretation claims that understanding depends simply on the fact that

human beings share a common nature and live in the same world. We can

interpret the utterances of an alien speaker, not because we implicitly posit

an ideal speech situation in which the aspirations of German classical idealism

towards freedom and reason are somehow realised, but because, in Wiggins’s

words, ‘we know more than nothing not only about the world but also about

men in general’ and that by virtue of the fact that we are ourselves men and

women in that world.

There is one respect in which the Habermasian and Davidsonian conceptions

of understanding are at one. Each involves a theory of rationality. In the

Davidsonian case, it arises by virtue of the fact that interpretation involves

ascribing beliefs to agents. As Macdonald and Pettit put it,

Beliefs, like their propositional objects, are capable of being true or false and

it would make no sense to ascribe beliefs to an agent without assuming that

he was disposed to make moves appropriate to ensure that his beliefs were

true. To assume this is to take it that the agent is attitudinally rational, where

to make his utterances and actions as the rational issue of beliefs and desires

was to assume behavioural rationality.52

It is in this sense that the truth of the orthodox conception of agents is a

precondition of interpretation. Unless we assume that in this minimal sense

agents are rational, their doings and sayings are unintelligible. The orthodox

conception can therefore be said to be implied by the Principle of Humanity.

We could treat this as a transcendental argument for the orthodox conception,

as I suggested at the end of Section 1.2. But the preceding discussion has

underlined the dependence of the orthodox conception on a broader conception

of human nature, to which the Principle of Humanity makes tacit appeal. In

any case, the fact that the best available theory of interpretation issues in the

orthodox conception of agents – which we have already seen in Chapters 1
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and 2 to be consistent with explanations of social events whose premisses

mention structures – removes the threat that the indispensability of

interpretation rules out generalising social theory. Let us now consider ways

of giving more content to the assumption that agents are rational.

3.4 The utilitarian theory of action

Consider utilitarianism, not as an ethical theory but as an account of human

action. As such it has, Talcott Parsons suggests, four main characteristics,

‘atomism, rationality, empiricism and randomness of ends’. Agents are

conceived as being individual human organisms seeking to satisfy their wants.

Rationality is understood as what Weber called Zweckrationalität, characterised

by the optimising principle mentioned in Section 1.2: ‘Action is rational in

so far as it pursues ends possible within the conditions of the situation, and

by the means which, among those available to the actor, are intrinsically best

adapted to the end for reasons understandable and verifiable by positive

empirical science’. Parsons notes that ‘there is nothing in the theory dealing

with the relations of the ends to each other, but only with the character of

the means-end relationship’. Actions are instrumentally rational, in that they

are the means best adapted to a given end. The givenness of ends, Parsons

argues, implies ‘the randomness of the ends, at least the ultimate ends, of

actions’.53

The utilitarian theory of action has had an enormous influence on modern

social theory. The various forms of rational-choice theory, such as neo-classical

economics, game theory and public-choice theory, are essentially formalisations

of its assumptions, so that agents are thought of as having an ordered and

consistent set of preferences and of choosing that which will maximise utility

for them as defined by these preferences. For rational-choice Marxists such

as John Roemer, utilitarianism thus formalised is an immensely powerful

means for transforming historical materialism into a deductive theory whose

laws are proven theorems.54 Equally, there are those for whom the identification

of rationality with optimisation, if true, is profoundly problematic. Both Weber

and the early Frankfurt school regarded modern civilization as the triumph
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of instrumental reason, a state of affairs which rendered the attainment of any

substantive rationality, that is, of a rationality of ends rather than of means,

impossible and which makes reason into the instrument of domination.55

The question I wish to pursue here is the following: does (or should)

historical materialism involve the utilitarian theory of action? Parsons thought

that it does, describing Marxism as ‘a version of utilitarian individualism’.56

This claim has been elaborated in a most interesting recent article by David

Lockwood. He argues that Marx went beyond classical utilitarianism chiefly

in introducing the notion of ‘differential class rationality’. Capitalists are still

thought of as zweckrational. Workers, however, possess ‘“reason”, in the sense

of a capacity to understand that [instrumentally] rational action . . . can be

self defeating’. Further, ‘it is . . . through its exercise, under conditions created

by capitalist [sic] accumulation, that the end-shift of the proletariat [i.e. their

decision to overthrow capitalism and abolish class society] occurs’.57

Marx’s reformulation of the concept of rationality still fails to distinguish,

Lockwood argues, between two different forms of deviation from rational

action. The first is ‘irrational action’, ‘an integral part of utilitarian thinking’,

which is ‘seen to be due either to the actor’s inadequate knowledge of the

facts of the situation, or to his imperfect understanding of the most efficient,

that is, scientifically rational means of attaining his ends’. The second Lockwood

calls, following Parsons and Pareto, ‘non rational action’. This is ‘defined

positively by the actor’s conformity to rules or norms that he regards as

obligatory because they embody some ultimate end or value’. Marxism,

Lockwood argues, suffers from ‘the lack of a clear distinction between irrational

and nonrational action, which rules out the possibility of the rigorous analysis

and empirical study of the conditions determining the institutionalization of

values’. Consequently, the Marxist theory of ideology ‘concentrates attention

on the cognitive obstacles to revolutionary consciousness’, while Marxist

analyses of class tend to ignore ‘the status order, the primary focus of the

integration of the ends of class actors’.58
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I shall discuss some of the issues raised by Lockwood’s specific criticisms

of Marxism in Chapters 4 and 5. Here, I wish to argue both that Marx rejected

the utilitarian theory of action and that he was right to do so. The first claim

is easy to establish. Marx devote several pages of The German Ideology to

a critical discussion of ‘the theory of utility’. Thus he condemns Holbach

because he

depicts the entire activity of individuals in their mutual intercourse, e.g.

speech, love, etc., as a relation of utility and utilization. Hence the actual

relations that are presupposed here are speech, love, definite manifestations

of definite qualities of individuals. Now these relations are supposed not

to have the meaning peculiar to them but to be the expression and

manifestation of some third relation attributed to them, the relation of utility

or utilization.

Nevertheless, ‘the apparent absurdity of merging all the manifold relationships

of people in the one relation of usefulness, this apparently metaphysical

abstraction arises from the fact that in modern bourgeois society all relations

are subordinated in practice to the one abstract monetary-commercial relation’.59

Treating social relationships as instrumental, far from being a general feature

of human action, is specific to the capitalist mode of production:

All this is actually the case with the bourgeois. For him only one relation is

valid on its own account – the relation of exploitation; all other relations

have validity for him only in so far as he can include them under this one

relation; and even when he encounters relations which cannot directly be

subordinated to the relation of exploitation, he subordinates them to it at

least in his imagination. The material expression of this use is money which

represents the value of all things, people and social relations.60

While ‘exploitation’ is here used by Marx in a broader sense than he would

give the term in Capital, where it refers to the appropriation of surplus-labour,

the last sentence of the passage just quoted does point forward to one of the

main themes of his mature economic writings, namely the manner in which

competition brings about an equalisation of different productive activities,
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reducing their distinct qualities to quantitative differences between units of

abstract social labour.

That Marx rejects the utilitarian theory of action not just because it articulates

a specifically bourgeois rationality but because it is profoundly wrong about

the nature of human beings is clear from his denunciation of ‘the arch-philistine

Jeremy Bentham’ in Capital:

To know what is useful to a dog, one must investigate the nature of dogs.

This nature is not itself deducible from the principle of utility. Applying this

to man, he that would judge all human acts, movements, relations, etc.

according to the principle of utility would first have to deal with human

nature in general, and then with human nature as historically modified in

each epoch. Bentham does not trouble himself with this. With the driest

naïveté he assumes that the modern petty bourgeois, especially the English

petty bourgeois, is the normal man.61

Marx’s objection to the utilitarian theory of action is that, by treating ‘the

modern petty bourgeois’ as the ‘normal man’ it effectively homogenises 

the qualitatively diverse abilities and dispositions of human beings and the

‘manifold relationships’ which these involves, to ‘the one relations of usefulness’

and thus misrepresents what ‘human nature in general’ is. At issue here are

two different conceptions of human agency.

Charles Taylor argues that one characteristic of human agents is the ability

to form ‘second-order desires’, that is, ‘the power to evaluate our desires, to

regard some as desirable and others as undesirable’. But there are ‘two broad

kinds of evaluation of desire’.

Thus someone might be weighing two desired actions to determine the most

convenient, or how to make different desires compossible . . . or how to get

the most overall satisfaction. Or he might be pondering to see which of two

desired objects attracts him most, as one ponders a pastry tray to see if one

will take an eclair or a mille feuilles.

But what is missing in the above cases is a qualitative evaluation of my

desires; the kind of thing we have, for instance, when I refrain from acting

on a given motive – say, spite or envy – because I consider it base or unworthy.

In this kind of case our desires are classified in such categories as higher
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and lower, virtuous and vicious, more and less fulfilling, more and less

refined, profound and superficial, noble and base. They are judged as be-

longing to qualitatively different modes of life: fragmented or integrated,

alienated or free, saintly or merely human, courageous or pusillanimous

and so on.62

Taylor calls these two kinds of evaluation ‘weak’ and ‘strong’ respectively.

The crucial difference between them is that ‘in weak evaluation, for something

to be judged good it is sufficient that it be desired, whereas in strong evaluation

there is also a use of “good” or some other evaluative term for which being

desired is not sufficient’. ‘Strong evaluation deploys a language of evaluative

distinctions’ such as those listed in the previous paragraph. And this leads

to very different conceptions of agency. The subject of weak evaluation is ‘a

simple weigher of alternatives’. He is ‘reflective in a minimal sense, that he

evaluates courses of action, and sometimes is capable of acting out of that

evaluation as against under the impress of immediate desire’. However, ‘the

reflection of the simple weigher terminates in the inarticulate experience that

A is more attractive than B’. By contrast, ‘for the strong evaluator reflection

also examines the different modes of being of the agent. Motivations or desires

don’t only count in virtue of the attraction of the consummations but also 

in virtue of the kind of life and kind of subject that these desires properly

belong to’.63

It should be plain that the ‘simple weigher’ is none other than the human

subject as conceived by the utilitarian theory of action. Strong evaluation no

longer treats the agent’s desires, the ends of action, as given, random, but

subjects them to critical examination. As Taylor makes clear, this position

presupposes evaluative realism, that is, the thesis that ‘concerning strong

evaluations, there is a fact of the matter’.64 In other words, seeing human

agents as strong evaluators means treating their moral judgements as factual

assertions capable of being true and false like all such assertions and rejecting

the moral non-cognitivism, the treatment of value-ascriptions as a matter of
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irreducibly subjective choice, that is so deeply embedded in modern Western

culture.

Now, my claim is that Marx rejects the utilitarian theory of action because

he believes human beings to be strong evaluators rather than simple weighers.

There are, I think, two reasons for saying this. The first is what he contrasts

to the ‘principle of utility’, namely ‘all the manifold relationships of people’,

which are ‘definite manifestations of definite qualities of individuals’. What

we have here, contra Parsons, is an anti-utilitarian individualism, one which

lays stress on the diverse and distinct characteristics of people and on the

irreducibility of these characteristics. Secondly, there are the general arguments

offered in Section 1.4 above for attributing to Marx an Aristotelian moral

theory concerned with establishing the (empirically ascertainable) conditions

of human well-being.

Even if Marx did not reject the utilitarian theory of action, he should have

done. It is interesting that Amartya Sen’s criticisms of the theory should

highlight its inability to cater for moral judgements. He considers the theory

of revealed preference, which formalises this conception of action, treating

an agent’s choices as indices of his underlying preferences and requiring of

these preferences simply that they are consistent, so that if A chooses x rather

than y, he must not, at some other time, choose y when x is also available.

Sen comments: ‘if you are consistent, then no matter whether you are a single-

minded egoist, a raving altruist or a class-conscious militant, you will appear

to be maximising your utility in the enchanted world of definitions’. What

this way of thinking about action leaves out of account is the case of

‘commitment’, which Sen defines ‘in terms of a person choosing an act that

he believes will yield him a lower level of personal welfare than an alternative

that is also available to him’. In this case, the agent decides not to maximise

utility. This concept helps to make sense of the fact that when confronted

with situations having the form of the Prisoner’s Dilemma ‘people often do

not follow the selfish strategy’ – in other words, they do not take the

instrumentally rational but collectively sub-optimal choice of confessing, even

though by refusing to confess they run the risk of their least preferred solution,

i.e. the maximum gaol sentence, if the other prisoner confesses, (see Section

5.3 below). Sen argues that in such cases ‘the person is more sophisticated

than the theory allows’, since he has been willing to ‘consider the modifications

of the game brought about through acting through commitment’, i.e. through
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deciding not to confess come what may. Sen proposes that, rather than treat

the agent as a ‘rational fool decked in the glory of his one all-purpose preference

ordering’, we should ascribe to him, not one set of preferences but rather a

‘meta-ranking’ which expresses his preferences between different sets of

preferences, expressing his evaluation, on moral, political or even class grounds,

of different kinds of action.65

Why, then, do rational-choice Marxists espouse the utilitarian theory of

action? Jon Elster cites Davidson in support of the idea that we should presume

that agents are rational: ‘irrational behaviour only makes sense against a

background of rationality’. This justifies the methodological injunction that

‘the social scientist should be prepared to spend time and imagination in

thinking up rational explanations for the action he observes, and only after

repeated failure should he tentatively label the action as irrational’.66 But

the sort of general considerations which Davidson advances do not entail the

utilitarian theory of action, concerning which he has expressed some

scepticism.67 All that they compel us to accept is the Principle of Humanity

and the assumption that agents are behaviourally and attitudinally rational,

that is, that they act in the light of beliefs and desires which they are prepared

to modify in the light of inconsistency or empirical counter-examples. This

is not equivalent to saying that agents optimise. One can accept Elster’s

proposal that we presume agents are rational (indeed, if Davidson is right,

we have no alternative to doing this if we are to understand them), without

therefore preferring rational-choice explanations.

Indeed, much of Elster’s substantive philosophical work has been concerned

with the ways in which agents deviate from what is assumed about them in

rational-choice models. Thus, he is led to weaken the identification of rationality

with optimality, so that ‘rationality sometimes must be understood as satisficing,

i.e. as finding an alternative that is “good enough” for one’s purposes rather

than the “best”’. Moreover, Elster is clearly aware of the more general

inadequacies of the utilitarian theory of action as they are highlighted by

Marx, Taylor and Sen:
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the notion of rational behaviour relative to given (and consistent) desires

and beliefs is an extremely thin one. In addition to this formal rationality

we want to have substantive rationality, in the twin forms of judgement and

autonomy. . . . If people are agents in a substantive sense, and not just the

passive supports of their preference-structures and belief-systems, then we

need to understand how judgement and autonomy are possible. This, in

my view, is the outstanding unresolved problem both in philosophy and

the social sciences.68

It is also, one is inclined to comment, a problem that is extremely difficult to

resolve if one takes the utilitarian theory of action as the bench-mark of

rationality. Elster’s worries about the theory make the question I asked above

more pressing: why this underlying preference for rational-choice explanations?

The answer is, I think, that they seem to embody a powerful theory, in which

far-reaching consequences can be derived from a few extremely thin

assumptions about what human beings are like (namely that they are Sen’s

‘rational fools’). The rational-choice Marxists’ methodological individualism

and their rejection of Marxist economic theory seem to leave them with no

scope for social generalisations. The assumption that agents are optimisers

provides them with a basis on which to formulate theories from which

predictions can be derived. It meets a need, but only one which arises from

their prior abandonment of classical historical materialism.

There are two final points to be made in this context. First, it should be

noted that treating agents as strong evaluators is not vulnerable to the sort

of objections which Parsons and Lockwood make to the utilitarian conception

of action. For the agent qua evaluator acts in accordance with norms and

values: their adoption is surely the outcome of a strong evaluation. The

difference between this notion of agency and that implicit in the notion of

non-rational action is that the first interprets value-ascriptions realistically,

that is as either true or false; their acceptance is, in principle, a rational process,

reflectively engaged in, so that one can dispute a particular evaluation as

mistaken. This amounts, as Philip Pettit observes, to incorporating the ascription

of value-judgements into the practice of radical interpretation: ‘If one is an

evaluative realist then one’s ascription of evaluative beliefs will not be
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independent of one’s assessment of those beliefs; this, because one will not

normally want to ascribe beliefs which, on one’s own assessment, there is no

reason to maintain’. This does not rule out, of course, the possibility of ‘radical

insight or discovery’, where ‘the aliens recognise a real value in a case where

we have not hitherto acknowledged a value, or have perhaps denied that

there is any’.69 One virtue of conceiving agents as strong evaluators is that it

avoids one of the characteristic vices of sociology, namely that of treating

actors as ‘cultural dopes’, the bearers of norms which they have passively

ingested through a process of ‘socialisation’. Parsons’s writings are merely

the clearest example of this approach.

Secondly, while I think it is right to think of agents as strong evaluators,

it would be a mistake therefore to treat social theory as a branch of moral

philosophy. More particularly, to be a strong evaluator is not inconsistent

with being an individual acting on interests which bring one into conflict

with others. To see why this is so, consider Michael Sandel’s recent critique

of John Rawls’s theory of justice. Sandel, heavily influenced by Taylor,

concentrates his fire on the notion of agency present in the account which

Rawls gives of the original position from which he derives his principles of

justice. According to Rawls, Sandel argues,

That we are distinct persons, characterized by separate systems of ends, is

a necessary presupposition of a being capable of justice. What in particular

our ends consist in, and whether in fact they happen to coincide or overlap

with the ends of others is an empirical question that cannot be known in

advance. This is the sense – epistemological rather than psychological – in

which the plurality of subjects is given prior to their unity. We are distinct

individuals first, and then (circumstances permitting) we form relationships

and engage in co-operative arrangements with others.70

Sandel claims that this way of viewing agents is implicit in Rawls’s account

of the ‘circumstances of justice’, the situation typical of human society, involving

such features as ‘moderate scarcity’ and ‘mutual disinterest’, which gives rise

to the need for principles of justice to regulate conflict.71 ‘The assumption of

mutual disinterest’, Sandel says, ‘is not an assumption about what motivates
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people, but an assumption about the nature of subjects who possess motivations

in general’. One implication of this is that ‘on Rawls’s view, a sense of

community describes a possible aim of antecedently individuated selves, not

an ingredient or constituent of their identity’. Justice can therefore only provide

a framework within which to regulate the conflicts among antecedently

individuated subjects. Sandel proposes a different conception of agency, one

in which people ‘conceive their identity – the subject and not just the object

of their feelings and aspirations – as defined to some extent by the community

of which they are part’. This ‘constitutive’ sense of community implies that

‘when politics goes well, we can know a good in common that we cannot

know alone’.72

Sandel offers an attractive alternative to liberal theories of justice such as

Rawls’s. The trouble, from the point of view of social theory, which seeks to

explain social events and not just to evaluate them, is that politics usually

goes very badly. The community of which agents are part no doubt gives

them much of their identity. Its structure is also usually such as to bring them

into conflict with one another. No social theory which concentrates on what

people share within a given social formation, on what unites them, is likely

to be of much help in making sense of what happens in that society. Rawls

himself writes:

The postulate of mutual disinterest in the original position is made to insure

that the principles of justice do not depend on strong assumptions. Recall

that the original position is meant to incorporate widely shared and yet

weak conditions. A conception of justice should not presuppose, then,

extensive ties of natural sentiment. At the basis of the theory, one tries to

assume as little as possible.73

Whether this is the right sort of constraint to put on a theory of justice is

indeed disputable. But, certainly, no plausible social theory should rely on

‘strong assumptions’ perhaps to the effect that agents’ strong evaluations

involve a constitutive sense of community that units them. This is not to

withdraw the idea that agents are strong evaluators rather than simple

weighers. It is, rather, to say that we must also consider the way in which
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individuals’ relations to social structures (in Marxist terms, their position in

the relations of production) connect up with their beliefs and desires. That

is, a social theory of agency must consider the question of the interests agents

have, to which we now turn.

3.5 Interests and powers

The point of the concept of interests is to relate an agent’s wants to the

objective environment on which his or her opportunities for realising those

wants depend. William Connolly offers this analysis of the term ‘interests’:

To say that a policy or practice is in the interests of an individual or a group

is to assert both that the recipient would somehow benefit from it and that

there is therefore a reason in support for enacting that policy. Of course, the

reason may be overridden by other considerations. But it is important to

see that, as it is used in our society, ‘interests’ is one of those concepts that

connects descriptive and explanatory statements to normative judgements.74

So, to say that doing x is in A’s interests is to give A a reason for doing x.

But why is this so? Connolly observes that ‘although [“interests”] . . . has been

variously defined, all definitions seriously advanced make an important

reference to the wants, preferences, and choices of agents somewhere in the

definition’.75 Or, as Anthony Giddens more succinctly puts it, ‘interests are

logically connected with wants’.76 But what is the connection? Is it that, simply,

interests and wants are identical, so that, perhaps, doing x is in A’s interests

because A desires that p and believes that doing x will bring it about that p?

This is what is sometimes called the subjective conception of interest. It bears

an obvious relation to the utilitarian theory of action, in that the agent’s

interests are here identified with the ends he or she has choosen, reflecting

his or her beliefs and desires. This way of viewing interests has had an

important bearing on social theory, particularly in the shape of pluralist

political science, which tacitly identifies interest with revealed preference, as

is evident in Robert Dahl’s insistence on treating as political issues only those
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which ‘involve actual disagreement in preference between two or more

groups’.77

Critics of pluralism have challenged this treatment of interests as revealed

preferences, pointing out that the exercise of power does not simply arise in

cases of overt conflicts of (subjective) interest, but is also present in the

‘mobilization of bias’, that is, in the elaboration of systems of evaluative beliefs

which both alter the preferences of subordinate groups and prevent issues

affecting them favourably from reaching the political agenda.78 This kind of

consideration suggests that an agent may not be aware of his or her interests

and that his or her wants and interests may conflict. This inference is, in any

case, licensed by ordinary usage. I may want to drink this cup of poisoned

coffee, but it is not in my interests to do so. My drinking the coffee would

be a consequence of, inter alia, my false belief that it is an ordinary, that is,

non-poisonous, cup of coffee but also of the fact that I want to drink it. Again,

I may know that smoking is bad for me, but still carry on smoking. Why?

Because my desire for nicotine is stronger than my knowledge that it is not

in my interests to smoke.

The possibility of conflicts between wants and interests has led to the claim

that interests are ‘real’ or ‘objective’. And, indeed, to assert that agents may

be unaware of their interests is to suggest that the latter are objective in one

standard sense, where something is objective when it exists even when subjects

are not conscious of its existence. Pluralists object most strongly to the idea

of objective interests, on grounds stated by Nelson Polsby: ‘for pluralists,

“false class consciousness” does not exist, for it implies that the values of

analysts are imposed on groups in the community’.79 On this view, to say

that agents may be unaware of or mistaken about their interests (and in this

sense have ‘false consciousness’) is to allow the social theorist arbitrarily to

impose his or her views of what is right onto the agents. This objection

amounts to saying that the notion of objective interests breaks the connection

between wants and interests. An agent’s interests now have nothing to do

with his or her wants.
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Various attempts have been made to deal with this objection by giving an

account of objective interests as still bearing an essential connection to wants.

Typically, this is done by defining interests counterfactually, as the wants we

would have in conditions of perfect information. Connolly, for example,

proposes the following: ‘Policy x is more in A’s real interest than policy y if

A, were he to experience x and y, would choose x as the result he would rather

have for himself’. This involves, Connolly suggests, ‘a choice between

alternative experiences that is fully informed about the factors entering these

experiences and helping to make each what it is’.80 A perhaps more perspicuous

version of the same kind of approach is offered by Elster, who defines class

interests as, not ‘the actual preferences and goals of the members’ of the class,

but rather ‘goals that are somehow imputed to the members, such as the

goals they would have if fully aware of the causes of, and possible remedies

to, their situation’.81

The reason why the contrast between actual wants and counter-factual

wants is a significant one is because of the existence of ruling ideologies

preventing the mass of the population from having the requisite full knowledge

of their situation. Thus Erik Olin Wright says that ‘class interests in capitalist

society are those potential objectives which become actual objectives of struggle

in the absence of the mystifications and distortions of capitalist relations’.82

In this way, the definition seeks to capture the Marxist idea of workers often

being misled about their interests (and in this sense having ‘false consciousness’)

without breaking the connection between interests and wants.

There are two difficulties with this move. The first is that counterfactual

wants do not easily play a causal role. My interests are unlikely to influence

my action if they are what I would want were I free from the influence of

bourgeois ideology. Conceiving interests as counterfactual wants does, in

principle, allow us to measure the distance between what agents actually

want and what they would want if armed with full knowledge of their

situation, but it does not allow us to predict what agents will do, except, I

suppose, to say that, to the extent that agents approximate to full knowledge,

they will act in accordance with their interests. There seems to be a tension
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here between two uses of ‘interests’, to appraise action and to explain it. The

second difficulty with counterfactual wants is analogous to the objection I

raised to Habermas’s consensual conception of truth. It is simply this. Supposing

that I have full knowledge and that I have considered the alternatives carefully,

as Connolly requires us, which should I choose? Will what I know make it

obvious what I should want? But, then, we seem in some danger of breaking

the connection between interests and wants, since what I want can, in these

circumstances, somehow be read off the objective situation. Or perhaps I have

a genuine choice, but whatever course of action I pursue will not have harmful

consequences; the difference lies in the degree to which I will benefit from

the various outcomes. But this just seems implausible.

Just as in the case of truth identified with ideal consensus, it is always open

to us to ask of our most well-founded beliefs, ‘Are they true’?, so in the case

of interests defined as counterfactual wants, we can always ask, however full

our knowledge, ‘Well, what should I want’? If we are to conceive interests

in this way, then some more definite account of how we would choose in the

hypothetical condition of full knowledge seems required. Perhaps it is this

kind of consideration which led Wright recently to propose the following

approach:

‘Deep down inside’ people in general have a desire for freedom. In so far

as the actual capacity that individuals have to make choices and act upon

them – their real freedom – is shaped systematically by the class structure,

they have objective class interests based on this real interest in freedom.83

This indeed solves the problem of how to give a content to our interests, but

at the price of embedding them into a normative philosophical anthropology.

This is to base our theory of action on ‘strong assumptions’ indeed. Moreover,

once again we seem in danger of breaking the link between wants and interests,

since the implication of the phrase ‘deep down inside’ is presumably that

agents may not be articulately aware of having the desire for freedom which

Wright imputes to them.

The sorts of difficulties I have outlined have led some writers to seek to

get rid of the concept of interests completely. Göran Therborn, for example,
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describes it as ‘an utilitarian residue in Marxism, which should be rejected,

explicitly and decisively, once for all’. He elaborates:

‘Interests’ by themselves do not explain anything. ‘Interest’ is a normative

concept indicating the most rational course of action in a predefined game,

that is, in a situation in which gain and loss have already been defined. The

problem to be explained, however, is how members of different classes come

to define the world and their situation and possibilities in a particular way.84

Therborn’s objection to interests, then, is that they play no explanatory role,

providing no help in the task of explaining how agents consciously engage

in social action. A more radical challenge, not simply to the concept of interests

but also to the entire way of thinking about society involved in trying to

distinguish these from agents’ actual wants, was provided recently by Gareth

Stedman Jones. He attacks the ‘essentialist conception of class’ shared by

Marxist and non-Marxist historians of the British working-class movement:

The implicit assumption is of civil society as a field of conflicting classes

whose opposing interests will find rational expression in the political arena.

Such interests, it is assumed, pre-exist their expression. Languages of politics

are evanescent forms, mere coverings of an adequate, inadequate or

anachronistic kind, through which essential interests may be decoded.85

This approach reckons without the ‘non-referential’ character of language.

Stedman Jones takes Saussure and those influenced by him (the varieties of

structuralism and post-structuralism) to have established ‘the materiality 

of language itself, the impossibility of simply referring it back to some 

primal anterior reality, “social being”, the impossibility of abstracting 

experience from the language which structures its articulation’. This requires

reconceptualising the relationships between agents’ conscious experience and

social structures:

Language disrupts any simply notion of the determination of consciousness

by social being because it is itself part of social being. We cannot therefore

decode political language to reach a primal and material expression of
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interest since it is the discursive structure of political language which conceives

and defines interest in the first place. What we must therefore do is to study

the production of interest, identification, grievance and aspiration within

political languages themselves.86

Stedman Jones might be said to offer a discursive conception of interests, in

which they are whatever our political language says they are. This view differs

from the subjective conception, since interests are identified, not by revealed

preference, but by the particular discourse through which an agent articulates

his or her feelings and beliefs about how society is run. But involved in this

is a more general challenge to Marxist theories of class. Stedman Jones is

proposing that we treat class ‘as a discursive rather than an ontological

reality’.87 Class, that is, is not an objective relationship defined by agents’

position in the relations of production; rather, it is constructed within the

political languages available to them.

Stedman Jones’s argument for this conclusion seems to go something like

this:

(1) Agents do not experience (social) reality in a direct and unmediated

way;

(2) how agents articulate their experience depends on the particular forms

of discourse they use;

(3) language is non-referential;

(4) we only have access to social reality through agents’ experience of it.

This seems to be a sort of social Kantianism. Stedman Jones does not seem

to deny that social systems exist, only that we can appeal to them in accounting

for what agents do. In any case, the argument does not hold up. (4) is a very

strong claim to make, unless ‘experience’ is defined so widely – embracing

state papers, newspaper reports, official statistics, personal memoirs, popular

songs, political pamphlets – as to be vacuous, since any investigator would

have to examine these different sources critically and seek to find ways of

resolving the numerous inconsistencies in and between them. (1) and (2) are

true enough, but (3) is false. As Davidson’s work shows (see Section 3.3.
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above), a referential theory of language does not have to be atomistic, treating

words as involving particular relations with specific items in reality. Davidson’s

is a holist theory of language, but one in which the ability of words to figure

in an indefinite number of sentences is explained by means of the referential

concept of satisfaction. Further, the case of radical interpretation shows that

making sense of an agent’s utterances is impossible unless we take account

of their objective context.88

Therborn’s approach has some similarity to Stedman Jones’s. He is a fairly

orthodox Marxist, in that he does not regard classes as discursive constructs

but is concerned with how agents caught up in these relationships come to

be conscious actors. He believes, however, that it is possible to do this without

using the concept of interests, so that what people want is given simply by

the conjunction of their actual preferences and the discourses they use to

articulate their experience. The danger with this approach is that it can lead

to a version of normative functionalism. Thus Therborn writes:

The formation of humans by every ideology . . . involves a process

simultaneously of subjection and qualification. The amorphous libido and

manifold potentialities of human infants are subjected to a particular order

that allows certain drives and capacities, and prohibits and disfavours others.

At the same time, through the same process, new members become qualified

to take up and perform (a particular part of) the repertoire of roles given

in the society into which they are born, including the role of possible agents

of social change.89

Compare this with Parsons’s discussion of one of the two main mechanisms

of social integration, namely, socialisation, which has to cope with ‘the

“barbarian invasion” of the stream of newborn infants’, and which seeks ‘the

integration of ego into a role complementary to that of alter(s) in such a way

that the common values are internalised in ego’s personality and their respective

behaviours come to constitute a complementary role-expectation-sanction

system’.90 The similarities extend well beyond those of vocabulary (Therborn,

for example, takes over Parsons’s distinction between ‘ego’ and ‘alter’). Both
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see agents as bundles of drives formed into coherent subjects through various

social mechanisms which allocate to them a distinct role. Therborn indeed

objects to role theory on the grounds that it treats ‘social behaviour’ as

‘normatively defined’, is static and downgrades social contradictions. All

these points are well taken but it remains the case that for Therborn social

actors are not agents, able to pursue their own goals, but are rather social

constructs, the passive bearers of social relations which, it is true, may involve

contradictions between the processes of subjection and qualification but of

which the actors themselves are also mere effects.91

The difficulty is really the one around which this entire book revolves. How

to think of the relation between structures and agents without dissolving the

former into subjectivity, as Stedman Jones does, or reducing the latter to 

the ‘supports’ of a process without a subject in the way Therborn does? In

the previous chapter, we saw that part of the solution lay in understanding

how action involves the exercise of structural capacities. There remains the

question of how structures relate to agents’ conscious experience. A great

virtue of the notion of interests is that, properly understood, it allows us to

connect the two without reducing either to the other. The same thought is

expressed by Wright when he says that ‘class interests . . . [are] the link between

class structure . . . and class struggle’.92

It seems to me that the definition of interests which comes closest to meeting

the sort of demand I have just placed on it is that given by Anthony Giddens:

To say that A has an interest in a given course of action, occurrence or state

of affairs, is to say that the course of action, etc. facilitates the possibility of

A achieving his or her wants. To be aware of one’s interests, therefore, is

more than to be aware of a want or wants; it is to know how to go about

trying to realise them.93

Note, first, that this is an objective conception of interests: ‘Interests presume

wants, but the concept of interest concerns not the wants as such, but the

possible modes of their realisation in given sets of circumstances; and these

can be determined as “objectively” as anything in social analysis’. Secondly,
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these modes of realisation will depend crucially on agents’ structural capacities,

that is, on the powers they derive from their position in the relations of

production (see Section 2.5). A worker and a capitalist will have very different

ways open to them of realising their respective wants. Determining a person’s

interests is thus not, on this definition, a merely technical exercise: it is not

like deliberating between fish and chips, the Indian take-away or a French

restaurant, all conceived as different ‘modes of realisation’ of my desire for

supper when there is no food in the house. It depends on a rational assessment

of the power that person has to realise his or her wants, and this power will

largely turn on his or her position in the class structure. This leads directly

to a third point. While, Giddens argues, groups do not have interests, since

only persons can have wants, ‘none the less actors have interests by virtue of

their membership of particular groups, communities, classes etc’.94 Why they do so

is clear enough once we have the concept of structural capacity: agents may

have different wants, but their ability to realise them will depend on their

shared position in the relations of production. Only persons have interests,

but they will share them with others in the same class position. Finally, and

following from this last point, agents’ interests are likely to conflict, since

their different positions in the relations of production mean that they can

only realise their wants by pursuing courses of action which cause them to

clash. A capitalist, so long as he remains a capitalist, can only realise his wants

by exploiting workers, while the latter’s realisation of their wants is likely to

depend on collective organisation against him.

Let us now consider two possible objections to this account of interests.

The first is that it is a version of the utilitarian theory of action, in that it

treats wants as given and concerns itself only with how to realise these wants.

Note that it is not a reply to this objection to point out that interests are not

here identified with revealed preference. For the kinship with utilitarianism

lies elsewhere, in the ‘randomness’ of the ends of action, as Parsons would

put it. Consideration of interests thus conceived, the objector might contend,

is nothing but a case of instrumental rationality, in that reason is exercised

only to the extent of deciding on the most appropriate ‘mode of realisation’

of a given end.
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There are, I think, two answers to this objection. The first is that Giddens’s

definition of interests makes no presumption that an agent’s wants are given

by his or her preference-set, as required by rational-choice theory, or even

that a single preference-set can be given. If we simply say that an agent’s

wants consist in his or her desires, then these desires, given the conclusions

reached in Section 3.4, will include his or her first and second-order desires.

That is, they will include the commitments the agent has made, both as a

result of his or her being brought up in a particular group (Parsons’s and

Therborn’s mistake was not that they talked of socialisation, but that they

made it constitutive of individual identity), and in consequence of the more

reflective process which Taylor calls ‘strong evaluation’. Thus this account of

interests does not treat the ends of action as given per se, but only as far as

the determination of interests is concerned.

Secondly, bracketing wants in this way is inevitable if social theory is to

find a place for agency in its explanations. If we are to say that social action

involves conscious choices, that these choices issue from agents’ beliefs and

desires and that their desires cannot be read off from the social structure or

deduced from an ethical theory – and I think we must say all these things –

then there seems no alternative than to consider the ways in which agents

with fairly diverse wants may still benefit from certain common courses of

action. Andrew Levine says that ‘our true wants [i.e. our interests] . . . are our

wants in so far as we are prudent’.95 Levine treats interests as counterfactual

wants and hence as reducible to wants. This is, as we have seen, mistaken.

Nevertheless, the invocation of prudence in this context seems appropriate:

agents who consider their interests, that is, the ways in which the realisation

of their wants depends on the powers they share with others in the relations

of production, are indeed being prudent. This is not the only way in which

reason governs action; it also enters into the selection of the ends of action.

However, for some purposes, we must treat these ends as given. If this is to

collapse into the utilitarian theory of action, then it does not seem to me a

terrible crime.

The second objection attacks the givenness of wants from another direction.

Giddens’s definition of interests supposes that we can treat wants as given

and then consider their means of realisation which, I have suggested, depends
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particularly on agents’ structural capacities. But, the objectors ask, what if

our wants partly depend on our powers? Consider one of the mechanisms

of ‘irrational preference formation’ discussed by Elster:

Adaptive preference formation is the adjustment of wants to possibilities – not

the deliberate adaptation favoured by character planners, but a causal process

occurring non-consciously. Behind this adaptation there is the drive to reduce

the tension or frustration that one feels in having wants that one cannot

possibly satisfy.96

Elster describes this as a case of ‘sour grapes’ – what one cannot have, one

does not want. For our purposes, it does not matter whether adaptive

preferences are formed consciously or unconsciously, rationally or irrationally.

It is enough that they are formed, in other words, that people cut their wants

to fit their powers. The result, the objection might run, is to remove the tension

between wants and interests. Agents adjust their wants to the limited

possibilities they see open to them. Consideration of interests will still enter

into the picture, inasmuch as they seek to realise their restricted wants, but

no very dramatic conflict between wants and interests is likely to arise.

One reply might be to suggest that wants are sticky downward. They will

include certain basic needs into whose definition what Marx called ‘a historical

or moral element’ may well enter, but whose denial or restriction agents are

likely to resist.97 In other words, there is a limit to the extent to which preferences

are adaptive. Secondly, to what precisely do wants adjust? Is it to possibilities

tout court, or rather to what agents regard as possibilities? Surely the latter is

more plausible. Now, one’s view of what is possible partly depends on harsh

experience – think of the people who take capitalism’s promises of social

mobility seriously, fail in their attempt to rise and then bitterly deride the

success of others. Nevertheless, particularly concerning social action, it is also

likely to be influenced by what ideologies say is possible and, here, it will

often be the case that what is possible and what agents think is possible diverge

greatly.

These considerations are important because the interaction between wants

and powers will often be a dynamic one, with both agents’ desires and their

Reasons and Interests • 149

96 Elster, Sour Grapes, p. 25.
97 Marx, Capital, I, p. 275.



beliefs about what is possible changing and thus mutually reinforcing or

undermining one another. The American labour historian David Montgomery

seems to be using the (modified) concept of adaptive preference when he

says: ‘What workers want is a function of what they consider realistically

they can get’.98 What he had in mind, I think, was the kind of spiral in which

workers’ confidence in their bargaining strength encourages them to increase

their demands and the resulting victories further raise both their confidence

and their demands. The general escalation of workers’ struggles in Western

capitalism at the end of the 1960s was an illustration of this process. It can,

of course, go in reverse, with sagging confidence leading to more limited and

increasingly defensive demands and, when even these cannot be won, a

further collapse of morale: such, pretty much, has been the fate of the American

working class in the 1980s.

The class struggle is, in a sense, the process through which agents discover

their interests by exploring the extent of their powers. The concept of interests

acts is a hinge connecting conscious experience and objective structures, since

it refers to the way in which agents’ realisation of their interests depends on

their structural capacities. Do not the kind of dynamic factors I introduced

above mean that agents’ interests are likely to change much over time? Do

American workers, because of the defeats they have suffered, have different

interests now from those they had in the 1960s? Here, we should recall 

the distinction drawn by Wright between structural and organisational

capacities (see Section 2.5 above). If structural capacities consist in the powers

agents have by virtue of their position in the relations of production, then

organisational capacities are those ‘which are constituted by the conscious

organisation of the members of that class’.99 It is on agents’ structural capacities

and not their organisational capacities that the realisation of their wants

fundamentally depend. So, the powers which American workers have by

virtue of their position in the relations of production (above all, the power

to paralyse production and to take collective control of it) have not changed.

What have undoubtedly declined are the organisational capacities of the US

proletariat, given the run-down of highly unionised mass industries such as
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autos, steel and rubber. Therefore (given the connection between interests

and structural capacities), American workers’ interests have not changed.

So, linking interests and structural capacities is a perfectly defensible

move. In the first place, talk of interests is unlikely to be of much us unless

they are relatively enduring. Moreover, it seems reasonable to think of a

class’s organisational capacities depending on and being limited by its

structural capacities. The scope of the latter will generally be greater than

the former, although at the limit they will coincide. Given the dependence

of organisational on structural capacities, it seems appropriate to associate

interests with the more fundamental capacity. But why make the realisation

of agents’ wants depend on class capacities at all? The only answer can be

the empirical claim that they are decisive in determining agents’ abilities

to realise their wants. This is not to say that there are no other ways of

doing so. One is social mobility, but the opportunities for rising are likely

to be limited and, in any case, this move, if successful, simply involves

changing one set of class capacities for another. But there are other bases

of social power, for example, position in the state apparatus, or organisation

along ethnic lines. Do these generate distinct interests? The Marxist claim

must be that these other forms of social power depend on the forces and

relations of production, so that structural capacities are more fundamental

to the realisation of wants. This is an issue we shall consider in the next

chapter, along with that, raised by the concept of organisational capacities,

of how collective agents are formed. Considering these questions is part of

a more general shift, in the final two chapters, towards examining how

agents consciously experience and change the social world.
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Chapter Four

Ideology and Power

4.1 Collective agents

So far, I have talked only of individual agents. The

extension of the term ‘agent’ has been restricted to

individual human organisms. This usage flows from

the account of agency given in Chapters 1 and 3 

above. To be an agent so far has been to be a human

organism to which beliefs and desires can be ascribed

on the basis of the Principle of Humanity. This

understanding of agency is indeed basic. Insisting

that this is so is essential as a corrective both to the

post-structuralist abolition of the subject and to the

functionalist tendency to treat society as itself an

organism with its own needs. However, we must

now consider collective agents as well. The main theme

of the preceding chapters has been that agents draw

their powers in part from structures (the forces and

relations of production) which divide them into

classes with conflicting interests. The fact, explored

in Section 3.5, that agents have shared interests by

virtue of the structural capacities they derive from their

position in the relations of production, makes it

essential to consider to forms of collective organisation

through which they seek to pursue these interests.

Individual agents (or, as I shall henceforth tend to

call them, persons) are primary. It is they who form

collectivities in order to pursue their objectives. To

say this is to make no real concession to individalism,



since the bases of collective action comprise not just agents but the structures

from which they derive the power to realise their ends. Collective action may

be defined simply as any attempt by persons to co-ordinate their actions so

as to achieve some goal or goals. This is a very minimal conception of collective

agency. Greater interest centres on patterned and enduring forms of collective

action. Of these the most developed and formalised are organisations. Tom

Burns defines an organisation as ‘an assembly of human resources equipped

and directed according to rational principles as instruments for use in achieving

specified ends’.1 This definition immediately recalls Weber and, indeed, much

twentieth-century sociology has followed him in focusing on the nature and

dynamic of organisations. There is, however, a level of analysis intermediary

between that of collective action as such and that of organisations. This

concerns what I shall call collectivities. A collectivity exists where persons co-

ordinate their actions because they believe themselves to have a common

identity.

The difference between collectivity and mere collective action turns upon

the consciousness which agents have of themselves. It may well be that persons

co-ordinating their actions have much in common – perhaps they occupy the

same class position and so have shared interests – and that it is what they

have in common that leads them to co-ordinate their actions. But unless they

believe themselves to have something in common and treat this as the basis

of their collective action, they are not a collectivity.

The distinction is brought out by Anthony Giddens’s discussion of the

kinds of attitudes members of the same class may have. He differentiates

class awareness from class-consciousness. Of the former he writes: ‘in so far

as class is a structurated phenomenon, there will tend to exist a common

awareness and acceptance of similar attitudes and beliefs, linked to a common

style of life, among members of the class’. But this class awareness does not

involve the recognition by those having it that they belong to the same class

and are different from members of other classes. Class awareness stems from

a shared class position but does not acknowledge its existence. Class-

consciousness, however, does. Giddens distinguishes between three levels of

class-consciousness – class identity, involving the minimal recognition of
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shared class membership, conflict consciousness, in which oppositions of

interest between different classes are also acknowledged, and revolutionary

class-consciousness, the ‘recognition of the possibility of an overall reorganization

in the institutional mediation of power . . . and a belief that such a reorganization

can be brought about through class action’.2

So, unless class-consciousness in one of these three forms exists, a class is

not a collectivity. This is not to make class-consciousness a condition of the

existence of class tout court. The Marxist theory of class treats it, as we saw

in Section 2.2, as an objective social relationship: classes may exist and class

struggle go on without class-consciousness necessarily being manifest. For

class struggle to occur, some degree of collective action is necessary: members

of the same class must co-ordinate their efforts in order either to increase or

to reduce the rate of exploitation. But this need not involve recognition of

shared class identity.

It is unlikely, however, that persistent class struggle would not lead to the

development of some degree of class-consciousness. Through much of the

history of exploitative societies relationships have, in all probability, been what

Michael Mann describes as asymmetrical – that is, the dominant class has

had a far higher degree of consciousness and organisation than the dominated.

Thus he argues that, in classical Greece, the slave-owners were a collectivity,

‘fully conscious of their common position and of their need to defend its

political conditions’, while the slaves, possessing no common language or

culture and scattered among typically small economic units, ‘lacked the

capacity for extensive organisation’.3 Slaves did not have the structural

capacities necessary to form a collectivity capable of defending their interests.

So classes may but need not be collectivities. One should not, however,

generalise from this case and say that collectivities necessarily emerge from

the recognition of pre-existing social relationships. The formation of a collectivity

may create a social relationship. The most important example is that of nations.

Benedict Anderson defines a nation as ‘an imagined political community’:

‘the members of even the smallest nation will not know most of their fellow-

members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the mind of each lives the

image of their communion’.4 It is a necessary condition of the existence of a

154 • Chapter Four

2 A. Giddens, The Class Structure of the Advanced Societies (London, 1981), pp. 111–13.
3 M. Mann, The Sources of Social Power, I (Cambridge, 1986), p. 219.
4 B. Anderson, Imagined Communities (London, 1983), p. 15.



nation that its members believe that it exists. There are no nations in themselves,

only nations for themselves (see further Section 4.4).

The most important cases of collectivities are, indeed, classes and nations.

Organisations embrace state apparatuses, political parties, trade unions. The

difference between organisations and collectivities is that the former have a

structure while the latter need not. In particular, any organisation has some

procedure through which decisions binding on all its members are arrived

at. Of course, the formally laid-down procedures may not identify the real

site of decision-making, and in any case decisions are often sabotaged or at

least altered in their implementation; such issues form the focus of the

sociological analysis of organizations.5 Nevertheless, no organisation can exist

without some mechanism for determining how its members should act as

members of that organisation. A sense of collective identity, by contrast, does

not entail the existence of any such procedure. A worker may refuse to cross

a picket line because she believes in class solidarity without there having

been any collective decision by the proletariat as a whole to support the strike.

There is, all the same, a close relationship between organisations and

collectivities. A belief in shared identity may give rise to a particular organisation

in the way in which colonial liberation movements tended to arise out of a

growing sense of national consciousness among the subjects of the European

empires. Again, the formation of an organisation may strengthen a shared

identity, in the way in which the spread of trade unions promotes class-

consciousness (at least in the forms of class identity and conflict consciousness).

The kind of effect may be quite unintended: that the expansion of the English

state contributed to the emergence of English nationalism was in no sense

anticipated by such great state-builders as Henry II or Edward I. At the limit,

however, the interaction between organisation and collectivity may involve

the former claiming the represent, embody, or even be the latter, in the way

in which Stalinist parties identify themselves with the working class, or some

liberation movements with the nation.

Various issues are raised by the foregoing discussion. The first concerns

the very rationality of collective action. This takes the form above all of the

free-rider problem, that is, of whether it is rational for any individual to

engage in collective action even if the goal of that action is one he or she
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desires. Secondly, collectivities exist if and only if their members co-ordinate

their actions in the light of the identity they believe themselves to share. This

raises the issue of the beliefs agents have about society, in other words, the

question of ideology. Thirdly, is there any priority of importance among

different kinds of collectivity? Or, put more generally, is historical materialism

correct to treat the division of society into classes as the most fundamental

kind of social conflict?

The rest of this chapter is devoted to a discussion, inevitably fragmentary

and inconclusive, of the second and third issues. The first I shall defer until

Section 5.3. I prefer to consider the free-rider problem in the context in which

it has been posed mainly within Marxism, namely that of whether it is rational

to participate is socialist revolution, and more generally in relation to the

question of social transformation, which forms the focus of Chapter 5. In the

meantime, I shall first examine the classical-Marxist theory of ideology and

whether, as it is sometimes taken to imply, the stability of class societies

depends on the masses’ belief in the legitimacy of the existing order (Section

4.2). Having established the falsehood of this ‘dominant ideology thesis’, I

then argue that a weaker version, which abandons the claim that ideology is

necessarily false consciousness and treats it instead, following Gramsci, as

the articulation of interests, can be sustained (Section 4.3). The fact that

ideologies typically address (‘interpellate’) agents as the bearers of various

identities, leads to an extended historical discussion of whether the palpable

reality of national identities and conflicts undermines the primacy accorded

by Marxism to class antagonisms (Section 4.4). The conclusion, that it does

not, casts some light on the hoary old question of base and superstructure

(Section 4.5).

4.2 Falsehood and ideology, I

Consider the following definition of ideology: an ideology is:

(1) a set of widely held beliefs;

(2) whose acceptance is socially caused;

(3) which are false;

(4) whose acceptance is in the interests of the ruling class.

I do not, in fact, think this is a satisfactory definition: (3) and (4), in particular,

are introduced less because I believe them to be true (since I do not) but
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rather in order to help focus discussion of how people engage in collective

action.

(1) may seem innocuous, but in fact is inconsistent with one very influential

Marxist conception of class-consciousness. Erik Olin Wright writes:

There are two quite different usages of the expression ‘class-consciousness’

in the Marxist tradition. For some theorists it is seen as a counterfactual or

imputed characteristic of classes as collective entities, whereas for others it

is understood as a concrete attribute of human individuals as members of

classes.6

Ideology is understood here very much in the second sense. The main example

of the first is, of course, Lukács’s conception of imputed class-consciousness.

In History and Class Consciousness, he tends to treat the proletariat as a collective

subject endowed with consciousness in essentially the same way as individual

subjects have beliefs and desires. This is, quite simply, wrong: classes are not

supraindividual persons but groups of agents with a shared position in the

relations of production, which may form themselves into collectivities, although

there is nothing inevitable about this and indeed some classes, such as ancient

slaves, may find the obstacles to doing so too great. Treating class-consciousness

as something which can be imputed to agents simply by virtue of their

objective relationship to the means of production massively understates the

difficulties involves in subordinate classes actually becoming collectivities.

Moreover, it mistakes the role played by class-consciousness in the process:

it is not the ‘objective’ property of the class but rather a means by which the

latter forms itself into a collectivity.7

Ideology, then, is ‘a concrete attribute of human individuals’. ‘Understood

in this way’, says Wright, ‘to study “consciousness” is to study a particular

aspects of the mental life of individuals, namely, those elements of a person’s

subjectivity which are discursively accessible to the individual’s own awareness’.8

Persons hold ideological beliefs, not classes. However, they do so because of

social mechanisms. Such is the claim made by (2). As Jon Elster puts it, ‘the

study of ideology purports to explain why many similarly situated individuals
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come to accept the same views, or to produce them simultaneously’.9 Explaining

why an individual holds ideological beliefs is a matter of analysing social

processes, not of diagnosing intellectual error or individual pathology. Ideology

is social consciousness.

It is also, according to (3), false consciousness. The concept of ideology

indeed has its origins in Bacon’s theory of idols, which was taken up by such

philosophes as Helvétius and Holbach in their critique of the préjugés, above

all religion, preventing mankind from recognising its interests. The main

agency through which false beliefs were inculcated into the masses was

provided by the clergy. Marx took over and radicalised this analysis by

inserting it into his general theory of class struggle. As Jorge Larrain puts it,

‘ideology for Marx, as a distorted consciousness has a particular negative

connotation whose two specific and connected features are, firstly, that it

conceals social contradictions and, secondly, that it does it in the interest of

the ruling class’. There is thus an intimate relation between (3) and (4). To

quote Larrain again, ideology serves the interests of the dominant class ‘not

because it has been produced by the ideologists of the class – which may or

may not be the case – but because the concealment of contradictions objectively

works in favour of the dominant class’s interest’.10 The acceptance of ideological

beliefs is in the interests of the ruling class because they are false, mystifying

the reality of exploitation and oppression.

One cannot, however, use (4), the claim that ideological beliefs are in the

ruling class’s interest, to explain (1), their widespread acceptance. To do so

would be to commit the fallacy of functional explanation, to account for a social

phenomenon in terms of the benefits it brings.11 We require some mechanism

by virtue of which to explain how the prevailing ideology is one that benefits

the ruling class. Marx, in different writings, offers two such mechanisms.

The first is given in this famous passage in The German Ideology:

The ideas of the ruling class are in every epoch the ruling ideas: i.e. the

class which is the ruling material force of society is at the same time its ruling
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intellectual force. The class which has the means of material production at

its disposal consequently also controls the means of mental production, so

that the ideas of those who lack the means of mental production are on the

whole subject to it.12

This analysis is evidently a development of the Enlightenment critique of

religion as a conspiracy of priests and rulers to keep the masses in the dark.

It differs primarily in rooting the generation of mass illusions in broader class

relations. But it is vulnerable to the kind of objection made to the philosophes,

namely that it treats the subordinate classes as passive receptacles of ideas

inculcated in them from above. The effect, as Marx himself put it in the third

‘Thesis on Feuerbach’ is to ‘divide society into two parts, one of which is

superior to society’, whether it be the priests or indeed those who seek to

liberate the masses from their illusions.13

The second mechanism is not vulnerable to the same objection. It is provided

by the theory of commodity fetishism in Capital. According to this theory, 

the fact that, under capitalism, social relationships between producers are

mediated by the exchange of commodities means that ‘the definite social

relation between men themselves . . . assumes here, for them, the fantastic

form of a relation between things’.14 As a result, the historically specific

phenomenon of capitalism is universalised, naturalised. There is thus a material

basis for bourgeois ideology: the operation of the market economy itself

induces ideological beliefs in the agents of capitalist production. Far, therefore,

from depending on some conspiracy by the ruling class, the acceptance of

ideological beliefs is spontaneously generated by capitalist relations of

production themselves. The trouble with this theory lies in its very stength:

how, given the existence of commodity fetishism, can workers ever break

free? The theory, at least in the version given here, involves a fallacy. For

capitalist relations themselves to bring about the acceptance of ideological

beliefs their appearance must admit of only one interpretation, namely that

they are relations between things rather than social relationships. But this is

not so: all theories are underdetermined by the evidence for them. Even if

capitalist relations do present themselves in the naturalised, fetishised manner
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which Marx with some reason claims they do, there is an indefinite number

of different ways of interpreting these same appearances.15

There is, however, a deeper difficulty with the definition of ideology we

have been discussing. The passage cited above from The German Ideology is

the locus classicus of what has come to be known as the dominant ideology

thesis, summarised as follows by Nicholas Abercrombie, Stephen Hill and

Bryan Turner:

Through its control of ideological production, the dominant class is able to

supervise the construction of a set of coherent beliefs. . . . The dominant

ideology penetrates and infects the consciousness of the working class,

because the working class comes to see and to experience reality through

the conceptual categories of the dominant class. The dominant ideology

functions to incorporate the working class within a system which is, in fact,

operating against the material interests of labour. The incorporation in turn

explains the coherence and integration of capitalist society.16

Versions of the dominant ideology thesis are very widely held. Indeed, it is

a characteristic feature of Western Marxism that it focuses on mechanisms of

ideological domination as the principal means through which capitalist social

formations are reproduced. But the thesis’ influence stretches much further.

Elster, for example, asserts that ‘it is a massive fact of history that the values

and the beliefs of the subjects tend to support the rule of the dominant

groups’.17

Is it really? Immanuel Wallerstein thinks not:

It is doubtful if very many governments in human history have been

considered ‘legitimate’ by the majority of those exploited, oppressed and

mistreated by their governments. The masses may be resigned to their fate,

or sullenly restive, or amazed at their temporary good fortune, or actively

insubordinate. But governments tend to be endured, not appreciated or

admired or loved or even supported.18

Abercrombie, Hill and Turner challenge the dominant ideology thesis not

simply in its Marxist form, but also in the version offered by Talcott Parsons,
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namely the idea that it is the normative integration of actors into society

which explains social stability. They argue that the penetration of the dominant

ideology into the subordinate classes has generally been slight. The principal

mechanisms of social control have been provided by armed coercion or what

Marx called the ‘silent compulsion of economic relations’. The main role of

the dominant ideology has been to secure the cohesion and reproduction of

the ruling class, not to integrate the masses within the existing social order.

Taken as claims about the past, Abercrombie, Hill and Turner’s arguments

are extremely difficult to appraise, given that we posses records mainly of

what members of the dominant class thought and said. However, historians

in recent years have begun to investigate the popular culture of early modern

Europe, perhaps the first period of which such studies would be possible.

The results are fascinating and tend in favour of the critics of the dominant

ideology thesis.

Thus Keith Thomas argues in his monumental study of popular belief 

in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century England against the view, held by

Durkheim among others, that the spread of irreligion was a consequence of

the Industrial Revolution: ‘not enough justice has been done to the volume

of apathy, heterodoxy and agnosticism which existed long before the onset

of industrialism’. He shows that

the hold of orthodox religion upon the English people had never been

complete. Indeed it is problematical as to whether certain sections of the

population at this time had any religion at all. Although complete statistics

will never be obtainable, it can be confidently said that not all Tudor or

Stuart Englishmen went to some kind of church, that many of those who

did went with considerable reluctance, and that a certain proportion remained

throughout their lives utterly ignorant of the tenets of Christian dogma.19

Thomas’s Religion and the Decline of Magic is a macrostudy drawing on a vast

range of sources. A similar picture of popular irreligion has been painted by

a number of microstudies, above all by Carlo Ginzburg’s The Cheese and the

Worms, which is based on the trials by the Inquisition of Domenico Scandella,

nicknamed Menocchio, a miller from Montereale in Fruili. Menocchio was
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burned at the stake at the end of the sixteenth century. His crime was to have

expressed heretical religious beliefs, preferring a naturalistic pantheism to

Christian theology’s transcendent God. Menocchio’s importance, Ginzburg

argues, was that he ‘projected onto the written page, elements taken from

popular tradition. It is this tradition, deeply rooted in the European countryside,

that explains the tenacious persistence of a peasant religion, intolerant of

dogma and ritual, tied to the cycle of nature, and fundamentally pre-Christian’.20

There is, then, growing evidence of the limited degree to which Christianity

penetrated the rural masses of pre-industrial Europe. Abercrombie, Hill and

Turner indeed claim that

Catholicism was the minority religion of Europe in the Middle Ages . . . the

urban elite was a practising, orthodox Catholic social group, but the rural

majority preserved their pre-Christian beliefs, festivals and practices. The

urban dominant class had their priests; the rural poor of Languedoc, Brittany,

Lancashire, Yorkshire and Norfolk had their sorcerers, witchcraft, pagan

rites and folk culture.21

How is this phenomenon to be interpreted? Thomas in his discussion of such

pre-Christian beliefs and practices as astrology and magic tends to invoke

anthropological and sociological theory, explaining them in functional terms,

pointing to the degree of predictability and control they offered over a natural

and social environment which was dangerous and uncertain. Their decline

is correlatively accounted for in terms of the way in which a variety of changes

ranging from improvements in communications to the introduction of insurance

made reliance on magic and the like redundant. In a perceptive review of

Religion and the Decline of Magic, Edward Thompson challenges Thomas’s

functionalism, arguing that the prevalence of pre-Christian beliefs and practices

must be understood as evidence of resistance on the part of the peasants and

artisans of early modern Europe to the dominant class and their ideology.

Thus:

In so far as the common people sensed that they were being ‘got at’ by the

Church, to that degree the elements of an anti-culture will have formed,
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dissimulating these doctrines, rejecting those, knitting together Christian

ritual with surviving pagan beliefs, translating doctrine into a symbolism

more appropriate to their own life experience.22

Thompson’s argument focuses attention on the extent to which the differences

between popular and ‘high’ cultures became a locus of class struggle in what

Peter Burke calls the ‘Triumph of Lent’, ‘the systematic attempt made by some

of the educated . . . to change the attitudes and values of the rest of the

population’ in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, an attempt common

to both the Protestant Reformation and the Catholic Counter-Reformation.23

Ginzburg argues that this attempt was fundamentally a response to the

German Peasants’ War and the Anabaptists’ reign in Münster in the 1520s

and 1530s, which brought home ‘the necessity of reconquering, ideologically

as well as physically, the masses threatening to break loose from every form

of control from above’:

This renewed effort to achieve hegemony took various forms in different

parts of Europe, but the evangelization of the countryside by the Jesuits and

the capillary religious organization based on the family, achieved by the

Protestant churches, can be traced to a single current. In terms of repression,

the intensification of witchcraft trials and the rigid control over the marginal

groups such as vagabonds and gypsies corresponded to it. Menocchio’s case

should be seen against this background of repression and the effacement of

popular culture.24

To talk of the ‘effacement of popular culture’ is almost certainly too strong:

other historians such as Burke and Thompson point to survivals of pre-

Christian beliefs and practices well into the twentieth century. Nevertheless,

the very sources of Ginzburg’s book (and of his earlier The Night Battles)

indicate the extent to which we depend for our knowledge of popular beliefs

on institutions such as the Inquisition and witchcraft trials whose purpose

was precisely to regulate and alter these beliefs. Michel Foucault has focused

attention on the emergence at the end of the eighteenth century of new forms

of power which he calls the disciplines. He contrasts them with the spectacular
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and barbaric executions characteristic of absolutism, a form of power which

‘in absence of continuous supervision . . . was recharged in the ritual display

of its reality as “super-power”’. The disciplines, represented by such typical

institutions of modernity as the prison, the factory and the hospital, involve

instead the regulated and systematic supervision of individual behaviour

thereby penetrating ‘down to the finest grain of the social body’.25 It seems

plausible to regard the efforts to ‘reform’ religious belief and social conduct

in early modern Europe as precursors of this more intrusive and intensive

exercise of social power.

Anthony Giddens has the disciplines in mind when he writes of ‘surveil-

lance . . . the accumulation of “information” – symbolic materials which can

be stored by an agency or collectivity’, and ‘the supervision of the activities

of subordinates by their superiors within a collectivity’. He argues that ‘as

an integral and pervasive element of social integration, surveillance in each

sense only becomes of major importance with the advent of capitalism’. In

pre-capitalist class societies, the extraction of surplus-labour depended on

‘extra-economic coercion’, the armed force of the state or of local landowners.

The power of those who needed to extract coercively taxation, or other forms

of tribute or services from populations subject to their rule, did not penetrate

many aspects of daily life, which were nourished from other sources’. To put

it in the terms provided by David Lockwood, system-integration depended

on the military power of the ruling class. Social integration, involving the

existence of shared beliefs and traditions, was sharply separate, operating

chiefly at the level of local peasant communities and largely ignored by the

dominant class. Capitalist exploitation, however, depends primarily on the

economic pressures on workers to sell their labour-power and its rate is

generally directly related to the level of labour productivity. The systematic

supervision of the subordinate class both inside and outside the process of

production therefore becomes of much greater importance to the exploiters.

‘The “state” is a much more intrusive and comprehensive set of institutions

capitalist than in class-divided [i.e. pre-capitalist class] societies, so far as

those subject to its administration internally are concerned’.26
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Gidden’s analysis is illuminating. It finds support from Michael Mann’s

discussion of the limitations of what he calls ‘infrastructural power’, i.e. ‘the

capacity to actually penetrate society and to implement logistically political

decisions’ of that apparently most formidable of pre-capitalist states, the

empire:

The empire . . . was still a relatively fragile interaction network lacking intense

control over its subjects. . . . Little was required of the masses besides regularly

handing over payments in kind and in labour. Control over them, though

savage, was erratic. More was required of the dispersed ruling group, but

it was not uncongenial to them. The empire was not territorial, nor was it

unitary. It was a system of federal domination by a king or emperor through

provincial, marcher, and even ‘foreign’ rulers and elites. This was for

fundamentally logistical reasons: I calculated that no conqueror, no matter

how formidable, could organize, control and supply his troops and

administrative officials on a routine basis over more than an eighty- to

ninety-kilometer route march. The king or emperor used his professional

army in reserve to dominate, to cow. But everyone knew that it would take

a formidable logistical exercise to employ. As long as local elites handed

over tax or tribute their local control would not be interfered with.27

In the light of these arguments, we can see why what Mann calls ‘intensive

power . . . the ability to organize tightly and command a high level of

mobilisation or commitment from the participants’ is a feature primarily of

capitalist societies.28 It was only with the advent of modernity that the ruling

class acquired both an interest and, increasingly, the means (thanks to a range

of innovations ranging from printing through the railway to the modern mass

media) to penetrate the daily life of the masses. We can see this happening

in a variety of ways. For example, Edward Thompson has pointed to the

replacement of the ‘task-oriented’ conception of time inseparable from the

irregular patterns of work dependent ultimately on the cycles of nature by

time thought of as linear and homogeneous, ‘time-measurement as a means

of labour-exploitation’ or, more crudely, time as money.29 But this growth in
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the surveillance of the subordinate classes might lead one to conclude that,

while the dominant ideology thesis may be false when applied to pre-capitalist

societies, it is true of the capitalist mode of production.

Such a conclusion would be mistaken. A number of studies of working-

class consciousness have been made in the past three decades which provide

little support for any belief in an all-pervading dominant ideology. Mann

summarises the findings of a number of British and American surveys dating

from the height of the post-war boom in the 1950s and 1960s as follows:

1. Value-consensus does not exist to any significant extent;

2. there is a greater degree of consensus among the middle class than

among the working class;

3. the working class is more likely to support deviant values if those values

relate to concrete everyday life or to vague populist concepts than if

they relate to an abstract political philosophy;

4. working-class individuals also exhibit less internal consistency in their

values than middle-class people.

He suggests that the relative quiescence of the Western working class ‘might

be more convincingly explained by their pragmatic acceptance of specific

roles than by any positive normative commitment to society’.30

Elsewhere, Mann argues that, ‘forced to alienate his own productive powers

in return for economic rewards, the worker develops a dualistic consciousness,

in which control and money, work and non-work, become separated’. The

result is ‘nothing more nor less than the narrowing down of conflict to

aggressive economism and defensive control’. Class-consciousness never

develops further than what we called conflict consciousness following Giddens

(see Section 4.1 above). Lacking any conception of an alternative society to

capitalism, workers focus on the narrowly economic struggle over wages.

‘Surges of class-consciousness are continually undercut by economism, and

capitalism survives’.31

This general thesis has found support and been enriched by a number of

detailed analyses. Huw Beynon’s celebrated study of shop stewards at Ford
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Halewood at the end of the 1960s is concerned with the most important form

of conflict consciousness found in the British working class, ‘factory class-

consciousness’:

It understands class relationships in terms of their direct manifestation in

conflict between the bosses and the workers within the factory. It is rooted

in the workplace where the struggles are fought out over the control of the

job and the ‘rights’ of managers and workers. Inasmuch as it concerns itself

with exploitation and power it contains definite political elements. But it is

a politics of the factory. . . . In its least developed form it is revealed in

sporadic bloody-mindedness and ‘malingering’ – the ‘fuck ’em’ attitude that

most managers are familiar with and find distasteful. The underlying structure

of this view is not radically different from that which underpinned the

consciousness of the stewards at Halewood.32

Halewood is well known as a militant car plant, and Beynon shows how the

stewards were able to pursue quite sophisticated strategies in response to

management initiatives. Their Achilles’ heel lay in the fact that theirs was a

factory class-consciousness, centred on the immediate conflict within the

process of production and largely ignoring the wider structures of social

power concentrated in the state. As Beynon puts it, their understanding of

conflict within the factory ‘did not extend to a developed form of political

consciousness, rather it represented a very direct, common-sense reflection

of workers’ experience within the car plant’.33 They thus lacked the essential

constituent of revolutionary class-consciousness, a view of how collective

action could transform society.

In this respect, the Halewood stewards were in the same position as the

much less militant workers employed by ‘ChemCo’ and studied by Theo

Nichols and Peter Armstrong: ‘The Chemco work-force, at least for most of

the time, is characterized by the fatalism of men who do not control, nor see

any way of controlling, the world in which they live’. But this fatalism did

not spring from normative integration into capitalism. ‘These workers can

see imperfections, illogicalities, differences in living standards, can even think

sometimes of better societies. What they lack is the faith or certainty that
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these better societies are possible’. Consequently, ‘the real triumph of capitalist

hegemony is seen in the fact that, for the most part, these workers do not

affirm or deny its values. For them, capitalism is just part of an unalterable

order of things (not necessarily a proper or just one)’.34 Thus, as Göran Therborn

puts it, ‘resignation, deference, and accommodation . . . in many or most

bourgeois-democratic countries, are probably more important components of

consensus than is a sense of representation’.35

4.3 Falsehood and ideology, II

The dominant ideology thesis must, then, be accounted false (although a

weaker version, as we shall see, can be defended). Does the dominant ideology

thesis in its demise take the theory of ideology with it? Abercrombie, Hill

and Turner seem at times to imply as much.36 This iconoclasm is a refreshing

corrective to Western Marxism’s obsession with ideology, but it could have

misleading consequences. A main thrust of this book has been to insist that

human beings must be seen as agents, conscious actors moved by beliefs and

desires. Further, we suggested in Section 4.1 that the formation of collectivities

depends critically on the beliefs that agents have about their social identity.

The analysis of ideology is essential to social theory, provided that ‘ideology’

is understood as, in Marx’s words, ‘the legal, political, religious, artistic or

philosophic – in short ideological forms in which men become conscious of

this conflict [i.e. that between the forces and relations of production] and fight

it out’.37 Such an understanding of ideology implies rejecting conditions (3)

and (4) of the definition given in Section 4.2. Ideological beliefs need not be

false, nor does their acceptance necessarily benefit the ruling class. Instead,

we should follow Therborn in using ‘ideology’ simply to ‘refer to that aspect

of the human condition under which human beings live their lives a conscious

actors in a world that makes sense to them in different ways’.38
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Conceiving ideology as false consciousness is implied by the claim involved

in the dominant ideology thesis that class societies survive by virtue of the

acceptance by the subordinate class of the false belief that their exploitation

is just. Once we see that the claim itself is false there is no need to identify

ideology with illusion. Ideological belief are, like all beliefs, either true or

false, but the truth-value of a belief does not enter into the criteria to be used

for distinguishing between the ideological and the non-ideological. The

epistemological notion of ideology as false consciousness, deriving ultimately

from the Enlightenment critique of religious préjugé, must finally be rejected.39

Such a move has the positive effect of allowing us to broaden the study of

ideology by relating it to that of practical consciousness in general. Anthony

Giddens has stressed what he calls the ‘knowledgeability’ of human agents,

the fact that the members of a society know far more about the nature of the

world in which they live than most social scientists are prepared to give them

credit for.40 There are indeed deep philosophical reasons why this should be

so, as Graham Macdonald and Philip Pettit bring out when discussing Donald

Davidson’s Principle of Charity:

The actions which the beliefs [i.e. those which inform practical activity] are

invoked to explain are people’s everyday, more or less successful exchanges

with one another and with their environment; actions such as those of finding

food, making deals, building huts, and so on. The success of these exchanges

cannot be generally put down to coincidence and fortune. But if we are to

make the success intelligible without invoking the forces of accident, we

must suppose that the beliefs underlying the actions are true: were they

false, success would be the product of accident. Thus we find in the beliefs

informing practical activity a set of beliefs in which the interpreter may

safely assume a preponderance of truth.41

Macdonald and Pettit’s examples of practical activity imply a consensual

view of social practice as the co-operative pursuit of shared goals. What

happens once we drop this picture, and focus instead on the salience in social

life of conflicts of interest deriving from agents’ different positions within

exploitive relations of production? We do not therefore enter the world of
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false consciousness. Agents on both sides of the class divide are likely to have

many true beliefs concerning the conflictual relationship they find themselves

in. We have seen, for example, the evidence that many British workers have

a lively sense of the antagonisms between them and management. But if

anything the ruling class is likely to be more aware than the subordinate

classes of the existence of social contradictions.

Foucault has written of the ‘rationality of power’ as that of ‘tactics which

are often perfectly explicit at the limited level where they are inscribed – local

cynicism of power’, of ‘talkative tactics whose “inventors” . . . are often without

hypocrisy’.42 Historians have been able to uncover documents in which policy-

makers discuss the alternative strategies available to them with astonishing

lucidity. I shall take just one example, from the crucial period betwen the 

end of the Boer War and the beginning of the First World War during which

many of the institutions of modern South Africa were established. Liberal

commentators and Weberian social scientists tend to see the system of racial

domination in that country as a consequence of ethnic divisions, i.e. those

between black and white, Afrikaner and English-speaking whites, Zulu, Xhosa

and other African ‘tribal’ groupings. Yet, in the period between 1901 and

1914, leading ruling-class figures, particularly those around the British High

Commissioner, Lord Milner, and in the great mining houses, were ready to

discuss the case for a set of institutional arrangements broadly similar to what

later came to be known as ‘separate development’, in remarkably utilitarian

terms.

Thus a leading white ‘liberal’, Howard Pim, proposed a rationale for keeping

Africans in tribal Reserves (the forerunners of the modern ‘Homelands’) rather

than in urban townships (‘locations’) in a manner strongly reminiscent of

more recent Marxist analyses:

In a Reserve . . . the native lives under natural conditions which he understands

and has created for himself. Look forward a few years. For a time the location

consists of able-bodied people, but they grow older, they become ill, they

become disabled – who is to support them? They commit offences – who

is to control them? The Reserve is a sanatorium where they can recruit; if

they are disabled they remain there. Their own tribal system keeps them
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under discipline, and if they become criminals there is not the slightest

difficulty in bringing them to justice. All this absolutely without expense to

the white community. . . . As time goes on these location burdens will increase,

and the proportion of persons in the location really able to work will still

further diminish. The number of actual workers, taking the less healthy

location conditions into account, will therefore be absolutely less than in a

population of equal numbers in a Reserve, and this difference in the number

of workers will in itself also go some distance to make up for the smaller

accessibility of the Reserve native . . . it is a fair assumption that at the outside

one-fifth of the location population (I take it that the location consists of

families) is able to work. This means that the wages paid by the employers

will have to be sufficient to support four other persons besides the workman.

Can it be supposed that this will lead to a reduction in native wages?43

There is little evidence of false consciousness there. But do not such

considerations lead one towards a conspiracy theory of history? No. In the

first place, no person or collectivity has unlimited powers. Agents may indeed

conspire, but they may not be able to achieve their common objective. Secondly,

even if they do succeed, their action may have unintended consequences

which undermine their achievement. Conspiracies exist: the mistake lies in

believing that they always (or even usually) succeed. This does not mean that

one should fall into the implicit functionalism espoused by Foucault, who

seems to have believed that conscious actions were necessarily self-defeating,

weaving through their interaction a pattern quite different from that sought

after by individual agents but nevertheless possessing a rationality and logic

of its own.44 Conspiracies sometimes succeed: the state and capital did remould

South African society in the early years of this century along the lines broadly

envisaged by Pim. At the same time, there are no mechanisms which guarantee

that unintended consequences will necessarily serve to perpetuate prevailing

power-relations. There is much evidence that the creation of the Reserves

itself led rapidly to the proletarianisation of the African population and

therefore to the emergence of the black urban working class which today
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threatens the existence of both apartheid and capitalism in South Africa.45

Does not the claim that agents generally have many true beliefs about social

contradictions undermine condition (2) of the definition of ideology given at

the beginning of Section 4.2, namely that ideological beliefs are socially caused?

To see why this is not so, let us consider Elster’s discussion of ideology. He

defends a fairly traditional account of ideology: not only, as we saw in Section

4.2, does he accept the dominant ideology thesis but he also identifies ideology

with false consciousness. The argument goes like this. ‘A belief is rationally

caused if (i) the causes of the belief are reasons for holding it and (ii) the

reasons cause the beliefs qua reasons, not in some accidental manner’. The

social causes of beliefs do not generally cause them in this way and so one

must assume that ‘a socially caused belief will not be rationally grounded’.

Furthermore, ‘there is a presumption that true beliefs are rationally grounded’,

which, in conjunction with the preceding steps, ‘creates a case for the falsity

of socially caused beliefs’.46

Elster distinguishes between two kinds of social causation of beliefs, interest-

explanation and position-explanation, that is, respectively:

explanations that refer to the interests of the believer (or some other agent)

and those that refer to his economic or social position. . . . All position

explanations are causal, but interest-explanations may be causal as well as

functional. A belief, that is, may be explained by the fact that it is shaped by

interests as well as by the fact that it serves certain interests.47

Let us ignore functional interest-explanations, i.e. those which account for

ideological beliefs in terms of the interests they serve. Elster’s presumption

that socially caused beliefs are not rationally grounded, combined with 

his search for ‘microfoundations’, leads him to draw on work on cognitive

psychology and explain such beliefs as the result either of the interference of

psychic drives in the process of belief-formation or of distortions in that process

itself.48 There is no reason to join Elster in this collapse into psychologism.
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In the first place, the opposition between position- and interest-explanations

seems overstated. If interests are related to agents’ position in the relations

of production (and, even if the account given in Section 3.5 is wrong, any

Marxist theory of interests must assert as much), then it does not seem that

any sharp distinction between position and interests can be made out. The

concept of interests, as I have suggested, concerns the interaction between

agents’ beliefs and desires and their objective social positions. In his discussion

of ideology, however, Elster identifies interests with agents’ subjective wants,

or indeed with the drives underlying these wants.

Secondly, the ‘presumption that true beliefs are rationally grounded’ is

quite untenable. As William Shaw puts it, ‘it is an elementary truth of logical

analysis that the origin of a belief is not relevant to its evaluation as true or

false’.49 Thirdly, and more positively, why should one presume that socially

caused beliefs are not rationally grounded? Agents seeking to pursue their

interests may form many beliefs concerning the nature of society and their

position within it. They may do so quite reflectively, but the resulting beliefs

are socially caused in the sense that their formulation reflects the position,

needs and purposes of the agents concerned. Elster might object that to

describe such beliefs as socially caused is to deprive the notion of causation

of any meaning. But he would be wrong: the beliefs concerned are socially

caused in the sense that, were those who hold them not in a certain position

in the relations of production, they would probably not have come to accept

them. Nevertheless, there is no reason to assume that the acceptance of these

beliefs necessarily involved some interference with processes of rational

reflection. To suppose otherwise implies, surely falsely, that knowledge can

never be perspectival, formulated within a framework shaped by specific

interests and purposes.50

The primary sense in which ideologies are socially caused is that they are

articulations of interests. They are attempts to give conscious expression to

the needs of agents occupying particular positions within the relations of

production. Since interests differ and conflict, so too will ideologies. Does this
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mean that all ideologies are true, in a reversal of the false consciousness

thesis? No, for at least three reasons. First, a particular ideology may not

succeed in its attempt to articulate the interests of a given class. Precisely

because they depend on the objective structure of class relations, interests are

by no means easy to ascertain. The class struggle, I suggested in Section 3.5,

is, among other things, the process through which agents seek to establish

what their interests are. The formulation of ideologies is itself part of this

process.

Secondly, viewing society from a particular class position involves having

a certain perspective on the world, which may set limits to what one sees or

does not see. This need not involve any interference with the cognitive

processes of belief-formation. Indeed, the most interesting Marxist position-

explanations, those by Marx himself of political economy in Capital and Theories

of Surplus-Value, and by Lukács of the ‘antinomies of bourgeois thought’ in

History and Class Consciousness, focus the way in which the most theoretically

sophisticated articulations of capitalist class-interests, precisely because of

their sophistication, are likely to involve characteristic blindnesses. These

centre on the mistaken treatment of capitalist rationality as the ultimate form

of rationality, with which what Giddens identifies as the ‘principal ideological

forms’, ‘the representation of sectional interests as universal ones . . . the denial or

transmutation of contradictions . . . [and] . . . the naturalization of the present’, are

closely associated.51 Such forms are likely to be found in articulations of the

interests of a class whose domination is of necessity historically limited and

transitory.

Thirdly, ‘ideologies actually operate in a state of disorder’, as Therborn puts

it.52 The fundamental reason for this is that it is through the class struggle

that agents come to articulate their interests. The most important discussion

of these questions remains that by Gramsci. His pragmatist epistemology led

him to reject the problematic of false consciousness. Discourse generally is

for Gramsci the articulation of interests: ‘Our knowledge of things is nothing

more than ourselves, our needs and interests’. This preoccupation with practical

consciousness led him to argue that there is to be found in the consciousness

of subordinate classes in general and the proletariat in particular ‘the co-existence

174 • Chapter Four

51 A. Giddens, Central Problems in Social Theory (London, 1979), p. 196.
52 Therborn, Ideology, p. 77.



of two conceptions of the world, one affirmed in words and the other displayed

in effective action’, by which Gramsci meant especially class struggle.53

This state of affairs

signifies that the social group in question may indeed have its own conception

of the world, even if only embryonic; a conception which manifests itself

in action, but occasionally and in flashes – when, that is, the group is acting

as an organic totality. But this same group has, for reasons of submission

and intellectual subordination, adopted a conception which is not its own

but is borrowed from another group; and it affirms this conception verbally

and believes itself to be following it, because this is the conception which

it follows in ‘normal times’ – that is when its conduct is not independent

and autonomous, but submissive and subordinate.54

The result is that

the active man-in-the-mass [i.e. the worker] has a practical activity, but has

no theoretical consciousness of his practical activity, which nonetheless

involves understanding the world in so far as it transforms it. One might

almost say that he has two theoretical consciousnesses (or one contradictory

consciousness): one which is implicit in his activity and which in reality

unites him with all his fellow-workers in the practical transformation of the

real world; and one, superficially explicit or verbal, which he has inherited

from the past and uncritically absorbed. But this verbal conception is not

without consequences. It holds together a specific social group, it influences

moral conduct and the direction of will, with varying efficacity but often

powerfully enough to produce a situation in which the contradictory state

of consciousness does not permit any action, any decision or any choice,

and produces a condition of moral and political passivity.55

It is not clear how a conception of the world can be said to be implicit in the

practice of a given class. I prefer to say that, in this case, workers form beliefs

which seek to articulate their interests as an exploited class. Thus amended,

Gramsci’s concept of contradictory consciousness is of fundamental importance,

since it provides a theoretical interpretation of the phenomenon of dual
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consciousness discussed in Section 4.2. The inconsistencies in working-class

attitudes noted by Michael Mann are a reflection of class struggle. The ‘means

of mental production’ – the education system, the mass media etc. – do not

so much induce in workers a systematically false consciousness as prevent

the formation of a coherent revolutionary class-consciousness, in particular

by impeding the kind of theoretical reflection which would be necessary to

remove inconsistencies and to arrive at a coherent analysis of existing society.

A weaker version of the dominant ideology thesis can therefore be sustained.

The dominant ideology is dominant in the sense that the ruling class will

seek to prevent subordinate classes from developing an ideology which

systematically challenges its right to rule. Chris Harman puts it very well:

Of course, all sorts of subordinate ideologies exist, which express direct

experiences of subordinate classes. But any ruling class takes action the

moment these begin to generalize into an alternative world-view that

challenges its hegemony. For example, look at the attitude of the mediaeval

Catholic Church towards ‘heretical’ movements – seeking to absorb some

elements in them (the Franciscans etc.) but to persecute others.56

Gramsci himself suggests that ‘the contradictory state of consciousness’ among

workers will itself create ‘a condition of moral and political passivity’. While

this may be so, one should not ignore various devices through which

contradictions may apparently be eliminated. Of these the most important is

the concept of the nation. The idea that different classes share a common

interest as members of the same nation has the particular virtue that it is

consistent with a limited degree of social conflict. Nationalist ideology need

not deny the existence of class antagonisms. It merely insists that these are

secondary compared with the shared identity of all citizens, whatever their

class position. Nationalism thus accommodates a degree of social criticism:

indeed, one of the oldest themes of English radicalism is that the ruling class

are an alien breed, an idea which still survives in the notion that Thatcherism

is the instrument of American capital and/or the City.57

These remarks on nationalism are, as they stand, pretty functionalist, since

they concentrate on its effects, i.e. the containment of class antagonisms. To
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go beyond such a form of explanation requires a shift in theoretical focus. So

far, I have treated ideologies purely from a cognitive point of view, that is,

as bodies of assertoric sentences whose acceptance or rejection agents justify

on the grounds of their truth or falsehood. But the concept of interpellation

requires us to view them as a different kind of speech-act, which subsumes

the individual under a particular form of identity depending on the manner

in which it addresses him or her.

Althusser introduces the concept of interpellation in his celebrated essay

on ideology:

Ideology ‘acts’ or ‘functions’ in such a way that it ‘recruits’ subjects among

the individuals (it recruits them all), ‘or transforms’ the individuals into

subjects (it transforms them all) by the very precise operation which I have

called interpellation or hailing, and which can be imagined along the lines

of the most commonplace everyday police (or other) hailing: ‘Hey, you

there!’

Assuming that the theoretical scene I have imagined takes place on the

street, the hailed individual will turn round. By this mere one-hundred-and-

eighty degree physical conversion, he becomes a subject. Why? Because he

has recognized that the hail was ‘really’ addressed to him, and that ‘it was

really him who was hailed’ (and not someone else).58

Althusser’s thesis that interpellation transforms individuals into subjects is

closely bound up with the claim that the form of subjectivity is itself essential

to the functioning of ideology, where the latter is conceived as individuals’

imaginary relation to their real conditions of existence. To accept this would

be to reduce agency, as it is understood in this book, to an ideological illusion.

Therborn tends towards a similar approach, as when he writes that ‘to conceive

a text or an utterance as ideology is to focus on the way it operates in the

formation and transformation of human subjectivity’.59 Such formulations are

redolent of the oversocialised conception of human nature which, as we saw

in Section 3.5, Therborn shares with Parsons and, indeed with Althusser, in

which individuals are not agents but rather raw material which ideology

transforms into subjects ready to submit to their predestined role in the
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relations of production. That such a view predominates in Althusser’s extremely

functionalist account of interpellation is evident from passages such as the

following: ‘the individual is interpellated as a (free) subject in order that he shall

submit freely to the commandments of the Subject, i.e. in order that he shall (freely)

accept his subjection’.60

A different and much more helpful version of interpellation is sometimes

offered by Therborn:

The ideological interpellations unceasingly constitute and reconstitute who

we are. A single human being may act as an almost unlimited number of

subjects, and in the course of a single human life a large number of

subjectivities are in fact acted out. In any situation, particularly in a complex

modern society, a given human being usually has several subjectivities,

although as a rule only one at a time. Ideologies differ, compete, and clash

not only in what they say about the world, but also in telling us who we

are, in the kind of subject they interpellate. . . . For example, when a strike

is called, a worker may be addressed as a member of the working class, as

a union member, as a mate of his fellow workers, as the long-faithful employee

of a good employer, as a father or mother, as an honest worker, as a good

citizen, as a Communist or an anti-Communist, as a Catholic, and so on.

The kind of address accepted – ‘Yes, that’s how I am, that’s me!’ – has

important implications for how one acts in response to the strike call.61

Ideologies do not here interpellate us as subjects or even the bearers of

Parsonian social roles. Rather, a particular ideology invites us to accept a

particular kind of social identity. Moreover, since ‘ideologies differ, compete,

and clash’ the individual has some choice as to which identity he or she will

accept – worker, citizen, Catholic etc. No longer, as in Althusser’s account of

interpellation, does the naked individual confront a super-Subject (for example,

the policeman as representative of social order). Nor does acceptance of the

address necessarily imply subjection. It can, indeed, be a liberation: consider,

for example, the difference between the interpellations ‘black’ and ‘Negro’ in
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the US of the 1960s. Those who accepted the first form of address participated

implicitly in a reversal of values (‘Black is Beautiful’) and endorsed the need

for a political struggle against the racist power-structure of American society.

The kind of ideological struggle which leads to the contradictory

consciousness discussed by Gramsci involves, then, not simply a confrontation

of different views of the world but also a conflict of interpellations, in which

people are invited to accept different social identities. Dual consciousness

within the Western working class is characterised by the acceptance of two

identities – as worker and as citizen, as member of a class and as member of

a nation-state. These identities imply an involvement in different kinds of

social conflicts, the class struggle between capital and labour and the power

struggle between nation-states. We must now consider the relationship between

these two forms of conflict.

4.4 Nation, state and military power

One of modernity’s bigger surprises – and not only for Marxists – has been

the endurance and depth of pervasive national, racial and tribal divisions.

The history of capitalism since 1848 has not borne out Marx’s and Engels’s

confident assertion in the Communist Manifesto that ‘national differences and

antagonisms between peoples are daily more and more vanishing, owing to

the development of the bourgeoisie, to freedom of commerce, to the world

market, to uniformity in the mode of production and in the conditions of life

corresponding thereunto’.62 It has, consequently, become commonplace to the

point of tedium to say that historical materialism ignores, or at least is incapable

of explaining national conflict.

An interesting version of this criticism is made by G.A. Cohen, in a 

way which connects with the question of social identity broached in our

discussion of interpellation in Section 4.3. Cohen objects to Marx’s philosophical

anthropology because it treats human beings as essentially producers who

realise themselves by the full use of their capacities:

In his anti-Hegelian, Feuerbachian affirmation of the radical objectivity of

matter, Marx focused on the relation of the subject to an object that is no
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way subject, and, as time went on, he came to neglect the subject’s relation

to itself, and that aspect of the subject’s relation to others which is mediated

(that is, indirect) form of relation to itself. He rightly reacted against Hegel’s

extravagant representation of all reality as ultimately an expression of self,

but he overreacted, and he failed to do justice to the self’s irreducible interest

in a definition of itself, and to the social manifestations of that interest.63

As it stands, Cohen’s criticism of Marx’s conception of human nature amounts

to an acknowledgement of the dimension stressed by the hermeneutic tradition,

of the need human beings have for an identity involving membership of a

community typically constituted by enduring tradition. He goes on, however,

to connect this need to national and racial identities:

I claim, then, that there is a human need to which Marxist observation is

commonly blind, one different from and as deep as the need to cultivate

one’s talents. It is the need to be able to say not what I can do but who I

am, satisfaction of which has historically been found in identification with

others in a shared culture based on nationality, or race, or some slice or

amalgam thereof.64

Cohen is probably right in claiming that such a need exists. He may also be

right to suggest that nationalism is one way of fulfilling this need, a need

bound up with enduring features of human existence, the unavoidable

contingencies of birth, suffering, bereavement and death.65 If, however, he is

suggesting that what we might call the need for identity explains the existence

of national divisions, then he is quite wrong. Such a view (it is not clear

whether Cohen holds it) lends itself to the belief that nations are pregiven

natural entities.

Ernest Gellner, no friend of Marxism, rightly repudiates this myth, arguing

that ‘nations are not inscribed into the nature of things’, nor are nation-states

‘the manifest ultimate destiny of ethnic or cultural groups’, but rather ‘the

crystallization of new units, suitable for the conditions now prevailing, though

admittedly using as their raw material the cultural, historical and other

inheritances from the prenationalist world’. The formation of a nation consists
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in ‘the general imposition of a high culture on society, where previously low

cultures had taken up the lives of the majority’. This involves ‘the establishment

of an anonymous, impersonal society’ consisting of ‘mutually substitutable,

atomised individuals’ bound together by ‘a school-mediated, academy-

supervised idiom, codified for the requirements of reasonably precise bureau-

cratic and technical communication’.66

Gellner thus emphasizes the historical novelty, indeed the modernity of

national identities, rather than their primordial character. Their formation is,

he argues, a consequence of ‘the imperative of exo-socialization’, by which

he means ‘the production and reproduction of men outside the local intimate

unit’ which formed the core of pre-modern societies. And ‘exo-socialization’

itself springs from the needs of industrial society for a homogeneous, socially

mobile and educated population, in comparison with the stable hierarchies

and fixed identities of agrarian societies.67

There are two obvious difficulties with Gellner’s analysis. The first lies in

the concept of ‘industrial society’. Here, he follows a sociological tradition

founded by Saint-Simon in characterising modernity by the kind of technology

used rather than the social relations prevailing within it. This leads Gellner

to discover an immutable logic of industrialisation governing all societies

such that ‘in the long run . . . we shall be all affluent’.68 Secondly, to explain

nationalism by the ‘imperative of exo-socialization’ is to commit the functionalist

fallacy. This is far from denying any merit to Gellner’s discussion of nationalism.

Indeed, its defects can partly be remedied by developing the distinction drawn

by Giddens between ‘class-divided societies’ where surplus-extraction does

not require the penetration of the everyday lives of the masses and capitalism

where it does (see Section 4.2 above). But this modification does not meet the

change of functionalism. A satisfactory explanation of nationalism must involve

an account of the historical processes through which national identities replaced

the old local unities.

And, here, we run into an additional problem for Marxism. The formation

of nationality typically involves the incorporation of existing political and
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cultural units into the territory of a centralised and bureaucratic state and

their forced assimilation to the culture usually of the class which dominates

that state. In other words, nationalism is about the formation of nation-states.

We now live in a world of such states. It is a fundamental theme of

contemporary historical sociology that the relations between states, and in

particular their military rivalries, are irreducible to class divisions and therefore

cannot be explained by Marxism.69

For example, Theda Skocpol writes that ‘the state . . . is fundamentally Janus-

faced, with an intrinsically dual anchorage in class-divided socio-economic

structures and an international system of states’. Thus ‘the international state

system as a transnational structure of military competition was not originally

created by capitalism. Throughout modern world history, it represents an

analytically autonomous level of transnational reality – interdependent in its

structure and dynamics with world capitalism, but not reducible to it’.70

Giddens makes a similar point and generalizes from it to the effect that

‘Marxism has no tradition of theorising violence either as an integral and

chronic feature of repression, or as the “world violence” of the contemporary

system of power blocs and nation-states’. This criticism is plainly connected

with the claim that the extraction of surplus-labour is not the only, or even

the primary form of exploitation:

Certain fundamental forms of exploitation do not originate with capitalism,

or even with class divisions more generally. . . . There are three main axes

of exploitation of this sort, in my opinion. These are exploitative relations

between states, particularly in respect of control of the means of violence;

exploitative relations between ethnic groups; and exploitative relations

between the sexes.71

The most substantial attempt to make out this kind of argument is likely to

be Michael Mann’s major three-volume study, The Sources of Social Power. In

the first volume, published in 1986, Mann identifies four sources of social

power, conceived as organisational means for achieving human objectives.

These are ideological, economical, political and military relationships. One
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of Mann’s chief contentions is that social theory should not concern itself

with treating one of these sources as primary, explaining the others in terms

of it, but rather with analysing the concrete ways in which the four kinds of

social relationship interact within particular power-organisations.72

Perhaps the most distinctive aspect of Mann’s first volume is its stress on

the importance of military power: I have already cited one such analysis, of

the logistically limited reach of pre-modern states, in Section 4.2. Mann criticises

Marx because ‘his general theory insisted on regarding militarism as parasitic

and unproductive’. Mann offers a number of examples which show that this

is not so: in the ancient monarchies of the Near East, the classical Greek poleis

and the Roman Empire military power stimulated economic growth: ‘But if

militarism and states can be productive, their resulting forms may themselves

causally determine further economic development, and so economic forms

will also have military and political preconditions’.73

These themes – the specificity of military power and of competition between

nation-states, the plurality of power-relations and their irreducibility to class

antagonisms – have a distinct intellectual lineage, originating as they do in

Weber’s writings. The stress laid by the ‘bourgeois Marx’ on the Machtstaat

seems at times to violate his own methodological canons by according primacy

to military competition between nation-states, as in Weber’s 1895 Freiburg

address: ‘Processes of economic development are in the final analysis also

power-struggles, and the ultimate and decisive interests at whose service

economic policy must place itself are the interests of national power’.74

Underlying such assertions is the ultimately Nietzschean claim that social

relations are fundamentally relations of power: ‘The structure of dominancy

and its unfolding is decisive in determining the form of social action and its

orientation toward a “goal”’.75 Some of those who criticise historical materialism

in the terms we have been discussing make their Weberian theoretical

allegiances explicit.76

At one level, the claim that Marxism ignores the military rivalries of nation-

states seems simply inept. The period during which Weber developed his

Ideology and Power • 183

72 Mann, Sources, ch. 1.
73 Ibid., pp. 222–3. See also chs 5, 7, and 9.
74 M. Weber, ‘The Nation-State and Economic Policy’, Economy and Society, 9, 4

(1980), p. 438.
75 M. Weber, Economy and Society (Berkeley, 1978), p. 941.
76 See, for example, F. Parkin, Marxism and Class Theory (London, 1979).



social theory, roughly between 1890 and 1920, was precisely that during which

a highly gifted generation of Marxists focused their attention on this very

phenomenon. Two examples must suffice. Trotsky sought to capture the

historical peculiarities of the Russian social formation by analysing processes

of uneven and combined development within both the capitalist world

economy and the European state-system.77 Bukharin argued that the epoch

of what Hilferding called finance capital and Lenin imperialism is characterised,

internally, by a tendency towards state capitalism and, externally, by the

propensity of economic competition between capitals to assume the form of

military rivalries among states.78 This theoretical tradition has been further

developed by the theory of state capitalism pioneered by Tony Cliff, according

to which military competition between East and West enforces the dynamic

of capital accumulation on the ‘socialist’ countries, and the theory of the

permanent arms economy elaborated notably by Michael Kidron and Chris

Harman, which analyses the mechanisms through which high levels of military

expenditure made possible the long boom of Western capitalism in the 1950s

and 1960s.79 Some attempts have been made to generalise from these results,

for example by Colin Barker and myself, notably by arguing that there can

be no Marxist theory of ‘the’ state, but only of a plurality of states interacting

within a world system characterised by economic and military competition

between capitals.80

It certainly seems difficult to treat this body of Marxist writing as ignoring

military power or treating it simply as ‘parasitic and unproductive’. Neo-

Weberian social theorists might still object that such work focuses on military

rivalries under capitalism, whereas, as Skocpol and Giddens observe, the

international state-system antedated the rise of capitalism. Surely this fact

indicates that such rivalries represent an enduring form of social power which

cannot be reduced to class antagonism? I obviously cannot give an adequate
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reply to this objection, especially since its more powerful statement, by Mann,

consists in a rich and extended history of social power from hunter-gatherer

societies to the emergence of the modern capitalist nation-state circa 1760. I

shall confine myself to making one theoretical point and giving one example.

Let me say first that I do not find Mann’s distinction between military and

political power convincing. His main reason for rejecting the classic Marxist

and Weberian view of the state as ‘the repository of physical force in society’

is the following:

Most historic states have nor possessed a monopoly of organized military

force and many have not even claimed it. The feudal state in some European

countries in the Middle Ages depended on the feudal military levy controlled

by decentralized lords. Islamic states generally lacked monopoly powers –

for example, they did not see themselves as having power to intervene in

tribal feuding. We can distinguish the political from the military powers 

of both states and other groups. Political powers are those of centralized,

institutionalized, territorial regulation; military powers are those of organized

physical force wherever they are organized.81

This seems more a difference in degree than in kind. Centralised territorial

control is unlikely to get very far without the ability to back up state decisions

with force; equally, warfare among local notables is likely to be endemic

unless some carve-up of territory is recognised. Territorial regulation and

military force go together, even if their conjunction does not entail the classic

Weberian definition of the state as ‘a human community that (successfully)

claims the monopoly of the legitimate use of physical force within a given territory’.82

I shall therefore not distinguish between military and political power in what

follows.

Both the theoretical argument I wish to give and its historical illustration

are drawn largely from the work of Robert Brenner. He contends, as we saw

in Section 2.3, that pre-capitalist relations of production – and, in particular,

the direct producers’ access to the means of production and the consequent
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reliance of the exploiting class on extra-economic coercion – made ‘modern

economic growth’, the development of the productive forces based on labour-

saving investments, extremely difficult. Brenner argues that this situation had

one very important consequence:

In view of, the difficulty, in the presence of pre-capitalist property relations,

of raising returns from investment in the means of production (via increases

in productive efficiency), the lords found that if they wished to increase

their income, they had little more choice but to do so by redistributing wealth

and income away from their peasants or from other members of the exploiting

class. This meant they had to deploy their resources toward building up

their means of coercion – by investment in military men and equipment.

Speaking broadly, they were obliged to invest in their politico-military

apparatuses. To the extent that they had to do this effectively enough to

compete with other lords who were doing the same thing, they would have

to maximize both their military investments and the efficiency of these

investments. They would have had, in fact, continually and systematically,

to improve their methods of war. Indeed, we can say the drive to political

accumulation, to state-building, is the pre-capitalist analogue to the capitalist

drive to accumulate capital.83

This is an argument of the most far-reaching implications. It explains the

military conflicts of pre-capitalist social formations in terms of the relations

of production prevailing within them and therefore provides a rebuttal of the

claim that Marxism cannot account for such conflicts. The premisses of Bren-

ner’s argument involve three crucial elements. First, there is his analysis of

the limitation which features common to all pre-capitalist class societies place

on the development of the productive forces (direct producers’ access to the

means of production, exploiters’ reliance on extra-economic coercion). Secondly,

there is the assumption that exploiters (and indeed exploited) are disposed,

other things being equal, to improve their material well-being. This is a weak

and plausible assumption. Theorists in the Nietzsche-Weber tradition have,

by contrast, tended to invoke, if not the will to power, then at least the pretty
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strong and highly disputable claim that the struggle for domination is an

inherent feature of human existence. Indeed, it is difficult to see how one can

explain forms of power and conflict supposedly irreducible to class antagonisms

except by some such assertion as that made by Weber in 1896: ‘Anyone who

wants to pursue an earthly policy must be free of illusions and be acquainted

with the fundamental fact of the eternal struggle of men with one another’.84

Thirdly, Brenner assumes that the exploiting class is itself fragmented. Such

a situation is the precondition of the military competition involved in ‘political

accumulation’, as the following remark about feudal landowners makes clear:

‘The very prerogatives (force/jurisdiction) required by every individual lord

to ensure his reproduction (as a lord) vis-à-vis the peasants constituted a threat

to other lords, and made for a generalized tendency to intra-lordly competition

and conflict which made “political accumulation” necessary’.85

I argued in Section 2.2 that the nature of the exploiting class is an element

of the relations of production. Thus, competition between capitals is a necessary

condition of capitalist relations of production. Brenner’s argument underlines

the importance of so conceiving production relations, since it suggests that

much of the dynamic of pre-capitalist social formations arose from military

conflicts among the exploiters.

These conflicts can take a variety of different forms, depending on whether

they involve individual exploiters, an empire and its semi-barbarous marches,

or autonomous states. Mark Elvin argues that ‘competition among equals,

whether the Southern Sung and the Mongols, or the contestants in the Japanese

civil wars, or the states of early modern Europe, is an indispensable precondition

of progress in military technology’.86

Mann indeed can be said to generalise this argument, emphasising 

the dynamism of what he calls ‘multi-power-actor civilizations’, in which

‘decentralized actors competed with each other within an overall framework

of normative regulation’. The chief examples he gives of such civilisations

are ancient Phoenicia and Greece, and mediaeval and early modern Europe.
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Drawing especially on a study of English state finances between 1130 and

1815 Mann argues that the

states and the multistate civilization [of early modern Europe] developed

primarily in response to pressures emanating from the geopolitical and

military spheres. Thus theories that assign the state’s main function as the

regulation of its internal ‘civil society’ – whether this is seen in functional

or Marxist class-struggle terms – seem simplistic. All states do possess such

functions, but over this particular geographical and historical terrain, they

appear from the perspective of financial costs to have been largely derivative

of their geopolitical role.87

Mann further argues that the decentralised character of Europe’s ‘multi-power-

actor civilization’ underlies the process of economic growth which culminated

in the Industrial Revolution. This explanation of the ‘European dynamic’ runs

the risk of degenerating into a mere celebration of the market, of the competitive

struggle between economic actors. In the hands of Mann’s co-thinker John

Hall it at times becomes mere tautology: ‘it is the depth of market penetration

throughout European society that ensured the ultimate success of the market

principles’.88 Such explanations of European growth are not uncommon: quasi-

Marxist versions exist in the work of Paul Sweezy and Immanuel Wallerstein,

who treat the expansion of world trade as the principal cause of the

development of capitalism. Brenner describes such explanations as ‘Smithian’,

since they follow Adam Smith in believing that the very existence of market

relationships will induce economic actors to make productivity-enhancing

investments. Thus, ‘capitalism is assumed to explain the onset of modern

economic growth, while pre-capitalist property relations somehow magically

disappear’.89

Mann and Hall argue that the processes of economic and military competition

inherent in the character of European civilization from the Dark Ages onwards

were responsible for ‘sustained economic growth’ based on technological
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innovation which began circa AD 1000 and has continued to the present day.90

This benign picture of what Hall (following Hugh Trevor-Roper) calls the

‘rise of Christian Europe’ leaves out of account the terrible crisis which afflicted

the continent in the later Middle Ages. In his major study of late mediaeval

Normandy, Guy Bois has described in meticuluous detail the hellish cycle

which set in during the second half of the thirteenth century, in which growth

of population and output would be succeeded by ecological collapse and

mass starvation. Bois estimates that half the population of eastern Normandy

died in the generation of the Black Death (1348 to 1380); recovery was followed

by two further crises. Between 1415 and 1422 ‘the conjunction of military

events [invasion by the English], a terrible food crisis and plague’ caused

another catastrophe, in which half the population perished. A period of uneasy

peace and rapid population growth formed only a prelude to what Bois calls

‘Hiroshima in Normandy (1436 to 1450)’, in which peasant insurrection, war

and famine wiped out another third of the population in the five years after

1436.91

Late-mediaeval Normandy suffered particularly acutely, but the crisis of

feudalism was a generalised phenomenon of fourteenth-century Europe. Thus

M.M. Postan argues that perhaps as much as 50 per cent of the population

of England perished in the Black Death. Like Bois, he sees this catastrophe

as a consequence of long-term economic trends which the plague intensified

but did not cause. In particular, Postan identifies an overall ‘decline in the

area and the output of agriculture in the later Middle Ages’. Moreover, he

presents considerable evidence of a lack of technological dynamism in feudal

England. Thus:
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The inertia of mediaeval agricultural technology is unmistakable. Some

progress there was, but it was, so to speak ‘bunched’ into certain periods

at the beginning and the end of the era. Over the Middle Ages as a whole

it was slow and uneven, and far greater in the management and arrangement

on fields than in the implements employed in cultivation, or in the actual

processes of planting, manuring, weeding and reaping.92

The work of mediaeval economic historians such as Postan and Bois suggests

that the fourteenth-century crisis cannot be simply dismissed, as it is by Hall,

as a ‘temporary setback’ to a process of ‘long-term improvement’.93 It is difficult

to have much respect for a historical sociology which so brushes aside a

catastrophe in which such an enormous proportion of the European population

perished. Nor did the later Middle Ages experience the last such generalised

crisis to have afflicted the continent prior to the Industrial Revolution. What

historians call the ‘general crisis of the seventeenth century’ set in around 1620

and reached its most acute phase between 1640 and 1670. Population stagnated

or declined. Some countries, notably Italy, experienced deindustrialisation.

The two main areas of international trade, the Mediterranean and the Baltic,

declined. The Spanish and Portuguese empires contracted. Even Dutch overseas

expansion slowed down. The Thirty Years War devastated central Europe.

The continent was shaken by an enormous wave of social revolt, whose climax

was the English Revolution of 1640 to 1660.94

Postan offers a Malthusian explanation of the late-medieval crisis. Diminish-

ing returns in agriculture meant that the land could not support a growing

population: the fourteenth-century catastrophe was the brutal process through

which some sort of equilibrium was established between population and

land. Mediaeval Europe’s relative lack of technological dynamism plays a

crucial role in this account:

If we accept that Ricardo’s irreversible trend of diminishing returns operated

only so long and so far as it remained unchecked by investment and
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innovation, then the absence of innovation and paucity of investment would

go a long way to explain why the late-mediaeval recovery was so slow and

tardy.95

But why this absence of innovation? Brenner, in his widely discussed critique

of ‘neo-Malthusian’ economic historians such as Postan and Emmanuel Le

Roy Ladurie, argues that it is only comprehensible in the context of feudal

relations of production:

The inability of the serf-based economy to innovate in agriculture even

under extreme market pressures to do so is understandable in view of the

interrelated facts, first, of heavy surplus-extraction by the lord from the

peasant and, secondly, the barriers to mobility of men and land which were

themselves part and parcel of the unfree surplus-extraction relationship. . . .

Given these property or surplus-extraction relationships, productivity crisis

leading to demographic crisis was more or less to be expected sooner or

later.96

The crisis of late-mediaeval Europe was thus a crisis of the feudal mode of

production, arising from the manner in which the direct producers’ access to

the means of production and the lords’ reliance on extra-economic coercion

deprived both classes of the incentive to develop the productive forces

intensively through labour-saving investment. It is only against this background

that the rise of ‘organic states’ is intelligible. Brenner argues that:

The long-term tendency, prevalent throughout the feudal epoch (from circa

1000–1100), to ‘political accumulation’ – that is, the build-up of larger, more

efficient military organization and/or the construction of stronger surplus-

extracting machinery – may be viewed as conditioned by the system’s limited

potential for long-term economic growth, and, to a certain extent, as an

alternative to extending or improving cultivation.97

Brenner contends further that the differential strengths of lord and peasant

help to explain the variable forms taken by the states of early modern Europe.

Ideology and Power • 191

95 M.M. Postan and J. Hatcher, ‘Population and Class Relations in Feudal Europe’,
P & P, 78 (1978), p. 28. See also ibid., pp. 28–30; and Postan, Mediaeval Economy, passim.

96 R. Brenner, ‘Agrarian Class Structure and Economic Development in Pre-Industrial
Europe’, P & P, 70 (1976), pp. 48, 50.

97 Brenner, ‘Agrarian Roots’, pp. 37–8.



Bois detects a long-term tendency for the rate of levy (i.e. the rate of surplus-

extraction) to fall in medieval Normandy from the thirteenth century onwards.98

Brenner argues that this trend reflected the relative strength of French peasant

communities, which were increasingly able to establish full property rights

over the land they worked. This led to a growing centralisation of coercive

power in the monarchy, in other words, the emergence of the absolutist state

in France:

It was precisely the esconced position of the [French] peasantry which

compelled the lords to turn to the state for revenues. Many of them had only

small demesnes. And they could not, locally and individually, successfully

raise levies on customary tenures. To extract a surplus from the customary

peasantry, the lords had to turn to the concentrated power of the state

apparatus (tax/office).

Surplus-extraction increasingly took the form of royal taxation, from which

the lords benefitted through their establishment of property rights over state

office: ‘In sum, the absolutist state was no mere guarantor of the old forms

of property based on decentralized feudal reaction. Rather, it came to express

a transformed version of the old system’.99

By contrast, the English lords’ greater power over their peasants could be

seen in the emergence in the eleventh and twelfth centuries of ‘an unusually

strong monarchy [which] reflected an unusually strong aristocracy hierarchic-

ally organized in the most highly developed feudal state in Europe’. Seigneurial

powers were actually increased in the late twelfth and thirteenth centuries

and the rate of levy only came under pressure in England well into the

fourteenth century. The peasants were able, thanks to the scarcity of labour

which followed the Black Death, to prevent their re-enserfment, but not

powerful enough to establish the secure possession of the land which their

French counterparts won: ‘With the peasants’ failure to establish essentially

freehold control over the land, the landlords were able to engross, consolidate

and enclose, to create large-scale farms and to lease them to capitalist tenants

who could afford to make capitalist investments’. The result was a rapid
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growth of agricultural productivity sufficient to release 40 per cent of the

population into industrial pursuits by the end of the seventeenth century:

England remained largely exempt from the ‘general economic crisis of the

seventeenth century’ which sooner or later struck much of the continent.

This crisis, much like the previous ‘general economic crisis of the fourteenth

century’, was in the last analysis a crisis of agrarian productivity, resulting

as had its predecessor from the maintenance of relationships of property or

surplus-extraction which prevented any advance in productivity.100

Brenner’s analysis thus provides a powerful counter-argument to those such

as Skocpol, Giddens and Mann who argue that the emergence of the ‘organic

states’ of early modern Europe reflected a dynamic autonomous of class

relations. It does so by showing that the tendency towards state-building was

a consequence of feudal relations of production, and in particular of the lords’

inability to increase the rate of exploitation by productivity-enhancing

investments. Brenner’s account thereby supports Perry Anderson’s claim that

absolutism was ‘a redeployed and recharged apparatus of feudal domination, designed

to clamp the peasant masses back into their traditional social position’,

involving ‘a displacement of politico-legal coercion towards a centralized,

militarized summit’. The intense military competition between the early

modern monarchies – Anderson calls them ‘machines built overwhelmingly

for the battlefield’ – was a concentrated and centralised form of the struggle

between lords and their retainers which Brenner traces back to the end of the

first millennium AD.101

Once in place, the international state system and the military and diplomatic

rivalries inherent in it led to what Charles Tilly calls ‘a ruthless competition

in which most contenders lost. The Europe of 1500 included some five hundred

more or less independent political units, the Europe of 1900 about twenty

five’. The chief mechanism of natural selection in this Darwinian world was

military competition. ‘Preparation for war’, Tilly observes, ‘has been the great

state-building activity. The process has been going on more or less continuously

for at least five hundred years’.102
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Nevertheless, internal class-relations are crucial in explaining which states

were victors and losers in this process. The eighteenth century was dominated

by the struggle between Britain and France for European and increasingly

world supremacy, a contest whose outcome was finally sealed at Waterloo.

But the state which triumphed was significantly different from its continental

counterparts. As Christopher Hill observes, the seventeenth-century English

Revolutions produced

a state in which the administrative organs that most impeded capitalist

development had been abolished, Star Chamber, High Commission, Court

of Wards, and feudal tenures; in which the executive was subordinated 

to the men of property, deprived of control over the judiciary, and yet

strengthened in external relations by a powerful navy and the Navigation

Act; in which local government was safely and cheaply in the hands of the

natural rulers, and discipline was imposed on the lower orders by a Church

safely subordinated to Parliament.103

This state was no weakling on the world stage. Anderson describes the

Hanoverian state as ‘an ascendant colonial power, rapidly rising towards

international hegemony across five continents’.104 This hegemony was

underpinned by a rising level of military expenditure: the real spending of

the British state rose fifteenfold between 1700 and 1815, with civil expenses

never rising above 23 per cent of total outlays.105 The capacity of the British

state to finance such an expansion of its military activities reflected the

explosive growth of the productive forces released by the emergence of

capitalist production relations, first in agriculture, then in industry.

Gabriel Ardant observes of eighteenth-century Europe:

In spite of having much less territory and a much smaller population than

the Austrian and French monarchies, England was undeniably the dominant

power. . . . It seems hardly questionable that England derived her power in

a great degree from her financial resources. Great Britain’s economic structure
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provided the foundation for her fiscal capacity by allowing her to give the

most important role to the taxation of commercial activities.

The continental monarchies, by contrast, were faced with endemic difficulties

in financing their military activities. The interpenetration of lords and absolutist

state meant that the nobility were exempt from taxation. The main burden

consequently fell on the peasantry, still implicated in feudal production

relations which condemned agriculture to stagnation or slow growth. The

relatively unmonetised nature of economic relations encouraged the state to

rely on tax-farmers. This, combined with the sale of offices, another source

of royal revenue, made corruption and state dependence on tax-exempt nobles

endemic. From time to time, the burden of taxation, sapping the rural economy,

provoked the peasants to rebel; taxation was the main cause of rebellion in

early modern Europe. It is little wonder that it was the fiscal crises of the

Stuart and Bourbon monarchies which ushered in the Revolutions of 1640

and 1789 respectively.106

The war-making capacity of early modern states came to depend increasingly

on whether or not they were able to draw on the intensive development of

the productive forces made possible by capitalist production relations. The

essence of imperialism, as Lenin and Bukharin analysed it during the First

World War, lay in the generalisation of the pattern which had allowed Britain

to emerge as the dominant power. In the course of the nineteenth century,

two competitive logics – the military struggle between the great powers and

the economic interaction of accumulating capitals – fused. Access to the

military technologies necessary to survive in what A.J.P. Taylor called the

struggle for mastery in Europe now depended on the prevalence internally
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of industrial capitalism. The rise of Germany demonstrated the quantum-

leap in power which the interpenetration of capitalism and militarism could

achieve. Even much feebler and more backward actors on the European stage

such as Tsarist Russia were forced into an alliance with foreign capital in

order to acquire the necessary industrial base. The scene was set for the

emergence of the militarised state capitalisms analysed by Bukharin. Their

competitive struggle, at once military and economic, ushered in, with the

outbreak of hostilities in August 1914, what the early Communist International

called an ‘epoch of wars and revolutions’, an epoch which reached a provisional

conclusion only with the nuclear destruction of Hiroshima and Nagasaki in

August 1945. But this outcome only transposed the same kind of competition

onto a global scale, with the partition of Europe between two superpowers

whose conflict has perpetuated unprecedentedly high levels of peace-time

arms expenditure, and the extension, with decolonisation, of the European

state system and the economic and military competition endemic to it to the

rest of the world. The consequence is that the old story of forcible assimilation

into new ‘national’ cultures and bloody territorial disputes is repeated in

every corner of the planet, often in extremely savage form, thanks to the

benefits of advanced military technology.107

The history of the past 150 years is thus that of the subordination of the

process of ‘political accumulation’ – warfare and state-building – which emerged

within feudal relations of production to the competitive accumulation of

capital, a transformation which has involved the increasing interpenetration

of the state and capital and the inclusion of the whole of humanity within

such arrangements. It is in this context that we can understand another

phenomenon of modernity – the interpellation of almost every member of

the human race as the bearer of a national identity. As Gellner puts it, ‘having

a nation is not an inherent attribute of humanity, but it has now come to

appear as such’.108

The process through which this came to be so had a number of different

phases, closely bound up with the development of European capitalism and

its colonial expansion, which are carefully analysed by Benedict Anderson in
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his book Imagined Communities. However, it is arguable that perhaps the most

decisive phase in the development of nationalism came in the second half of

the nineteenth century, for it was then that the subjects of most European

states came to be treated as citizens, enjoying both political rights and

membership of a community defined by shared nationality. The way in which

this occurred is an important instance of what a recent collection of brilliant

historical essays call the ‘invention of tradition’. Eric Hobsbawm defines an

‘invented tradition’ as ‘a set of practices, normally governed by overtly or

tacitly accepted rules, and of a ritual or symbolic nature, which seek to

inculcate certain values and norms of behaviour by repetition, which

automatically implies continuity with the past’. Hobsbawm observes that

‘modern nations generally claim to be the opposite of novel, namely rooted

in the remotest antiquity, and the opposite of constructed, namely rooted

human communities so “natural” as to require no definition other than self-

assertion’. However, national consciousness involves ‘a constructed or

“invented” component . . . [and] . . . is associated with appropriate and, in

general, fairly recent symbols or suitably tailored discourse (such as “national

history”)’ and therefore is an important instance of the ‘invention of tradition’.109

Hobsbawm suggests that the period between 1870 and 1914 was one in

which traditions were mass-produced throughout Europe. This reflected a

situation in which ‘the state increasingly defined the largest stage on which

the crucial activities determining human lives as subjects and citizens were

played out’. The rulers of Europe, presiding over rapidly industrialising and

urbanising societies and increasingly engaged in the arms race which

precipitated the Great War, were faced with ‘unprecedented problems of how

[the state could] . . . maintain or even establish the obedience, loyalty and co-

operation of its subjects or members, or its own legitimacy in their eyes’.110

Traditional mechanisms for securing consent, the local loyalties and stable

hierarchies of pre-industrial Europe, were being undermined by economic

and social change and by the spread of the suffrage and the doctrines of

political equality associated with it.
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The solution to these problems consisted in part in the construction of

inclusive national communities in which members of all classes would see

themselves as sharing the same identity. This required a drive to remedy a

situation in which, even in Europe’s most nationally conscious major state,

French peasant school children in the Lozère were unable to say in 1864 to

which state they belonged.111 A variety of devices were used under the Third

Republic to construct a sense of national identity – lay state schools providing

universal primary education, the invention of public ceremonies (Bastille Day

dates from 1880) and the mass construction of public monuments involving

the creation of an entire republican iconography.112 It was in this same period

at the end of the nineteenth century that much of the elaborate public ritual

now regarded as time-honoured features of the British monarchy was invented

as part of an effort by the rulers of the United Kingdom, faced with a growing

challenge from new industrial powers such as Germany and the US, to project

the state as an institution meaningful to all its subjects.113 Such examples

suggest that the formation of national identities must be understood in the

context of historical processes, that Marxism – far from being silent about –

is indispensable to making intelligible.

I conclude that the existence of national divisions and of military conflicts

does not constitute the decisive theoretical rebuttal to Marxism which many

contemporary social theorists believe it to be. This does not prevent it from

being an enormous political problem for revolutionary socialism. Elster ascribes

to Marx the view that ‘non-class collective actors tend to become increasingly

marginal over time’, and argues that the persistence of national, ethnic and

racial conflicts is a counter-example to this claim.114 If, as I have argued in

this section, the explanation of these conflicts requires resort to the concepts

of historical materialism, then the scientific validity of Marxism is not undermined

by the phenomenon of national divisions. However, it may be that such

conflicts are sufficient to prevent the working class acquiring revolutionary
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consciousness in the sense given in Section 4.1 and thereby becoming an

autonomous collective actor. We shall return to this question in Chapter 5.

4.5 A note on base and superstructure

The case of military conflicts between nation-states discussed in the previous

section provides an instructive example of a common misunderstanding of

the methodology of historical materialism. No serious student of European

history can deny the salience of warfare and state-building over the past

millennium. Social theorists such as Skocpol, Giddens and Mann conclude

that the importance of organisations such as states and armies, which are not

directly structures of econonomic power, undermines the explanatory primacy

claimed by Marxism for the forces and relations of production. Put more

generally, the thought is that where the form of articulation of a social formation,

its visible organisation into social hierarchies and institutions, does not directly

correspond to the structure of class relations defined by agents’ position within

the relations of production, this primacy cannot hold. This often leads to a

distinction between capitalism, where such a correspondence does seem to

hold, and pre-capitalist societies, where it does not. Giddens writes: ‘Whereas

Marx gave primacy to allocative resources in his materialist theory of history,

I argue that in non-capitalist societies co-ordination of authoritative resources

[roughly speaking, those which facilitate politico-ideological domination]

forms the determining axis of societal integration and change’. Thus, ‘non-

capitalist societies are not modes of production, even though like all societies

they obviously involve modes of production’.115

Similar kinds of consideration appear to be involved in M.I. Finley’s choice

of ‘the word “status”, an admirably vague word with a considerable

psychological element’ in order to characterise social stratification in classical

antiquity. To attempt to identify classes distinguished by their relation to the

means of production, Finley suggests, is to project onto ancient society a form

of economic rationality unique to the market systems of our own day. The

differentiation of society into such distinct and identifiable instances as economy

and polity is a feature of modernity, whereas, writes Lukács in a passage

quoted approvingly by Finley, ‘the structuring of [pre-capitalist] society into
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castes and estates means that economic elements are inextricably joined to

political and religious factors’.116

Like most objections to Marxism, this argument is not especially new. Marx

himself responded to a similar criticism of his summary of historical materialism

in the 1859 Preface that

this is all very true for our own times, in which material interests are

preponderant, but not for the Middle Ages, dominated by Catholicism, nor

Athens and Rome, dominated by politics. . . . One thing is clear: the Middle

Ages could not live on Catholicism, nor could the ancient world on politics.

On the contrary, it is the manner in which they gained their livelihood which

explains why in one case politics, in the other case Catholicism, played the

chief part.117

To take the example of ‘political accumulation’ (warfare and state-building)

discussed in Section 4.4, far from its salience contradicting the explanatory

primacy of the forces and relations of production, the entire point of historical

materialism is to account for such phenomena. To grasp this point requires

distinguishing sharply between the vocabulary used to characterise a social

formation’s form of articulation, its institutional organisation, and the theoretical

concepts of historical materialism. Too often, even Marxists fail to do so. Thus

Althusser sought to develop Marx’s obiter dictum cited above into a general

theory, starting from the idea that every social formation is a plurality of

instances, of which the chief are the economic, political and ideological. Modes

of production are differentiated, Althusser claimed, according to which instance

is dominant: thus feudalism is distinguished by the dominant role played by

the political. The economic exercises a determining role only indirectly, by

selecting a particular instance as dominant. Apart from the elaborate machinery

of instances which Althusser established and the considerable conceptual and

political problems involved in the notion of determination in the last instance,

his schema suffered from the fundamental fault that it projected onto all social

formations the form of articulation characteristic of the capitalist mode of
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production, where such a differentiation, particularly between economy and

polity, indeed occurs.118

The form of articulation represents a different (and lower) level of abstraction

from that represented by the basic concepts of historical materialism. Consider

two of these concepts, those of base and superstructure. Cohen defines the

latter as ‘those non-economic institutions whose character is explained by the

nature of the economic structure’.119 While this definition is basically correct,

three qualifications should be made. First, as Elster rightly observes, there is

no reason to follow Cohen in excluding ideologies from the superstructure

thus defined: we should say instead that ‘any non-economic phenomenon is

part of the superstructure if that can be explained in terms of the economic

structure’. Secondly, and again following Elster, ‘explain’ here should not

carry the restrictive functionalist meaning given it by Cohen, who confines

the superstructure to ‘non-economic phenomena that can be explained by

their stabilizing influence on the relations of production’.120

Chris Harman defends a view of the superstructure similar to Cohen’s,

arguing that ‘“non-economic” institutions’ in class society ‘are concerned

with controlling the base, with fixing existing relations of exploitation, and

therefore in putting a limit on changes in the relations of production, even if

this also involves stopping further development of the productive forces’.121

This view of the superstructure as a necessarily conservative element is, in

part, a consequence of Harman’s view of production relations as constantly

changing in response to the development of the productive forces; the

superstructure then arises from the ruling class’s interest in preserving the

existing social structure (see Section 2.2 above). But unless we share this view,

why so restrict the superstructure to a stabilising role, especially since the

effect is to reduce subversive non-economic phenomena – for example,

revolutionary ideologies and movements – to the status of an anomaly?

Thirdly, ‘economic’ here has a technical meaning derived from Marxist

theory. Cohen identifies the ‘economic structure’ (again, in my view, too
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narrowly) with production relations alone; I prefer to treat the base as

comprising both forces and relations of production, a usage which corresponds,

for example, to Marx’s requirement that ‘consciousness must be explained

from the contradictions of material life, from the conflict between the social

forces of production and the relations of production’.122

The distinction between base and superstructure is, then, an analytical one,

since the base in terms of which the superstructure is explained is constituted

by that key theoretical couplet, the forces and relations of production. Now,

it is a typical property of such explanatory concepts that their content does

not coincide with that of descriptive concepts, which seek primarily to

summarise the findings of observation. Theoretical concepts could not fulfil

their role unless this were so, since explanation typically proceeds by identifying

underlying relationships not directly accessible to observation. As Marx puts

it, ‘all science would be superfluous if the outward appearance and the essence

of things co-incided’.123 Ste Croix’s rebuttal of Finley can be seen as a forceful

elaboration of this point: class is a theoretical concept essential to the analysis

of classical antiquity even though exploitive relationships rarely found

expression in class-consciousness or overt political conflict.124

The same point can be applied to the distinction between base and

superstructure. There is no reason to suppose that the analytical distinction

between the forces and relations of production and those social phenomena

which they explain should necessarily correspond to a distinction between

separate sets of economic and non-economic institutions. As Harman puts it:

The distinction between base and superstructure is not a distinction between

one set of institutions and another, with economic institutions on one side

and political, judicial, ideological etc. institutions on the other. It is a distinction

between relations that are directly connected with production and those that

are not. Many particular institutions include both.125
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Indeed, such a differentiation of economic and non-economic institutions is

a historical rarity. Thus Brenner contends that ‘a “fusion” (to put it imprecisely)

between “the economic” and “the political” was a distinguishing and

constitutive feature of the feudal class structure and system of production’.126 This

fusion, Marx argues, is a general feature of pre-capitalist modes of production:

In all forms in which the direct labourer remains the ‘possessor’ of the means

of production and labour conditions necessary for the production of his

own means of subsistence, the property relationship must simultaneously

appear as a direct relation of lordship and servitude, so that the direct

producer is not free; a lack of freedom which may be reduced from serfdom

with enforced labour to a mere tributary relationship. The direct producer . . . is

found here in possession of his own means of production, the necessary

material labour conditions required for the realization of his labour and the

production of his means of subsistence. He conducts his agricultural activity

and the rural home industries connected with it independently. . . . Under

such conditions the surplus-labour for the nominal owner of the land can

only be extorted by other than economic means.127

The fusion of economy and polity in pre-capitalist modes of production is

thus a consequence of the specific form of surplus-extraction, of the dependence

of the exploiting class on extra-economic coercion. It therefore in no way

contradicts the explanatory primacy of the forces and relations of production.

It follows that the dynamic of pre-capitalist modes should differ in form from

that of capitalism. Bois criticised Brenner’s ‘political Marxism’, arguing that

it ignored the fact that ‘in the feudal system the rare of seigneurial levies

shows a tendency to fall which originates in the structural contradiction of

small-scale production and large-scale property’.128 This tendency is clearly

constructed on an analogy with Marx’s law of the tendency of the rate of

profit to fall and seems to involve an illicit generalisation of the autonomous

economic dynamic characteristic of the capitalist mode. Brenner argues:

Just as the feudal system of class-relations was ‘politically’ constituted, it

tended to impose an ‘extra-economic’ dynamic on the course of feudal
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economic evolution . . . as a function, in particular, of the lords’ growing

needs for politically motivated consumption, arising from their needs both to

maintain a dominant position vis-à-vis the peasantry and to protect themselves

vis-à-vis one another.129

The tendency to ‘political accumulation’ and not some spurious falling rate

of levy was thus the feudal equivalent of the falling rate of profit. The very

concept of an autonomous and self-regulating economy could only be

formulated in the Wealth of Nations subsequent to the wide-spread penetration

of capitalist production relations. Maurice Dobb observes:

What principally distinguished economic writers prior to the eighteenth

century from those who followed after was their belief in economic regulation

as the essential condition for the emergence of any profit from trade . . . so

long as surplus-value was conceived as reliant on conscious regulation to

produce it, the notion of economic objectivity – of an economy operating

according to laws of its own, independent of men’s conscious will – which

was the essence of classical political economy could scarcely develop.130

The differentiation of economy and polity is thus a feature of capitalist

production relations, in which the extraction of surplus-labour depends

primarily on economic pressures arising from the direct producers’ lack of

access to the means of production. Far from hypostatising this form of

articulation by extending it to pre-capitalist social formations, historical

materialism provides a general explanation of why the analytical distinction

between base and superstructure should not correspond to distinct sets of

economic and non-economic institutions in these societies. Whether the

distinction is a useful one depends on its explanatory power. I hope that I

have at least indicated in Section 4.4 some of the ways in which Marxism can

account for a range of phenomena which are apparently irreducible to class

relations. There are, of course, many other such phenomena, of which the

most important are those of race and gender. The considerations adduced in

this section are relevant to the issues raised by these as well. Feminists and

black nationalists often complain that the concepts of Marxist class theory

are ‘gender-blind’ and ‘race-blind’. This is indeed true. Agents’ class position

204 • Chapter Four

129 Brenner, ‘Agrarian Roots’, p. 32.
130 M. Dobb, Studies in the Development of Capitalism (London, 1946), pp. 199–200.



derives from their place in production relations, not their gender or supposed

race. But, of itself, this does not provide grounds for rejecting Marxism, since

its chief theoretical claim is precisely to explain power-relations and forms

of conflict such as those denoted by the terms ‘nation’, ‘gender’ and ‘race’ in

terms of the forces and relations of production. The mere existence of national,

sexual and racial oppression does not refute historical materialism, but rather

constitutes its explanandum. The only interesting question is whether or not

Marxism can actually explain these phenomena.131
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Chapter Five

Tradition and Revolution

5.1 Revolution as redemption: Benjamin

and Sartre

One of the most suggestive intellectual encounters

in the history of Marxism was the exchange of

correspondence in the 1930s between Theodor Adorno

and Walter Benjamin that has come to be known 

as the ‘Adorno-Benjamin debate’. Their different

assessments of ‘mass’ culture – Benjamin stressing

the revolutionary possibilities inherent in new

methods of production and reproduction such as

film, Adorno denying subversive potential to any

but the most esoteric high art – continue to set the

parameters of Marxist cultural theory, including current

discussions of post-modernism. Their arguments also

highlighted the tensions between Hegelian and anti-

Hegelian Marxism, Adorno following Lukács at least

in this respect, that he investigated the mediations

which integrate every phenomenon into the social

totality, Benjamin fascinated instead by the direct

correspondences he sought to establish between

cultural products and their material contexts.1

It is, however, the political implications of the

debate which concern me here. One does not have

to assent to the accusations made of Adorno by the

1 See E. Bloch et al., Aesthetics and Politics (London, 1977), pp. 100–41, with a
Presentation by Perry Anderson.



German Far Left in the 1960s, namely that his editing of Benjamin’s writings

concealed the latter’s commitment to orthodox Marxism, to see already

adumbrated in Adorno’s letters to Benjamin the pessimistic view of a social

world pervaded by commodity fetishism, which is developed much more

fully in post-war works such as Minima Moralia, Negative Dialectics and Aesthetic

Theory. Thus he warns Benjamin against

any appeal . . . to the actual consciousness of actual workers who have

absolutely no advantage over the bourgeois except in their interest in the

revolution, but otherwise bear all the marks of mutilation of the typical

bourgeois character. . . . It is not bourgeois idealism if, in full knowledge

and without mental prohibitions, we maintain our solidarity with the

proletariat instead of making of our own necessity a virtue of the proletariat,

as we are always tempted to do – the proletariat which itself experiences

the same necessity and needs us for knowledge as much as we need the

proletariat to make the revolution.2

Thus, already in 1936, Adorno believed there to be a structural separation of

theory and practice, represented by Marxist intellectuals and the working

class respectively. This analysis was radicalised in Horkheimer’s and Adorno’s

Dialectic of Enlightenment (1944), in which the working class is thought to be

systematically incorporated into capitalism, transformed into passive, isolated

consumers through the operations of commodity fetishism. That Benjamin

was committed to a more revolutionary perspective is clear from his intellectual

testament, the extraordinary ‘Theses on the Philosophy of History’, written

between Benjamin’s final disillusionment with Stalinism after the Hitler-Stalin

pact of August 1939 and his suicide in June 1940, when he believed that he

could not escape the Nazi armies invading France.

The ‘Theses’, therefore, date from that moment – ‘midnight in the century’ –

when the hopes created first by the October Revolution and then by the

struggles of the 1930s were finally snuffed out, when all projects for collective

emancipation had run aground, shattered on the rocks of fascism and Stalinism.

Read against this background, the ‘Theses’ have been interpreted as Benjamin’s

abandonment of the ‘Bolshevism’ which he had espoused in the 1930s.3 They
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are, in my view, better understood as an intransigent and, given the context

in which they were written, moving affirmation of the revolutionary potential

of the working class. Michael Löwy indeed describes the ‘Theses’ as ‘one of

the most radical, path-breaking and seminal documents of revolutionary

thought since Marx’s “Theses on Feuerbach”’.4

The importance of the ‘Theses’ lies in Benjamin’s argument that the triumph

of fascism and the complicity of both Stalinism and social democracy in that

triumph require, in Richard Wolin’s words, ‘an acknowledgement of the 

fact that in its reliance on the Enlightenment myth of historical progress,

historical materialism has remained a prisoner of the same logic which it

wanted to transcend’.5 Benjamin wrote: ‘Nothing has corrupted the German

working class so much as the notion that it was moving with the current. It

regarded technological developments as the fall of the stream with which it

thought it was moving’. In a famous image, he conjured up the angel of

history facing the past, ‘a single catastrophe which keeps piling up wreckage

upon wreckage’, but propelled by ‘a storm . . . blowing from Paradise’, ‘what

we call progress’, into the future. Instead of recognising that history brought

with it no guarantees, vulgar Marxism viewed it as an inevitable progress

motored by the development of the productive forces. Avoidance of future

disasters, Benjamin argued, would presuppose a critique not just of ‘the

historical progress of mankind’ but also ‘the concept of its progression through

a homogeneous, empty time’.6

That Benjamin advocated the rethinking of Marxist categories rather 

than their abandonment is made absolutely clear by this passage from the

preparatory materials for the ‘Theses’. ‘Three moments must be made to

penetrate the foundations of the materialist view of history: the discontinuity

of historical time; the destructive power of the working class; the tradition
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4 M. Löwy, ‘Revolution against “Progress”: Walter Benjamin’s Romantic Anarchism’,
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6 W. Benjamin, Illuminations (London, 1970), pp. 259–60, 263. See also W. Benjamin,

‘Eduard Fuchs, Collector and Historian’, in W. Benjamin, One-Way Street and Other
Writings (London, 1979).



of the oppressed’.7 Revolution does not swell inevitably from the process of

social evolution. It is an irruption into the chain of everyday happenings, 

‘a tiger’s leap into the past’. Revolution has a fundamental relation to the

past, not to the future, because it draws its strength from and activates 

the oppressed’s memories of exploitation and struggle: workers’ ‘hatred

and . . . spirit of sacrifice . . . are nourished by the image of enslaved ancestors’.8

Revolution thus conceived involves a particular view of historical time.

Benjamin repudiates the common-sense notion of the historian as ‘establishing

a causal connection between various moments in history’. To this he

counterposes the concept of ‘now-time’ ( Jetztzeit), of ‘a present which is not

a transition, but in which time stands still and has come to a stop’. To be

open to such ‘a Messianic cessation of happening’ is essential to the Marxist.

Through doing so ‘he remains in control of his powers, man enough to blast

open the continuum of history’. Revolutionary socialism must conduct itself

in the same way as did those Jews for whom ‘every second of time was the

strait gate through which the Messiah might pass’.9

The religious language in which Benjamin asserts that revolution is not the

inevitable consequence of historical progress but rather ‘blast[s] open the

continuum of history’ is not simply metaphorical. It reflects the persistent

influence on what Benjamin himself described as his ‘Janus-faced’ thought,

even at its most Marxist, of certain classical themes of Jewish Messianism.

At the beginning of Thesis XIV he cites Karl Kraus’s aphorism ‘Origin is the

goal’. Wolin observes:

for the Kabbalistic idea of redemption, origin is goal; that is, the return to

the condition of universal harmony represented by the [prelapsarian] Tree

of Life, usually envisioned in terms of a return to paradise or a restoration

of the Davidic kingdom. Though the idea can at times take the form of a

static, purely restorative conception of redemption, quite often it is infused

with radical and Utopian elements.10

Tradition and Revolution • 209

7 Quoted in Wolin, Benjamin, p. 261.
8 Benjamin, Illuminations, pp. 262–3.
9 Ibid., pp. 262–4.

10 Wolin, Benjamin, p. 38. Benjamin’s ‘Janus-faced’ orientation towards both
revolutionary Marxism and Jewish mysticism is explored in Gershom Scholem’s
memoir, Walter Benjamin: The Story of a Friendship (London, 1982), pp. 157–234.



Benjamin’s Messianism is of the latter kind, radical and Utopian. It nevertheless

involves an ‘antithetical relation [between] . . . the realm of redemption

[and] . . . the historical world, such that in the latter we are provided only

with the most fleeting and ephemeral traces of the path to salvation’. These

are the ‘now-times’, ‘the few unique visions of transcendence that grace the

continuum of history’. The relationship between ‘now-time’ and the normal

course of events is one of absolute discontinuity: ‘These Messianic age is not

the culmination of history, but rather its termination, a qualitative leap into a

realm beyond history. As such, direct organic movement from the one stage

to the another is impossible’.11

The relationship between Benjamin’s Messianism and his Marxism complex.

Löwy suggests that it involves

active interpenetration and combination of both elements. There exists an

intimate link, a correspondance in the Baudelairian sense, between each term

of the profane revolutionary Utopia and of the sacred Messianic sphere,

between the history of redemption and the history of class struggle: to the

Lost Paradise corresponds the pre-historic classless communist society,

egalitarian and non-authoritarian, living in edenic harmony with nature; to

the expulsion from the Garden of Eden, or to the Tempest blowing men

away from Paradise, towards Hell, correspond ‘progress’, industrial

civilization, capitalist-commodity society, the modern catastrophe and its

pile of wreckage; to the Coming of the Messiah, the proletarian-revolutionary

interruption of history; and to the Messianic Age, the re-establishment of

Paradise with its edenic adamite language, corresponds the new libertarian-

communist classless society and its universal language.12

The difficulty with what Löwy calls Benjamin’s ‘romantic anarchism’ is that

it makes revolution so discontinuous with the ordinary sequence of events

as to be unthinkable. Revolution belongs to Jetztzeit, the time of redemption,

qualitatively distinct from the historical world in which men and women live

and work and struggle. It is so starkly counterposed with the ‘continuum of

history’, the Hell of commodity fetishism, which Benjamin sought to uncover

in his great unfinished study of Baudelaire, that the emergence of the one
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from the other appears unthinkable. Conceiving revolution as a Messianic

irruption into history is a decisive break with the evolutionism of vulgar

Marxism. But, in the absence of any analysis of the processes by virtue of

which the working class is likely ‘to brush history against the grain’, then

the obvious terminus of Benjamin’s critique of the concept of historical progress

is the pessimism of Adorno.13 Indeed, the latter did follow Benjamin to the

extent of advocating ‘the attempt to contemplate all things as they would

present themselves from the standpoint of redemption’, seeking to ‘displace

and estrange the world, reveal it to be, with its rifts and crevices, as indigent

and distorted as it will appear one day in the Messianic light’.14 But this

perspective allowed Adorno to maintain a critical distance from the world

of late capitalism; it did not enable him to identify any social force capable

of overcoming the universal fragmentation of experience induced by commodity

fetishism and of transforming that world.

The same antinomy between the passive and isolated existence to which

capitalism condemns us and revolution as absolutely discontinuous with this

normality that runs through Benjamin’s ‘Theses’ is present in the work of an-

other highly idiosyncratic thinker who also sought to pursue his own distinc-

tive preoccupations within a Marxist framework – Sartre. The most important

instance of this antinomy in his discussion of the series and the fused group

in the first volume of the Critique of Dialectical Reason. The series, Sartre says,

is ‘the being of the most ordinary, everyday gatherings’. He gives the example

of a bus queue. It is a social relationship, but one where individuals are

connected to one another via their common dependence on the bus. ‘The series

represents the use of alterity as a bond among men under the passive action

of an object’. A radio broadcast is another such relationship: the listeners are

bound together by their common relationship to a speaker whom they do

not control, ‘impotence as a real bond between members of a series’. Most

important of all:

In bourgeois democracies, elections are passive, serial processes. Each elected,

of course, decides to vote as Other and through Others; but instead of

deciding in common and as a united praxis with the Others, he allows it to
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be defined inertly and in seriality by opinion. Thus an elected assembly

represents the gathering as long as it has not met, as long as its members

are the inert product of an inert alterity and as long as crude multiplicity,

as a numerical relation between the parts, expresses the relations of impotence

amongst collectives and power-relations in so far as these forces are forces

of inertia.15

But human beings are not irredeemably condemned to seriality. History is

full of cases of ‘what [André] Malraux, in Days of Hope, called the Apocalypse –

that is to say, the dissolution of the series into a fused group’. The main

example which Sartre gives is of the storming of the Bastille. The members

of a fused group consciously act together. They do so in response to some

urgent threat which requires ‘the common unity of a praxis which is everyone’s’.

The existence of such a threat is a necessary condition of the Apocalypse:

The essential characteristic of the fused group is the sudden resurrection of

freedom. . . . The explosion of revolt, as the liquidation of the collective, does

not have its direct sources either in alienation revealed by freedom, or in

freedom suffered as impotence; there has to be a conjunction of histori-

cal circumstances, a definite change in the situation, the danger of death,

violence.16

The very urgency of the danger is the source of the fused group’s fragility.

It is ‘a mere means to common security’.

But if circumstances demand the persistence of the group (as an organ 

of defence, of vigilance, etc.), while people’s hearts are untouched by an

urgency or hostile violence, which might occasion common praxis; if its

praxis, turning back upon itself, in the form of organization and differentiation,

demands the unity of its members as the pre-existing foundation of all its

transformations, then this unity can exist only as an inert synthesis within

freedom itself.17

The emergence of a fused group is therefore the commencement of a process

in which the practico-inert, the anti-dialectical opposite of free praxis, reasserts
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itself, for example in the form of bureaucratised institutions. The relevance

of this analysis to the fate of the Russian Revolution should be obvious.

The fused group, ‘the sudden resurrection of freedom’, is thus an essentially

temporary phenomenon which soon gives way to the power of the practico-

inert. The fundamental antithesis in Sartre’s thought between purposive

individual action and its objective context (see Section 2.4 above) shapes his

discussion of seriality and the fused group. Any social relationship transcending

an immediate collective response to the present threat of death represents the

triumph of the practico-inert. Sartre does, unlike Benjamin, seek to specify

the kind of historical situation which produces fused groups. But the very

term which he uses to denote ‘the dissolution of the series into a fused group’

is surely significant. The Apocalypse is God revealing himself to his creatures.

It is, in a sense, the equivalent in Christian theology of Benjamin’s Jetztzeit,

the ‘Messianic cessation of happening’. Both Benjamin and Sartre thus mystify

revolution by conceiving it as absolutely discontinous with the normal course

of events. Using the ‘Theses on the Philosophy of History’ as a leitmotif, I

shall argue in the rest of this chapter that Marx’s analysis of the proletariat

is essential to any tenable theory of socialist revolution. Claims that the

working class is in the process of disappearing or is irredeemably fragmented

are considered and dismissed (Section 5.2), as is that argument that it would

be irrational for proletarians to participate in a revolution (Section 5.3). I then

examine the idea, put forward by Benjamin among others, that revolutions

necessarily conceive themselves as the restoration of some past state of affairs

(Section 5.4). This theory ignores the specific character of socialist revolutions,

but, as I finally argue, one tradition, Marxism itself, is a necessary condition

of the success of such revolutions (Section 5.5).

5.2 Marxism and the proletariat

The origin of the antinomy of routine fragmentation and redemptive irruption

may be traced in Sartre’s case to his metaphysical individualism, his insistence

that ‘the only practical dialectical reality, the motive force of everything, is

individual action’.18 On such a view, structures can be conceived only as negative,

the practico-inert sedimentation of past acts, which act as a limit and constraint
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on individual praxis. The kind of collective action involved in the fused group

consists in the transcendence of structure, the temporary liquefaction of the

practico-inert. Once we see, as I argued (following Giddens) in Chapters 1

and 2, that structures enable as well as constrain, then we cannot treat individual

action as ‘the motive force of everything’. Structural capacities, the powers

agents possess by virtue of their position in the relations of production,

typically cannot be exercised by individual persons. Their exercise requires

the construction of collectivities through which agents co-ordinate their actions

on the basis of a recognised common identity. The relationship which structures

have to such a collectivity is more than that of providing the immediate

stimulus to common action which gives rise according to Sartre to the fused

group, ‘the danger of death, violence’. Their position within production

relations provides class actors with the means to realise their objectives and

consequently with an interest in acting collectively (see Section 3.5). Structures

are thus continuously present in such collective action, rather than dissolved

by it.

The same general view of the relationship between structure and action is

present in the classical-Marxist theory of the working class. This theory has

been recently caricatured by André Gorz, according to whom Marx conceived

the proletariat as a secular equivalent of Hegel’s Absolute Spirit, the protagonist

of an eschatological philosophy of history whose culmination is the revolution.

Gorz calls thus ‘a truthful reading’ of Marx, though he prudently concedes

that it involves ‘no attempt to recover the historical itinerary of Marx’s own

thought which complete fidelity’.19 The closest Marx comes to conceiving the

proletariat as a philosophical category is in the 1843 Introduction to A

Contribution to a Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right, where he regards workers

as passive matter awaiting the activating spark of philosophy, though Lukács

does of course treat the proletariat as the Hegelian absolute subject-object in

History and Class Consciousness, a book which Benjamin admired and which

may have influenced his conception of revolution as a Messianic intervention

in the mundane world.20
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Marx’s rejection of his earlier view of the working class as the passive

opposite of philosophy was a critical element in the formation of historical

materialism in such works of the mid- and late 1840s as the Economic and

Philosophic Manuscripts, The German Ideology and The Poverty of Philosophy. In

these writings, the proletariat is increasingly conceived as the class, formed

within capitalist relations of production, which has the capacity to replace

these with a classless communist society. This reconceptualisation of the

working class involves a shift from suffering and oppression to exploitation

and power. The proletariat, Marx writes in the 1843 Introduction, ‘is the

complete loss of man and hence can win itself only through the complete rewinning

of man’.21 It is the depth of workers’ misery which will drive them to revolt.

In the Communist Manifesto, by contrast, Marx’s focus is on the way in which

‘the advance of industry, whose involuntary promoter is the bourgeoisie,

replaces the isolation of the labourers, due to competition, by their revolutionary

combination, due to association’.22 Workers’ position within capitalist production

relations gives them the power collectively to challenge these relations.

Marx’s reasons for regarding the proletariat as, in Hal Draper’s words, ‘the

special class’, were succinctly restated recently by Francis Mulhern:

The working class is revolutionary, Marxists have maintained, because of

its historically constituted nature as the exploited collective producer within

the capitalist mode of production. As the exploited class, it is caught in a

systematic clash with capital, which cannot generally and permanently

satisfy its needs. As the main producing class, it has the power to halt – and

within limits redirect – the economic apparatus of capitalism, in pursuit of

its goals. And as the collective producer it has the objective capacity to found

a new, non-exploitative mode of production. This combination of interest,

power and creative capacity distinguishes the working class from every

other social or political force in capitalist society, and qualifies it as the

indispensable agency of socialism.23

The different aspects of the workers’ situation distinguished by Mulhern are

closely related. Capitalism, Marx argues, tends towards the ‘real subsumption

of labour under capital’, in which exploitation assumes the form of the
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extraction of relative surplus-value, thanks to increases in labour productivity

themselves made possible by the transformation of the production process,

initially in the form of the replacement of manufacture by machinofacture.

This process involves the creation of the ‘collective worker’, the integration

of individual wage-labourers into a co-ordinated and socialised production

process.24 Workers are thus exploited collectively; any resistance to their

exploitation, if it is to go beyond relatively undeveloped forms such as

absenteeism and sabotage, must therefore itself be collective. The interconnected

character of production gives strategically placed groups of workers the power

to paralyse often a wide range of economic processes. Workers’ structural

capacity collectively to organise against their exploitation derives from the

form this exploitation takes.

A power may exist without being exercised. Sartre’s analysis of seriality

does reveal with considerable acuity a central feature of capitalist social

formations, namely that those living within them tend to conduct themselves

as passive and isolated consumers dependent on the initiatives of others.25

Revolution certainly is a qualitative leap from such a situation. Marx’s theory

of commodity fetishism shows him to be aware of the fragmented character

of people’s experience of capitalism. Draper imagines him confronted with

the working class as it actually is:

Mentally crippled by the ruling ideas they absorb . . . cramped by tradition

and habit into patterns of acquiescence. You expect these wretches to make a

revolution?

Marx’s answer is: no. These people as they are cannot make a revolution

or build a new world. They will have to be changed and transformed before

they are fit to take power or wield it. But they will not be changed by

preachments, books, leaders, or commands. They will become fit to rule

only through their own struggle – a course of struggles against intolerable

conditions, to change the conditions and thus change themselves.26
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It is the class struggle under capitalism which, for Marx, provides the bridge

between the ‘continuum of history’ and the Jetztzeit of revolution. It is able

to fulfill this role because every strike is simultaneously a struggle within and

against capitalism. Workers engaging in strikes and other forms of industrial

conflict are typically concerned with such issues as higher wages or better

conditions, i.e. they are pursuing the improvement of their condition within

the framework of capitalist production relations. At the same time, they are

compelled in order to achieve this objective to organise collectively against

their employer. In other words, the methods which they use are those of 

class struggle, rooted in the antagonistic interests of labour and capital. The

duality of trade-union struggle helps to explain the duality of working-class

consciousness discussed in Section 4.2. The pursuit of what Daniel de Leon

dismissed contemptuously as ‘palliatives’ is, therefore, part of what Marx

described as the ‘protracted and more or less concealed civil war between

the capitalist class and the working class’. It was in this respect that, with

the growth of capitalism, Marx believed, ‘there also grows the revolt of the

working class, a class constantly increasing in numbers, and trained, united

and organised by the very mechanism of the capitalist process of production’.27

Marx distinguished himself by his insistence that the trade-union struggle

was indispensable as a means of transforming the working class into a political

force with the capacity to overturn capital and build communism. His insistence

that the proletariat can only change society by changing itself through a

protracted process of molecular economic battles with its exploiters comes

out clearly in his declaration in 1850 that ‘we say to the workers: You have

15, 20, 50 years of civil war to go through in order to alter the situation and

to train yourselves for the exercise of power’.28

If one were to name that aspect of Marx’s thought which is currently

regarded with most scepticism even by those generally sympathetic to his

ideas, it would probably be this belief that the struggle of the working class

within capitalism will generate a collective actor capable of installing socialism.

At its most vulgar, this scepticism takes the form of the claim, made most
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forcefully by Gorz in his book Farewell to the Working Class, that the proletariat

is in the process of being abolished by technological change. Empirically, this

assertion does not hold water. If we take the case of the most important

economy, the US, we find that in 1982, at the height of the last major recession,

while the number of manufacturing employees, (18,853,000), was lower than

its peak four years previously (20,505,000), it was still higher than the figure

for 1960 (16,796,000). What had fallen was the proportion of manufacturing

employees in the work-force, from 31 per cent in 1960, to 23.7 per cent in

1978 and 21 per cent in 1982.29 What is misleadingly called ‘deindustrialisation’

typically takes the form of a fall in the share of output and employment taken

by manufacturing rather than an absolute fall. (Though even in Britain, which

has suffered real deindustrialisation since the late 1970s, manufacturing

employees still numbered 5,399,600 in September 1985, over a quarter of all

employees.)30

Marx indeed noted: ‘the extraordinary increase in the productivity of large-

scale industry, accompanied as it is by both a more intensive and a more

extensive exploitation of labour-power in all other spheres of production,

permits a larger and larger part of the working class to be employed

unproductively’. Thus, in 1861, the largest single group of employees was

domestic servants, who numbered 1,202,648, compared with 642,607 textile

workers, 565,835 miners and 396,998 metal-workers.31

This passage from Capital is instructive, since it suggests that Marx did not

identify the working class with any particular set of occupations, for example,

those in manufacturing industry: domestic servants are ‘part of the working

class’, albeit an unproductive portion in the sense of not creating surplus-

value. In line with Marx’s general relational understanding of class, the

proletariat is best defined as all wage-labourers

(1) compelled by lack of access to the means of production to sell their

labour-power; and

(2) the use of whose labour-power within the process of production

is subject to the supervision and control of capital and its agents.
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By these criteria, the working class has grown considerably in the present

century with the enormous expansion of routine white-collar positions whose

occupants are, by the above definition, as proletarian as any miner or car

worker. The changes in recent years which have led Gorz and his like to

speak of the tendential disappearance of the working class, and of which the

contraction of manufacturing’s share of output and employment in the Western

economies is the most widely noted symptom, are best seen as an instance

of a process which has occured throughout the history of industrial capitalism,

namely the recomposition of the proletariat in response to an altering structure

of capital accumulation. Another such symptom, the growth of manufacturing

industry in new centres of capital accumulation outside the advanced

economies, the newly industrialising countries concentrated especially in

Latin America and East Asia, indicates that the working class has, on a global

scale, expanded substantially.32

There are, of course, far more sophisticated criticisms of Marx than Gorz’s

pop sociology. Thus, Erik Olin Wright’s recent book Classes represents an

attempt to show that class structure is far more fragmented than Marx claimed.

Wright had earlier developed the well-known theory of contradictory class

locations. This was a relatively orthodox attempt to fit what is sometimes

called the ‘service class’ of professional, managerial and administrative

employees into Marxist class theory. Wright argued that, in modern capitalism,

there are quite a large number of contradictory class locations, that is, positions

which share some of the properties of both labour and capital: thus managers

and supervisors must sell their labour-power in order to live, but perform

various functions of capital, for example, directing the work of other wage-

labourers on behalf of their common employer.33
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Various anomalies in the theory, however, led Wright to abandon it and to

offer a new account of class which is a refinement of John Roemer’s work on

exploitation. Wright’s main innovation is to distinguish between four kinds

of productive asset whose unequal distribution generates exploitation – labour-

power, means of production, organisation and skills. A mode of production

corresponds to each such asset: feudalism is based on unequal distribution

of labour-power, capitalism of means of production, ‘statism’ of organisation

and socialism of skills.34

Wright argues:

Since concrete societies are rarely, if ever, characterized by a single mode of

production, the actual class structure of given societies will be characterized

by complex patterns of intersecting exploitation relations. There will therefore

tend to be some positions which are exploiting along one dimension of

exploitation relations, while on another are exploited. Highly skilled wage

earners (e.g. professionals) in capitalism are a good example: they are

capitalistically exploited because they lack assets in capital and yet are skill

exploiters. Such positions are what are typically referred to as the ‘new

middle class’ of a given class system.

The ‘new middle class’ of capitalism consists mainly in managers and

bureaucrats who exploit thanks to their control over ‘organizational assets’.

Since they could establish themselves as the chief exploiting class in a ‘statist’

class system, ‘it is no longer axiomatic that the proletariat is the unique, or

perhaps even universally the central, rival to the capitalist class for class

power in capitalist society . . . there are other class forces within capitalism

that have the potential to pose an alternative to capitalism’.35

Wright’s account of ‘skill exploitation’ is drawn from Roemer’s work, and

indeed he is (wisely) reluctant to treat it as the basis of a full-blown class

structure: furthermore, Wright’s attempt to provide empirical support for 

his reconceptualisation of class is least successful in the case of those 

workers who are exploiters supposedly because of their possession of skills

or credentials.36 He is more firmly committed, however, to the notion of
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‘organization-asset exploitation’. But this concept involves a number of

difficulties. In the first place, it does not seem plausible to make the kind of

sharp differentiation of various productive assets attempted by Roemer and

Wright. Feudal exploitation, for example, cannot consist simply in control

over labour-power: Barry Hindess and Paul Hirst argue persuasively that a

degree of control over the means of production secured through feudal landed

property and the various forms of rent is essential to the extraction of surplus-

labour in this mode of production (note also that G.A. Cohen’s table of modes,

reproduced in Section 2.2, ascribes to the lords some control over the means

of production as well as over labour-power).37 The point can surely be

generalised: since production involves particular combinations of both labour-

power and the means of production, an exploiting class can only reliably

extract surplus-labour if it has at least some control over both. The differences

among modes of production depend on the various ways in which this control

can be secured. Thus, in the case of capitalism, a ruling-class monopoly of

the means of production enables the exploiters also to control labour-power.

It seems equally difficult to separate out ‘organisation’, at least in the sense

in which it is understood by Wright, as the ‘conditions of co-ordinated co-

operation among producers in a complex division of labour’.38 Control over

such assets will be of more than academic relevance to an exploiting class

interested in controlling, to varying degrees, labour-power and the means of

production. Wright does not have much to say about the nature of ‘organisational

assets’. Some studies of managerial power distinguish between ‘allocative’

or ‘strategic’ control and ‘operational’ control. The former consists in ‘the

power to employ resources or to withdraw them, in line with one’s own

interests and preferences’, the latter in ‘control over the day-to-day use of

resources already allocated’. It seems plausible to treat those professional

managers who are involved in the exercise of strategic control, for example

participating in investment decisions, as the part of the capitalist class, even

though they may have no significant shareholding in the corporation

concerned.39 What reason is there to regard those in positions which involve
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them only in operational control as involved in exploitation by virtue of their

control over rather meagre ‘organizational assets’?

Wright gives two main reasons for doing so. First, he argues that his earlier

theory of contradictory class locations ‘rested almost exclusively on relations

of domination’.40 Indeed, as we saw in Section 2.4, Wright’s identification of

class with domination was a critical element in his abandonment of the labour

theory of value for a Roemerian account of exploitation. Nevertheless, Wright

had offered an analysis of managers in positions of operational control based

upon Marx’s own theory of exploitation:

The delegation of power to managers poses certain problems to capital, in

particular, the problem of ensuring that this power be used in responsible

and creative ways. . . . Income, as a graded structure of bribes, is a crucial

element in creating the motivational inducements to such behaviour. And

this implies . . . that managers’ incomes will contain an element above and

beyond the cost of reproducing the value of labour-power (i.e. reimbursing

them for the costs of the production and reproduction of their skills), an

element which reflects their position as a contradictory location within class

relations.41

The idea is that managers are paid a portion of the surplus-value extracted

from the workers whose labour they supervise and control in order to ensure

that they perform this role in a reliable and effective manner. Not only is this

a plausible claim to make, but Wright’s own research provided evidence that

‘managers receive an income which is systematically above the value of their

labour-power’.42 However, he now rejects this earlier proposal to treat

managerial positions as an instance of ‘strategic jobs’, i.e. ‘jobs which are

difficult to monitor but are highly sensitive to differences in conscientiousness’

because ‘we cannot derive any clear class relations from the analysis of strategic

jobs as such’.43 But why should we expect that managerial positions involve

‘clear class relations’? The only answer can be that Wright has some other
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reason for seeking to treat ‘organisational assets’ as a distinct productive

resource.

And indeed he does:

The formal operational criteria used [by Wright on the basis of his theory

of contradictory class locations] in much of the empirical analysis of classes

could be applied to either capitalist or ‘actually existing socialist societies’

almost without modification. There were no elements within the analysis

of class relations which could give any real specificity to the class structures

of post-capitalist societies or point the direction for the analysis of post-

capitalist classes within capitalism.44

Wright’s analysis of ‘organisational assets’ as a distinct basis of exploitation

cannot be separated from his belief that there exists a post-capitalist mode of

production other than socialism and communism, namely ‘statism’, in which

the main exploiting class consists of bureaucrats and managers. ‘Actually

existing socialist societies’ are in fact ‘state bureaucratic socialist’, combing

the ‘statist’ and socialist modes of production.45

Wright’s mode of reasoning here is typical of a very wide-spread response

by contemporary social theorists. No moderately honest and intelligent ob-

server of the USSR and societies like it can deny that they display the features

which make capitalism obnoxious – social inequality, sexual, national and

racial oppression, political repression, widespread poverty and (in cases such

as Poland, Yugoslavia and China) unemployment. Since Marx claimed that

such features are characteristic of class societies and will gradually disappear

subsequent to the abolition of capitalism, social theorists conclude that their

persistence under socialism has proven Marx wrong. Historical materialism,

with its focus on the development of the productive forces and the class

struggle, cannot account for all forms of social oppression and domination.

The Nietzschean and neo-Weberian preoccupation with power characteristic

of much contemporary social theory springs from this source: since forms of

domination such as that of men over women do not disappear with the

abolition of class exploitation, then we must treat such forms as autonomous

sources of social power. Roemer’s and Wright’s reconceptualisation of
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exploitation and class is a variant of this kind of response, which seeks to

remain within the framework of Marxism by discovering new kinds of

exploitation – ‘skill-exploitation’ and ‘organisation-asset exploitation’ – which

persist after the abolition of capitalism.

There is another, more economical way of coming to terms with ‘actually

existing socialism’. This is to say that if inequality and oppression of a kind

which Marx associated with capitalism are to be found in social formations

which call themselves socialist, this is prima facie evidence for denying them

such a title and indeed for describing them as capitalist instead. The main

reason for treating the USSR and its ilk as ‘post-capitalist’ is that the state

owns the means of production, but the kind of ownership which counted for

Marx was effective possession of the means of production, not legal property

relations (see Section 2.2). Tony Cliff and others have indeed developed a

theoretical account of the ‘socialist societies’ which treats them as instances

of bureaucratic state capitalism, a variant of the capitalist mode in which the

means of production are collectively controlled by a central political bureaucracy

on whom the dynamic of accumulation is enforced through the competitive

pressure, both military and economic, of other states.46

If we accept this analysis – and the case for doing so seems to me

overwhelming – then Wright’s case for the concept of ‘organisational-asset

exploitation’ collapses. As we have seen, there is an alternative account of

groups such as managers, based on his earlier theory of contradictory class

locations, which gives due weight to the concept of exploitation, albeit treated

in classical-Marxist and not Roemerian terms. It is a strength and not a

weakness of that account that it may be applied to state-capitalist social

formations. It is ironic that Wright should give as one reason for rejecting

this theory that it opens the door to ‘domination-centred concepts of class

[which] tend to slide into what can be termed the “multiple oppressions”

approach to society’.47 For the alternative he provides could be called the

‘multiple exploitation’ approach, in which society consists in complexes of

intersecting and cross-cutting exploitation-interests generated by access to a
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variety of different resources – skills, organisational assets, means of production,

labour-power. It is not clear what prevents this list of productive assets from

being extended to include the kinds of sources of social power on which

theorists of domination focus, for example, the military power on which

Michael Mann lays such stress. If this is so, the difference between Wright’s

conception of exploitation and Nietzschean and neo-Weberian notions of

power and domination seems only verbal.

5.3 The rationality of revolution

The objections we have so far considered to the classical-Marxist theory of the

working class have been empirical, in the sense that they have involved the

claim, for example, that the class structure of contemporary capitalism is far

more fragmented than Marx had thought. But there is another kind of criticism,

which is primarily conceptual, bringing into question the very possibility of

collective action. This is what has come to be known as the free-rider problem.

It is one of the most important findings of rational-choice theory and arises

from the nature of a public good. Mancur Olson, in his classic formulation

of the problem, defines a public good as

any good such that, if any person Xi in a group XI, . . . Xi, . . . Xn consumes

it, it cannot feasibly be withheld from the others in that group.

Crucially, while not all members of the group need contribute to producing

the good, the good is available to all, and excluding non-contributors is either

impossible or too costly to be feasible. Given these latter two properties of

public goods, jointness of supply and non-excludability, why should any

individual member of the group contribute to producing them? Provided the

group is sufficiently large, his or her own contribution will be too small to

make any perceptible difference to the production of a public good. Since 

he or she cannot be prevented from consuming it, it is rational for him or

her to free-ride rather than incur the cost of contributing. Therefore, ‘large

organizations [cannot] support themselves without providing same sanction,

or some attraction distinct from the public good itself, that will lead individuals

to help bear the burden of maintaining the organisation’.48
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It is important to appreciate that the public good benefits the free rider. 

It is in his or her interest that it is produced. The problem is whether it is

rational to do what is in one’s interests, provided that one’s interests are

shared by a sufficiently large group for one’s contribution to make no

appreciable difference to the outcome and that one will benefit from the

outcome whatever one does. Public goods have been classically thought of

as the services produced by the state, for example the activities known these

days by the Orwellian term ‘defence’. But Olson, and, following him, Allen

Buchanan, also explore the implications of treating solidarity as a public good.

Thus Olson argues that ‘compulsory membership and picket lines are of . . . the

essence of trade unionism’ since its benefits ‘could offer the rational worker

no incentive to join; his individual efforts would not have a noticeable effect

on the outcome, and whether he supported the union or not he would still

get the benefits of its achievements’. The argument cuts, Olson argues, to the

heart of Marxism. Marx had relied on individual workers pursuing their

interests to generate class action. But: ‘class-oriented action will not occur if the

individuals that make up a class act rationally’. This is as true of socialist revolution

as it is of strikes:

A worker who thought he would benefit from a ‘proletarian’ government

would not find it rational to risk his life and resources to start a revolution

against the bourgeois government. It would be just as reasonable to suppose

that all of the workers in the country would voluntarily restrict their hours

of work in order to raise the wages of labour in relation to the rewards of

labour. For in both cases the individual would find that he would get the

benefits of the class action whether he participated or not.49

William Shaw comments:

The situation of the proletariat as depicted by Olson and Buchanan is an

instance of what A.K. Sen . . . calls the ‘isolation paradox’, which is

characterized by two features. First, regardless of what other persons do,

each is better off doing A than B. Second, each prefers everyone doing B to

everyone doing A. The outcome in this situation is that individual strategy

dominates, with each doing A, and a Pareto-inferior outcome results. Sen’s
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paradox is just the generalization to n-person of the notorious Prisoner’s

Dilemma.50

The Prisoner’s Dilemma takes the following form. Two prisoners, held in

isolation from one another, are confronted with the following set of choices

(Table 5.1):

Table 5.1 The Prisoner’s Dilemma

Prisoner 2

Prisoner 1 Not Confess Confess

Not Confess 1 year each 10 years for Prisoner 1;

3 months for Prisoner 2

Confess 3 months for Prisoner 1;

10 years for Prisoner 2 8 years each

The optimal solution would be for both not to confess, since then they would

each get a year in gaol. However, if one confesses and the other doesn’t, 

the silent prisoner will end up with a ten-year term, while the stool-pigeon

will get off very lightly. So the rational strategy is for each to confess, even

though the outcome is the suboptimal situation of both getting eight years.

Nevertheless, the alternative strategy of co-operation required to achieve the

optimal outcome, i.e. both remaining silent, is not a stable solution to the

game, since each has an incentive to defect.

The Prisoner’s Dilemma and its extensions, of which the free-rider problem

is one, exert a peculiar fascination for many social theorists. They suggest

that collective action is an inherently problematic project, that the atomised

situation of individuals, which Sartre analysed under the concept of seriality,

indeed condemns the working class to impotence. Buchanan, following Olson,

argues that the alternative is to force workers to be free ‘if . . . there is a public-

goods problem for the proletariat, coercion of the proletarians by a dedicated

elite may be needed even where the entire proletariat is convinced that its

own interests dicate the overthrow of the system’.51 Such a solution to the

free-rider problem would have been repellent to Marx, for whom ‘the
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proletarian movement is the self-conscious, independent movement of the

immense majority, in the interest of the immense majority’.52

There are two ways of responding to the free-rider problem consistent with

the classical-Marxist conception of socialism as the self-emancipation of the

working class rather than the gift of a revolutionary elite. The first remains

within the framework of rational-choice theory. It has long been recognised

in the case of the Prisoner’s Dilemma that both prisoners confessing ceases

to be the dominant strategy once the game is iterated indefinitely. R. Duncan

Luce and Howard Raiffa argue in their classic study of game theory that

when the Prisoner’s Dilemma is repeated,

in most cases an unarticulated collusion between the players will develop,

much in the same way as a mature economic market often exhibits a marked

degree of collusion without any communication among the participants.

This arises from the knowledge that the situation will be repeated and that

reprisals are possible.53

So, if the game is iterated n times, then in every game short of the nth both

prisoners will have an incentive to co-operate, for if one defects, then he

knows that he can be punished by the other prisoner in the next game. (The

nth game itself will revert to the simple Prisoner’s Dilemma, since the possibility

of reprisal no longer exists, but this restriction is not relevant here.)

Shaw applies this finding to the case of the proletariat:

Olson and Buchanan claim to have shown that collective action by the

workers is irrational, but the logic of their argument presupposes, incorrectly,

that the simple Prisoner’s Dilemma captures fully the circumstances and

preferences of the working class. When this presupposition is amended,

however, the possibility of rational collective action by the proletariat in

defence of its interests cannot be ruled out . . . once the original dilemma is

modified to mirror the proletariat’s situation more accurately, then even

totally self-regarding proletarians may find a way to realize their common

interests. Enlightened egoists can be brought into collusion because of their

knowledge that the situation will be repeated and that reprisals are possible,

they can have self-interested reasons to stand by their agreements.

228 • Chapter Five

52 CW, VI, p. 495.
53 R.D. Luce and H. Raiffa, Games and Decisions (New York, 1957), p. 101.



Shaw argues further that the Prisoner’s Dilemma assumes too extreme a form

of self-interest on the part of individuals: ‘Conditional altruism is a plausible

motivational assumption that envisions the workers as neither self-sacrificing

nor moralistic on the one hand, nor egoistic on the other hand: One is willing

(and would like) to co-operate but only if others join in’.54

It is not clear that the possibility of reprisal enforcing a co-operative strategy

when the Prisoner’s Dilemma is repeated is a satisfactory solution to the free-

rider problem, since Olson and Buchanan both stress the importance of coercion

in achieving solidarity among workers. Shaw’s suggestion that the isolation

paradox is at fault in representing motivations as narrowly self-interested

seems more promising. A response along these lines has being developed

recently, albeit in a still somewhat tentative form, by G.A. Cohen:

Each worker finds himself in a particular objective situation, with a particular

set of interests and values, and consequently, a particular optimally rational

course of action . . . in virtue of the mix of situations in which they are placed,

and a predictable distribution of psychological variations, there are bound

to be enough proletarians whose motivations are such that each, being

rational, they are bound to act in a revolutionary way.55

Cohen makes this claim as part of his argument that ‘when capitalism is de-

cline and socialism is possible, there are bound to be so many workers who

have good reasons for joining the fight against capitalism that a successful

socialist revolution will inevitably ensure’ (see Section 2.3 above). What

concerns us here, however, is the nature of these ‘good reasons’. Cohen

imagines a number of different considerations which might motivate a

revolutionary worker:

One would be his desire to share the burden of bringing socialism about,

which would otherwise fall heavier on each of the rest, or on each of 

some subset of them. Another would be his commitment to a more purely

Kantian idea of fairness. A third would be the exhilaration induced in him

by participation. And a fourth would be that he would be ashamed not to
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participate, when so much is at stake, and when others, perhaps more zealous

than he, are risking so much. Even if he would not be very ashamed to

contemplate his own inactivity, he might be moved by the prospect of how

his fellow workers would contemplate it.56

What these kinds of revolutionary motivation have in common (and Cohen

suggests that there could be others) is that none involves giving the inevitability

of socialism as a reason for participating in the revolutionary movement.

None is therefore vulnerable to the free-rider problem; indeed, they are all

reasons for not free-riding. The first two clearly involve the agent’s appeal

to more or less articulated moral principles. Buchanan states a fairly obvious

objection to ‘appealing to moral principles as a Marxian response to the public

goods problem’, namely that ‘it requires a wholesale rejection of Marx’s

fundamental claim that the proletarian’s motive is self-interest or the interests

of his class’.57 Cohen’s argument may not be vulnerable to this objection. He

seems to treat an agent’s motivation as a particular set of preferences (‘interests

and values’) which entail, given the optimising principle (see Section 1.2), ‘a

particular optimally rational course of action’. A commitment, for example,

to fairness would simply be one preference among others, not analytically

distinguishable from, let us say, the desire to maximise income. An agent’s

moral commitments would thus simply serve to constitute her interests along

with other preferences more directly concerned with her material welfare.

Cohen’s claim simply is that capitalism will produce workers with preference-

sets which lead them to participate in revolution. These preference-sets may

include acceptance of moral principles such as fairness, or they may not, as

in the case of the worker who is exhilarated by participation in struggle; what

is crucial about them is something else – that they all give workers reasons

to participate irrespective of the fact that their participation will make no

difference to the eventual outcome.

Another way of putting this is to say that Cohen, like Shaw, seeks a solution

to the free-rider problem within the framework of rational-choice theory and

in particular of the utilitarian theory of action. This theory, let us recall, treats

the ends of action as random and concentrates on the ways in which optimising

agents will seek the most efficient means of realising their preferences. The
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second kind of response to the free-rider problem consists, quite simply, in

shaking off the bonds of the utilitarian theory of action. I have already argued,

in Section 3.4, that we should think of agents, in the terminology provided

by Charles Taylor, not as the simple weighers of rational-choice theory, for

whom the main problem is one of giving a consistent ordering to their

preferences but as strong evaluators, who can shape and alter their desires.

Once we make this shift, the Prisoner’s Dilemma and its extensions become

less pressing. Amartya Sen observes: ‘Central to this problem is the assumption

that when asked a question, the individual gives the answer which will

maximize his personal gain. How good is this assumption? I doubt if it is

very good’. Sen’s reason for taking this stance has centrally to do with the

concept, already mentioned in Section 3.4, of commitment, which ‘involve[s],

in a very real sense, counter-preferential choice, destroying the crucial

assumption that a chosen alternative must be better than (or at least as good

as) the others for the person choosing it’.58

Consider a political prisoner under interrogation. If she confesses, many

of her comrades will be caught, themselves tortured, and probably executed.

Yet the pain of her own torture is unbearable. She would prefer to confess.

By doing so, she would be maximising her own welfare. The pain involved

in the thought of what her comrade, would suffer if she confessed does not

outweigh the relief which an end to her own torture would bring. Yet the

prisoner does not confess, because her commitment to the movement of which

she is part overrides her own preferences. One might describe her choice as

irrational, but this seems a damagingly restricted conception of rationality,

since the prisoner’s counter-preferential commitment may arise from a political

engagement that is both reflectively held and deeply felt. One of the few

redeeming features of the twentieth century’s proliferation of torture chambers

is that there have been many cases like the one imagined. It is the assumption

that the behaviour involved is irrational which in the end makes the Prisoner’s

Dilemma, despite its analytical subtleties and undoubted importance, so

irredeemably crass.

Buchanan might object that commitment is nothing but a Kantian notion of

moral obligation, whose recognition involves austerely overriding our desires
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in accordance with the universal dictates of reason. But Sen specifically rejects

‘viewing behaviour in terms of the traditional dichotomy between egoism

and universalized moral systems. . . . Groups intermediate between oneself

and all, such as class and community, provide the focus of many actions

involving commitment’.59 Commitment involves evaluation, but the agent

who chooses to override his or her preferences is not so much the abstract

moral self of deontological ethics as the bearer of much more concrete social

identities. The point can be made more sharply when we recall something

Taylor says about strong evaluation: ‘Motivations or desires don’t only count

in virtue of the attraction of the consummations but also in virtue of the kind

of life and kind of subject that these desires properly belong to’.60

Now, important decisions by workers over whether to engage in class action

often involve reflection on the ‘kind of subject’ they wish to be. The great

miners’ strike of 1984–5 in Britain is a case in point. The bitter debates over

participation in the strike typically involved a choice between two kinds of

identities. The strikers were encouraged to see themselves as acting for their

communities, their union, their industry, their class. The scabs, especially in

Nottinghamshire, were invited to regard themselves as trade unionists of a

different kind, committed to a high-wage, high-productivity, strike-free industry

and taking their decisions through procedures such as the use of postal ballots

which mirror the serial structures of bourgeois democracy. The identifications

involved in being a striker were complex and evolving. Early in the strike

miners were encouraged to see themselves as workers very much of a

traditional sort – for example, in Arthur Scargill’s appeals to ‘stand up like

men and fight’. As the strike went on, the sense of class identity of many

strikers widened: as a result of the active role played by the women of the

mining communities, they began to see their class as broader than traditional

male stereotypes, as consisting in both women and men; as a result of the

repression they experienced and the solidarity they received, miners began

to draw connections between their own situation and, for example, the

oppression of blacks and gays. The shame which many strikers showed when

they returned to work in the dying days of the strike is illustrative of the
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degree to which moral considerations entered into their motivations. They

recognised, like those who did stay out, that it was better to stick it out to

the end, even if the end were increasingly certain defeat.

Drawing attention to the phenomenon of commitment is not intended

simply to dismiss out of hand the free-rider problem. Shaw rightly observes

that ‘the Prisoner’s Dilemma and related puzzles highlight actual obstructions

in the social world. . . . The collective action and group solidarity necessary

for achieving socialism have to be forged from the individualistic behaviour

of unco-ordinated monads, from the atomism of the present systems’.61 Rational-

choice theory captures fundamental features of our social world. Furthermore,

any student of strikes and revolutions know that that workers frequently

engage in the careful calculation of costs and benefits before engaging in

collective action. Free-riding is always a real option. But it is frequently

rejected. To explain why this happens we must recognise that the utilitarian

theory of action does not provide an exhaustive or adequate account of agency.

Moreover, the idea that acting in accordance with one’s interests and acting

in the light of moral considerations involve two quite different orders of

choice is fallacious. Typically, the entities in the light of commitments to which

persons act are social collectivities – family, nation, class. It is often out of a

sense of commitment that someone acts in what he or she perceives as his

or her class interest rather than free-ride. As Sen puts it:

Moral considerations involving the question ‘if I do not do it, how can I

morally want others to do it?’, do affect the behaviour of people. The ‘others’

involved may be members of narrowly defined groups or classes, or widely

defined societies, but such considerations do have a role in influencing

choice.62

There are many Marxists who would greet with scorn the idea that moral

considerations of this kind often inform class action. But their objection, if

theoretically articulated, is likely to stem from a Kantian conception of morality

as a set of universal rules. But, once we acknowledge, as I urged in Section

1.4, that the best way of making sense of Marx’s evaluative commitments is

to ascribe to him an Aristotelian, virtue-based morality which is concerned
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with the empirically identifiable, historically specific conditions of human

well-being (eudaimonia), this objection seems much less powerful. Let us recall

that, for Aristotle, the virtues are dispositions to behave in ways that both

help to achieve eudaimonia and are themselves partially constitutive of it. Does

not Marx’s account of how the class struggle itself develops and transforms

workers to the point where they can overthrow capitalism and build

communism contain echoes of Aristotle’s theory of the virtues?

The foregoing discussion of the free-rider problem has proceeded on the

assumption that socialist revolution is in the interests of the proletariat. Adam

Przeworski has recently suggested that this assumption is questionable, since

even if socialism is an improvement on capitalism, the costs of the transition

from one mode of production to the other are too great for it to be worth

undertaking: Przeworski writes: ‘All that is needed for workers to rationally

opt for socialism out of their material interests are two conditions: that socialism

be more efficient in satisfying material needs than capitalism and that moving

toward socialism would immediately and continually improve workers’

material conditions’.63

The trouble comes with the second condition:

Suppose . . . that socialism is superior to capitalism. The crux of the problem

is whether this superiority is sufficient for workers to opt for socialism. If

it can be shown that conditions exist under which a move in the socialist

direction would be inferior to a move along the path of capitalism, then one

could no longer deduce workers’ socialist orientation from their material

interests.

Przeworski believes the antecedent of the sentence last cited is true. Capitalists

will respond to their threatened expropriation by disinvestment and even by

armed resistance. This response so raises the cost of the transition to socialism

that it is rational for workers instead to pursue class compromise, involving

an economic strategy whose aim is to increase both wages and profits on the

basis of the partial socialisation of investment along Keynesian lines.64

‘That moving toward socialism would immediately and continually improve

workers’ material conditions’ is an extremely strong condition, although

Przeworski shows that social democrats have frequently been willing to
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endorse it.65 Revolutionary socialists have been much less sanguine. Bukharin

wrote in 1920, generalising from the experience of the Great French Revolution

and the American Civil War as well as October 1917:

The experience of all revolutions, which from the very point of view of the

development of productive powers had a powerful, positive influence, shows

that this development was bought at the price of an enormous plundering

and destruction of these powers. It is not possible any other way, in so far

as we speak of revolution. For in the revolution, the shell of production

relations, i.e. the personal apparatus of labour, is exploded, and this means,

and must mean, a disturbance of the process of reproduction and consequently

also a destruction of productive powers.

If that is so – and it is absolutely so – then it must be a priori evident that

the proletarian revolution is inevitably accompanied by a strong decline of

productive powers, for no revolution experiences such a broad and deep

break in old relationships and their rebuilding in a new way. And nevertheless,

the proletarian revolution constitutes from the very point of view of the

development of productive powers an objective necessity. This objective

necessity is provided by the fact that the economic shell has become

inconsistent with the development of productive powers. World productive

powers are not compatible with the state-national structure of society, and the

contradiction is ‘solved’ by war. War itself becomes incompatible with the existence

of the basic productive power – the working class – and the contradiction can only

be solved – really solved – by revolution.66

The revolutionary view of the transition to socialism is, then, that it is a case

of réculer pour mieux sauter: the temporary retrogression of the productive

forces involved in overthrowing capitalism is a necessary condition of their

further development under socialism. But why should workers suffer material

sacrifices now for the sake of some future improvement? The answer which

Bukharin gives is that the material situation of workers under capitalism is

liable to deteriorate because of this mode of production’s tendencies towards
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crises and wars. Przeworski considers this argument, albeit in a rather confused

and dismissive fashion. A situation in which

compromise is impossible, workers make economic demands, provoke a

political crisis, and in this crisis the only choice may come to be that between

socialism and authoritarian capitalism, is the one typically envisaged by

Marxists as the road to socialism. This is a scenario that leads to the politique

de pire: in this view, the worse the economic situation under capitalism, the

more likely socialism becomes. I am persuaded that this strategy of crisis-

mongering is unfeasible and irresponsible.67

Quite aside from the pomposity of the last sentence, this will not do as an

argument at all. Przeworski ends up by accusing revolutionaries of actively

seeking to provoke economic crisies. But even third-period Stalinists weren’t

silly enough to think that they had, or should have caused the Great Depression

of the 1930s. The politique de pire of which they were the main practitioners

consisted, rather, in acting on the belief that a Nazi conquest of power would

so heighten the contradictions of German society as to be merely the prelude

to proletarian revolution. Forgetting the follies of the Stalinized Comintern,

if we consider the classical-Marxist tradition, the central tenet of its theory

of crises is that they spring from structural features of the capitalist mode of

production. The tendency of the rate of profit to fall is a consequence of the

competitive activities of individual capitals, not of the collective acts or

omissions of either bourgeoisie or proletariat. Przeworski, by contrast, seems

to accept a neo-Ricardian theory of crises, according to which they are caused

by distributional struggles by labour and capital over the relative shares of

wages and profits in national income.68 The political implications of analytical

Marxism’s rejection of Marxist economic theory (see Section 2.4) here become

evident.

The nub of the difference is this. For classical Marxism, the economic

situation under capitalism is liable to deterioriate independently of the

improvements which workers or capitalists consciously seek. If this is true,

then what Przeworski describes as a principal condition of class compromise,

namely that ‘workers have a reasonable certainty that future wages will
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increase as a function of current profits’, cannot be met.69 On the contrary,

capitalists will in time of crisis seek reductions in existing wages without

there being any secure prospect of living standards rising in the future.

Przeworski, however, appears to believe that economic crises are in principle

avoidable, that suitably organised state intervention can prevent them: thus,

he regards ‘a comprehensive, consistent system of public control over

investment and income distribution’ as both feasible and desirable.70 Which

of these views is correct depends on a variety of theoretical and empirical

issues which cannot be explored, let alone settled here. Two points are worth

making, though.

First, the classical Marxist is not required to accept the doctrine of

immiseration, i.e. the view that there is a built-in tendency for real wages to

fall. Marx, of course, rejected this theory as part of his more general break

with Ricardian economics.71 The classical Marxist is committed to two rather

different claims, first, that capitalism is prone to regular economic crises,

which, unless certain offsetting mechanisms are in operation, give rise to

periods of endemic economic stagnation, political conflict, military rivalries

and, in some parts of the world, famine, and, secondly, that the action of

nation-states is insufficient to prevent such crises. The history of the twentieth

century, with what now seems to have been the interlude of the 1950s and

1960s, looks like a pretty good confirmation of these claims.72

Secondly, what do socialists do in the situation Przeworski describes, where

‘compromise is impossible’? He clearly believes that it would be wrong for

workers to ‘make economic demands’ since this might ‘provoke a political

crisis’ in which the choice is ‘between socialism and authoritarian capitalism’.

But consider the alternative. If workers do not defend their economic interests

for fear of driving capital into the arms of reaction, they are likely to be

compelled to accept worse wages and conditions – the kinds of ‘concessions’

which have become such a feature of labour relations in the US since the late

1970s. The justification for their doing so is, presumably, that once capitalism

is restored to profitability then a compromise from which both bourgeoisie

and proletariat benefit can be struck. The dilemma was long ago stated by
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the German trade-union leader Fritz Tarnow, addressing the German Social

Democratic Party (SPD) congress in 1931:

Are we sitting at the sick-bed of capitalism, not only as doctors who want

to cure the patient, but as prospective heirs who cannot wait for the end or

would like to hasten it by administering poison? We are condemned, I think,

to be doctors who seriously wish a cure, and yet we have to retain the

feeling that we are heirs who wish to receive the entire legacy of the capitalist

system today rather than tomorrow. This double role, doctor and heir, is a

damned difficult task.73

The reward the German SPD received for acting as ‘responsible’ doctors of

capitalism was, of course, Hitler. The outcome has not usually been as 

bad. But workers’ leaders who have played a similar part, for example, the

British Trade Union Congress, which struck a Social Contract with the Labour

government in the 1970s, and the American labour leaders who in the early

1980s willingly negotiated ‘concessions’ to the employers, have generally

received in exchange little but the weakening of their organisations and the

demoralisation of their rank and file. In the case of Solidarno˜ç in Poland, the

pursuit by its leaders of a ‘self-limiting revolution’, which required ‘responsible’

behaviour on its members’ part, helped to disarm one of the most powerful

workers’ movements ever seen in the face of the military power of the state.74

Defenders of social democracy such as Przeworski tend to argue that terrible

things will ensue unless workers act as doctors of capitalism in crisis. Frequently,

the terrible things happen anyway because the severity of the crisis means

that capitalists demand more from workers than they are prepared to give

except under compulsion. It is not ‘crisis-mongering’, but a sober reflection

of historical experience to point this out. During the First World War, Lenin

quoted Schiller in support of his advocacy of revolution to end the bloodshed:

‘Better a horrible end than a horror without end’. Perhaps today we should

emend this to: Better a horrible end that saves humanity than one which

destroys it.
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5.4 Revolution and repetition

These reflections on the rationality of revolution ought to underline the

indispensable role played by ideologies in forging collective actors. Thus the

phenomenon of commitment is centrally concerned with the identifications

a person makes, the collectivities of which she believes herself part. Frequently,

as in the case of the miners’ strike, engaging in collective action turns on a

choice of social identities. At the same time, each identity is constituted by

beliefs about the place in the social world that it involves, the relationships

into which it is woven, the historical processes from which it has emerged.

In this context, let us consider one of Benjamin’s darkest sayings in the

‘Theses on the Philosophy of History’, namely that revolution is ‘a tiger’s

leap into the past’. This is perhaps the most extreme of a number of formulations

which present revolution as based on tradition, having an orientation to the

past rather than the future. Such a view seems bizarre in the extreme, since

revolution is conceived by Marxists as a social and political transformation,

a break with the past, and since the concept of tradition has been used since

Burke by the proponents of counter-revolution to designate the organic social

continuities which those who seek global change threaten to disrupt and

destroy.

The lien between historical tradition and political reaction is well presented

by the Tory philosopher Roger Scruton when he writes: ‘When a man acts

from tradition he sees what he now does as belonging to a pattern that

transcends the focus of his present interest, binding it to what has previously

been done and done successfully’. Tradition embraces ‘all those practices

which serve to define the individual’s “being in society”. It constitutes his

image of himself as a fragment of the greater social organism, and at the same

time as the whole of that organism implicit in this individual part’. Scruton

gives the family as an example of such a practice. The justification of this

institution is simply that it exists and that it does so because it has existed

in the past. Herein lies the political content of the concept of tradition, that

it rules out, indeed is incompatible with the reflective examination of the

purpose and effects of established social practices. ‘Tradition restores the

individual to the present act: it shows the reason in the act, and stills the

desire for a justifying aim’.75
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A social practice is, then, traditional if it is at least partially constitutive of

a person’s social identity and if the reason for engaging in it is that things

have been done this way in the past. The recent work of historians studying

the ‘invention of tradition’, which we touched on in Section 4.4, has shown

that often such practices are comparatively recent constructs. Hallowed

traditions turn out not to be naturally given from the past, but to have been

formed in a context of often bitter social and political struggle. I shall give

two examples, both from southern Africa. They suggest that the ethnic identities

which are so often the bases of overt political action in the region are

comparatively recent historical formations.

The first is that of Afrikaner nationalism. Much political commentary on

South Africa consists in little more than a parade of clichés which treat all

Afrikaans-speaking whites as members of a nation whose common interest

above all in preserving white power overrides other conflicts, and whose

political and social conduct has changed little since the Great Trek of the

1830s and the Boer republics to which it gave rise. In an important study Dan

O’Meara shows that this view, held by many bitter opponents of apartheid,

merely mirrors nationalist ideology. This ideology was itself formulated in

the 1920s and 1930s by a comparatively small group of intellectuals, mainly

around the Afrikaner Broederbond, as a response both to South Africa’s

subordinate status within the British Empire and the large-scale urbanisation

and proletarianisation of the hitherto rural Afrikaans-speaking population.

Central to the ideology was the concept of a divinely created, organically

integrated Afrikaner volk whose course could be traced through a largely

mythological history of the past three centuries and whose unity transcended

class antagonism. The nationalist intelligentsia, through a variety of initiatives

ranging from an organised intervention into the white trade unions to the

ritual re-enactment of the Great Trek in its centenary year of 1938, sought,

O’Meara argues, to interpellate Afrikaans-speaking whites as members of this

volk. By doing so they hoped to win mass support for a political project which

centred on gaining control of the state, and then using its power to achieve

both political independence of Britain and the growth of Afrikaner capital,

hitherto much weaker than its English-speaking counterparts. They succeeded,

partly thanks to their own efforts, partly as a result of the shock waves which

the emergence of a powerful urban black working class during the wartime

economic boom sent through South African society. The National Party came
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into office in 1948, and mobilised the resources of state power ruthlessly to

entrench its position and to destroy its enemies.76

Afrikaner nationalism is a case of the fairly conscious use of pre-existing

cultural and political divisions to construct a national identity. The formation

of tribal identities in southern Africa seems to have been an unintended

consequence of broader historical processes. Terence Ranger has recently

focused attention on the ‘invention of tribalism’. His immediate concern is

with Zimbabwe, but the thesis he develops is of more general application.

The African population of Zimbabwe is thought of by both outside observers

and its own members as divided into the Shona majority and Ndebele minority;

there are also various Shona sub-groups – ‘Manyika’, ‘Zezuru’, ‘Karanga’,

‘Kalanga’ etc. Ranger argues, however, that the pre-colonial peoples of the

Zimbabwean plateau defined themselves, not ethnically, but politically, as

subjects of a particular chief or of the Ndebele state. Tribal identities, far from

being ‘deeply-rooted, immemorial, natural’, are a product of colonial times.

Ranger identifies a variety of factors as at work in the process through which

these identities were formed: the racist assumptions of colonial administrators

who expected to find tribes, who thought of the Ndebele as a ‘warrior race’

like the Zulu and who imposed on them various supposedly Zulu ‘tribal

laws’; the interest in a distinct Ndebele identity of the chiefly class, whose

authority over commoners was thereby enhanced; the emergence of urban

job hierarchies which associated people assumed to come from a certain tribal

background with particular categories of work – Ndebele-speakers with over-

seeing, ‘Manyika’ with domestic service, etc.; the effective invention of regional

Shona dialects by various missions, which turned particular vernaculars into

written languages and then through their control over African schooling

transmitted their version of Shona to the black elite in much larger areas than

the locality from which the original dialect sprang. Ranger stresses that ‘the

process . . . was certainly not just a matter of colonialist manipulation. It

involved all sorts of African initiatives and creativities’. Nevertheless, ‘identity

has come to be thought of as a matter of language, culture, and ethnicity and

Tradition and Revolution • 241

76 See D. O’Meara, Volkskapitalisme ( Johannesburg, 1983); and also T.D. Moodie, The
Rise of Afrikanerdom (Berkeley, 1980); and H. Adam and H. Gilliomee, Ethnic Power
Mobilized (New Haven, 1979).



even though the supposed linguistic, cultural and ethnic divisions are all

spurious, such identity is regarded as something deeply-seated and “natural”’.77

To identify the contingent and constructed character of national and ethnic

identities such as those of Afrikaner or Ndebele is not to seek to explain them

away. The fact that people act in the light of such identities is of enormous

importance to the politics of both South Africa and Zimbabwe. Ranger

sometimes writes as if the invented character of Zimbabwean tribalism makes

it a mere epiphenomenon of deeper processes, irrelevant, say, to the coercion

of Ndebele-speaking peasants by the Mugabe government.78 Observation of

contemporary South African politics underlines why this attitude is mistaken:

the virulent ‘tribal’ divisions among black people in South Africa are, like

those in Zimbabwe, largely of recent invention, but they are one factor in

explaining the survival of white rule and could play a bloody part in that

country’s future.79 The significance of studies such as O’Meara’s and Ranger’s

is somewhat different. First, they challenge the essentialism so common in

social theory which treats the existence of national, ethnic, tribal and racial

identities as self-explanatory and which is closely associated with the Nietz-

schean and Weberian thesis that conflicts arising from such identities are

inherent in the human condition. Secondly, they undermine the relation to

the past which, according to Scruton, is all the reason traditions need to

continue to exist. The historical continuities which traditions invoke turn out,

only too often, to be fictions.

What the studies we have been discussing do not do is challenge the

association between tradition and reaction which Scruton, in line with

conservative thought from Burke to Oakeshott, sought to establish. But there

can be revolutionary inventions of traditions, or so Marx thought. His reflections

on the relation between tradition and revolution at the beginning of The

Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte form the context of his most famous

saying on human agency:
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Men make their own history, but they do not make it just as they please;

they do not make it under circumstances chosen by themselves, but under

circumstances directly encountered, given and transmitted from the past.

The tradition of all the dead generations weighs like a nightmare on the

brain of the living. And just when they seem engaged in revolutionizing

themselves and things, in creating something that has never yet existed,

precisely in such periods of revolutionary crisis they anxiously conjure up

the spirits of the past to their service and borrow from them names, battle-

cries and costumes in order to present the new scene of world history in

this time-honoured disguise and this borrowed language. Thus Luther

donned the mask of the Apostle Paul, the revolution of 1789 to 1814 draped

itself alternately as the Roman Republic and the Roman Empire, and the

revolution of 1848 knew nothing better to do than to parody, now 1789, now

the revolutionary tradition of 1793 to 1795.80

These revolutions conceived of themselves not as transformations, but as

repetitions, as representing continuity, not discontinuity. The examples which

Marx gives could be multiplied. Thus the seventeenth-century English Revo-

lution not only constantly appealed to biblical episodes to interpret itself, but,

in line with a tradition which was to continue into the nineteenth century,

tended to describe the court and its allies as alien usurpers, Norman predators

who had illegitimately seized the land.81 Such cases encouraged Gilles Deleuze

to argue:

There aren’t instances of repetition in history, rather repetition is the historical

condition under which something new is actually produced. It isn’t to the

reflection of the historian that a resemblance between Luther and Paul, the

revolution of 1789 and the Roman Republic etc., presents itself, rather it’s

first for themselves that the revolutionaries decide to conduct themselves

as ‘resurrected Romans’, before becoming capable of action which they began

by repeating in the manner of an appropriate past, thus in conditions such

that they necessarily identify with a figure of the historical past. Repetition

is a condition of action before being a concept of reflection.82
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Marx, however, believed that that the self-image of repetition is peculiar 

to bourgeois revolutions, rather than a universal feature of all social

transformations. French capitalism, he noted, dispensed with the paraphernalia

of ‘resurrected Romanity’ after 1815:

Wholly absorbed in the production of wealth and its peaceful competitive

struggle, it no longer comprehended that ghosts from the days of Rome had

watched over its cradle. But unheroic as bourgeois society is, it nevertheless

took heroism, sacrifice, terror, civil wars, and battles of peoples to bring it

into being. And in the classically austere traditions of the Roman republics

its gladiators found the ideals and the art-forms, the self-deceptions that

they needed in order to conceal from themselves the bourgeois limitations

of the content of their struggles and to maintain their passion on the high

plane of great historical tragedy. Similarly, at another stage of development,

a century earlier, Cromwell and the English people had borrowed speech,

passions and illusions from the Old Testament for their bourgeois revolution.

When the real aim had been achieved, when the bourgeois transformation

of society had been accomplished, Locke supplanted Habbakuk.83

The thought is, then, that since bourgeois revolutions seek the emancipation

not of humanity but of capitalism, they must of necessity take a mystified

form, those engaged in them finding models of and reasons for their actions

from a usually mythologised past. Socialist revolutions, in which the proletariat

in overthrowing capitalist exploitation also provides the preconditions of

what Marx called ‘human emancipation’, do not need so to conceal their real

character:

The social revolution of the nineteenth century cannot draw its poetry from

the past, but only from the future. It cannot begin with itself before it has

stripped off all superstitions about the past. Earlier revolutions required

recollections of past world history in order to dull themselves to their own

content. In order to arrive at its own content, the revolution of the nineteenth

century must let the dead bury their dead. There the words went beyond

the content; here the content goes beyond the words.84
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The actors in proletarian revolutions do not therefore need to present what

they are doing as repetitions of a mythical past, as do those making bourgeois

revolutions. This is one of a number of contrasts Marx draws depicting the

structural difference between bourgeois and socialist revolutions. This difference

arises from the fact that the latter involve, while the former do not, ‘the self-

conscious, independent movement of the immense majority, in the interest

of the immense majority’. There have been many revolutions since 1848. How

well do they conform to the pattern Marx identifies?

There have been many more cases of what Göran Therborn calls ‘mobilisation

by revival’, revolutions as repetitions.85 One of the most fascinating examples

is provided by the guerilla war of 1972 to 1979 in Zimbabwe. Like many such

struggles, it involved guerillas spreading through the countryside to secure

the support of the peasants who make up the bulk of the population. The

guerillas were mainly members of the Zimbabwe African National Union

(ZANU), whose political allegiance was to ‘Marxism-Leninism-Mao-Tsetung-

thought’. In ‘conscientising’ the povo (people) they focused economic and

political issues, above all the control of half the land by less than six thousand

white farmers. However, a symbiotic relationship developed in Shona-speaking

areas between the ZANU guerillas and highly traditional figures, the mediums

of the mhondoro, the spirits of the chiefs of the past. This relationship had a

number of aspects. It was made possible by the fact that peasant religion,

oriented on the midzimu (ancestors), vested ownership of the land in the

mhondoro, thus providing grounds for the African claim to the land seized by

white settlers with the establishment of the colonial state in the 1890s. It

allowed the guerillas to establish a continuity between their struggle and the

chimurenga of 1896 to 1897, the great rising of Shona chiefs against white rule,

in which mediums such as that of Ambuya Nehanda played some part. Black

nationalists (and sympathetic historians such as Ranger) had presented a

somewhat idealised version of the chimurenga in which mediums such as

Nehanda’s were thought to have performed a central role. The current Nehanda

medium was drawn into the early stages of the guerilla war of the 1970s, to

provide a talisman for the second chimurenga. Spirit mediums in many areas

were often crucial to integrating the guerillas into peasant society. Moreover,
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they did not simply act passively as bridges between present and past but

participated actively in a shift in political power, in which secular authority

was transferred first from the chiefs to the guerillas and then, with the coming

of independence in 1980, to the village committees of ZANU-PF, the ruling

party.86

This example of ‘mobilisation by revival’ does not necessarily refute Marx’s

claim that it is bourgeois revolutions which must present themselves as

repetitions of the past. For the outcome of the peasant war in Zimbabwe,

contrary to the professed ideology of its leaders, has been the extension of

class privilege to a black elite rather than the inauguration of socialism. The

‘invention of tradition’ involved in the alliance between guerillas and spirit

mediums is best seen as the construction of a new national identity, of an

‘imagined community’ stretching beyond the local chiefdoms to whom political

allegiance was owed in the past to embrace the whole territory of the state

created by white settlers in the 1890s and now called ‘Zimbabwe’. As David

Lan observes,

all nationalisms make use of metaphors of the land, of soil and earth, of

territory and boundary, of monuments and graves, of the heroes of the past

who are ancestors of the nation. The symbolism of the mhondoro gains its

extraordinary effectiveness as an expression of the struggle for Zimbabwe

from its ability to combine the economic and political aspects of the struggle

in a single unforgettable image: the chiefs of the past, independent and

prosperous, benign and generous to their followers, in sole possession and

control of their bountiful fertile lands. It is an image that has proved attractive

to ministers of state and senior members of ZANU-PF.87

This fusion of Shona custom and Zimbabwean national identity helps to make

intelligible the repression practised by the Zimbabwean state against Ndebele-

speaking peasants in the two western provinces of Matabeleland. Lan notes

that ‘only the religious and political institutions of the Shona have contributed

to the symbolism of the new state’.88 Ndebele-speakers have thereby been
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excluded from this imagined community and have remained loyal to the

minority nationalist party, the Zimbabwe African People’s Union (ZAPU).

The repression they have consequently suffered can be seen, in part, as part

of the process of forcible assimilation of ‘deviant’ cultures characteristic of

the formation of national identities. Similar episodes were essential to the

creation of European nation-states, but are so long in the past that they can

be forgotten, thrown into the shade by the progress of the nation along its

predestined path. The extension of the nation-state form to the rest of the

world since 1945 at least has this benefit, that it throws into relief the bloody

struggles through which nations are formed. The proliferation of nationalisms,

each imagining itself in direct continuity with the heroic past of a people

which usually only acquires any identity through the very struggle for an

independent state, is a sign that the history of bourgeois revolutions did not

come to an end in 1848 and indeed has opened a major new chapter in the

past generation.89

Bourgeois revolutions have tended to take a particular form in the twentieth

century – that of a predominantly peasant movement led by an intelligentsia

created usually to serve the colonial state but seeking to win control of that

state and use it as a lever of locally directed capital accumulation.90 From

Ireland in 1916 to Zimbabwe in 1979 the same pattern has been repeated. 

But it is not solely in this context that revolutionary inventions of tradition

have taken place. The two most important political upheavals of the past

decade – the Iranian Revolution of 1978 to 1979 and the rise and fall of

Solidarno˜ç in Poland in 1980 to 1981 – can plausibly be described as cases of

‘mobilization by revival’. Yet they do not otherwise conform to this pattern.

Fred Halliday observes:

The novelty of the Iranian Revolution resides in a central contradictory

paradox: on the one hand, its leadership and ideology were resolutely

retrogressive, the first ones in the history of modern revolution to be

unequivocally religious, and so deeply hostile to the idea of progress; on

the other hand, the social context in which the Iranian Revolution took place,

and the manner of its success, were far more ‘modern’ than that of any other

comparable upheavals. Most importantly, this revolution took place exclusively
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in the cities, the first Third World revolution to do so. Its means of struggle,

the mass demonstration and political general strike, were those normally

associated with conflict in the developed capitalist countries. The country

in which it occurred, over 50 per cent urbanized and with a per capita

income of more than £2,000, was in socio-economic terms far more ‘developed’

than Russia in 1917, or China in 1949. It was in the combination of these

two characteristics, ‘reactionary’ and ‘modern’, that the originality of the

Iranian Revolution lay.91

Solidarno˜ç also displayed, though in less extreme form, the same paradox, a

highly democratic mass workers’ movement organising at its height nearly

80 per cent of the Polish work-force, in which the dominant ideology was

traditional Polish nationalism, and whose daily practices were impregnated

with the ritual and iconology of the Catholic Church. Let us consider this

instance of the paradoxical combination of a working-class struggle with

traditional beliefs. For many commentators, even those as as sensitive and

thoughtful as Tim Garton Ash in his book The Polish Revolution, the explanation

is simple, since Solidarno˜ç was a quintessentially Polish movement, displaying

the uniqueness of the national character; the paradox exists only in the eyes

of the Western beholder seeking to impose crude categories such as class onto

the recalcitrant reality of Polish society. Such an analysis, involving an

essentialism which treats national identity as somehow self-explanatory, 

will no more stand up to historical examination than any other instances of

its kind. 

Those who accept the idea of Poland as a quintessentially Catholic nation

for the past millenium must come to terms with the fact that only 43 per cent

of the inhabitants of the Polish lands in 1770 were Roman Catholics. Norman

Davies argues in his major history of modern Poland that talk of Polish

national identity before the nineteenth century is anachronistic:

In the old Republic, prior to [the final partition of] 1795, Polish nationality

could indeed be defined in terms of loyalty to the state. The ‘Polish nation’

was usually reserved as an appellation for those inhabitants who enjoyed

full civil and political rights, and thus for the nobility alone. It did not refer
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to a man’s native language, his religion, or ethnic origin. Hence, in this

context, there were many ‘Poles’ who might not be so described now; and

there were masses of Polish-speaking inhabitants, in the peasantry or

bourgeoisie, who did not regard themselves as Poles.

Davies’s conclusion should not come as a surprise after the discussions of

nationality earlier in this section and in Section 4.4. ‘The fact is: the modern

Polish nation is the end-product of modern Polish nationalism’ and was forged

in the struggle against foreign rule in the nineteenth century. Its preponderance

is dated variously, from the insurrection of 1864, from 1918, or even from

1945, since Polish-speakers were only some two-thirds of the population of

the pre-war republic.92

The intense attachments binding the Polish working class to Catholicism

must be dated even more recently, to the clergy’s involvement in the resistance

to Nazi occupation and to the history of post-war Poland, and in particular

the manner in which the church became the main embodiment of national

identity and framework for organised opposition under ‘Communist’ rule.

Colin Barker writes: ‘what distinguishes the church since 1945 is the complex

combination of opposition and accommodation it has achieved with the party

regime, and the mutual benefits that church and regime derive from each

other’. The church hierarchy was able to negotiate a constant strengthening

of its institutional position within Polish society, in exchange for consistently

preaching restraint in moments of political crisis such as 1956, 1970 and 1980

to 1981, Barker observes:

If there is an analogy for the church’s role in modern Poland, it is to be

found in an institution such as the British Labour Party: it offers a kind of

symbolic legitimation of grievances and aspirations, while at the same time

it discourages workers’ militant self-activity in support of their demands.

Time and again, faced with workers’ revolts, the church hierarchy’s response

has been to call for tranquillity and demobilization.93

Barker argues that Polish workers’ relationship to Catholicism was, in any

case, complex. In the first place, they ‘possess a “subconscious Protestantism”.

Quite pragmatically, they reject aspects of Catholic dogma that do not suit
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them, while seeing no reason for abandoning religious faith’. This was especially

so in the realm of sexual morality. Secondly, Polish workers used the ambiguities

of Christian theology to justify their actions, often in defiance of the church

hierarchy. (The analogies between such behaviour and the liberation theology

of Latin America should be obvious.) Barker quotes the remarkable memoir

of the strikes in the Polish coastal cities which gave birth to Solidarno˜ç in

August 1980 by a port worker in Gdynia:

One year earlier the Pope prayed in Victory Square, that the Holy Spirit

might come down to Earth, but when the Word became Flesh, the Vicar of

Christ failed to recognize the Messiah under the overalls of the people of

the coastal region, the Messiah that sacrificed himself for the thirty-five

millions. Contemporary Pharisees and Sadducees found it difficult to grasp

that He who had been painted by Michelangelo and presented in the form

of gilded Baroque statues deigned to put on a coarse overall, sweaty, dirty,

and often stinking with alcohol.94

Here is the voice of an authentic proletarian Messianism to which Benjamin

might have responded. The overall effect, however, of the prevailing ideology

among Polish workers was that they imagined themselves members of a

community constituted by language, religion and the memory of national

oppression. This community included the army, under General Jaruzelski,

seen to some extent as the heir to the military traditions of the pre-war

Republic. An opinion poll taken in December 1981, days before the military

coup, found that 95 per cent of respondents placed ‘some trust’ in Solidarno˜ç,

93 per cent in the church, 68 per cent in the army and only 7 per cent in the

party.95 This faith in the military was fatal: it encouraged the belief that the

army could be trusted not to fire on Poles, an illusion soon shattered after

the military moved against Solidarno˜ç on 13 December. This attitude was closely

bound up with the broader belief that Poland could undergo a ‘self-limiting

revolution’, part of whose justification was the idea that ‘Pole can speak to

Pole’, that a shared national interest would permit social reconciliation to

take place, a modus vivendi between the state and the workers’ movement to

be achieved. General Jaruzelski was clearer-headed, understanding that the
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antagonism of interests between Solidarno˜ç and the ruling bureaucracy

admitted of no other solution than one destroying the other. The tragedy was

that no such clarity existed on the workers’ side.

The case of Solidarno˜ç suggests that Marx was right to argue that the proletariat

could not seek to justify its actions by appealing to supposed continuities

with the past. The reason lies in the organic connection which seems to exist

between the invention of tradition and the construction of the imagined

communities characteristic of nationalism. In the case of the characteristic

bourgeois revolutions of the twentieth century, a real congruence existed

between the social character of movements for national liberation, involving

the genuinely common interest of workers, peasants, intellectuals and local

capitalists (the ‘four-class bloc’ beloved of revolutionary nationalism from

China in the 1920s to South Africa today) in ending colonial rule and the idea

of national community embracing these various classes, however fictional the

identity and history of that community might actually be. In such circumstances,

drawing the struggle’s ‘speech, passions and illusions’ from an imagined past

as well as from present oppression could strengthen the movement for an

independent state and give it coherence and cohesion, in the manner, for

example, in which the alliance of nationalist guerillas and mhondoro spirit

mediums made a vital contribution to the peasant war in Zimbabwe.

The case of the working class is a different one. To constitute itself fully as

a collectivity, that is, to achieve revolutionary class-consciousness, requires a

lucid understanding of its position within capitalist society and of the power

and interest which this position gives it to build communism. To say that the

proletariat needs above all to comprehend the present, the interconnections

of the capitalist world-system and the struggles which take place within it,

is an exaggeration, but nevertheless one that makes a point. To imagine itself

part of a nation is disabling, and sometimes fatally so. Benedict Anderson

defines the nation as ‘an imagined political community – and imagined as

both inherently limited and sovereign’. Two consequences of this definition

are especially relevant here. First ‘the nation is imagined as limited because

even the largest of them . . . has finite, if elastic boundaries, beyond which lie

other nations. No nation imagines itself coterminous with mankind’. Workers

who accept their national identification thereby see workers outside this

community as alien; the common interest of the proletariat as an international

class faced with a capitalist system which is increasingly globally integrated
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is denied expression. Secondly, the nation ‘is imagined as a community, because,

regardless of the actual inequality and exploitation that may prevail within

each, the nation is always conceived as a deep, horizontal comradeship’.96 To

accept this comradeship is, for workers, to bind them to their exploiters. This

attitude need not take the form of denying the existence of class conflict; it

is more likely to involve the kind of dual consciousness discussed in Chapter

4; the antagonism between labour and capital is not denied but it is treated

as secondary to that between nation-states. A contemporary example is the

tendency of trade unionists to respond to higher unemployment by demanding

import controls and other forms of protectionism: the main fault-lines in the

world today are thought be those between nations rather than classes.

These points are, from the standpoint of classical Marxism, elementary

ones. That they need stressing is a reflection of the extent to which the Left

today believes that socialism and nationalism are consistent with one another.

This widespread atitude was expressed by Eric Hobsbawm after the Falklands

War, when he wrote: ‘It is dangerous to leave patriotism exclusively to the

right’.97 Ernesto Laclau provided the most sophisticated defence of this view,

arguing that ‘ideological “elements” taken in isolation have no necessary

connotation . . . this connotation is only the result of the articulation of these elements

in a concrete ideological discourse’. The concept of the nation is one such ‘element’,

in the abstract neutral with respect to class interests. Proletarian hegemony

can only consist. Laclau argued, ‘in absorbing all national traditions and in

presenting the anti-capitalist struggle as the culmination of democratic struggles

and socialism as the common denominator in a total offensive against the

dominant bloc’. The failure of the German workers’ parties to understand

this was, according to Laclau, a principal reason for the Nazi victory:

The working class should have presented itself as the force which would

lead the historic struggles of the German people to their conclusion, and to

socialism as their consummation; it should have pointed to the limits of

Prussianism, whose ambiguities and compromises with the old dominant

classes had led to the national catastrophe, and it should have made an
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appeal to all popular sectors to fight for a national renaissance which could

be condensed into common ideological symbols: Nationalism, Socialism and

Democracy.98

In fact, the German Communist Party (KPD) did, in the late 1920s and early

1930s, espouse this kind of ‘National Bolshevism’. That the outcome was the

triumph of fascism, not socialism, had much to do with the fact that the KPD

was thereby allowing the Nazis to dictate the terms of political debate. Stuart

Hall justifies Laclau’s claim that ‘particular ideas and concepts [do not]

“belong” exclusively to one particular class’ thus:

Ideas and concepts do not occur, in language or thought, in that single,

isolated way with their content and reference irremovably fixed. Language

in its widest sense is the vehicle of practical reasoning, calculation, and

consciousness, because of the ways by which certain meanings and references

have been historically secured. But its cogency depends on the ‘logics’ which

connect one proposition to another in a chain of connected meanings, where

the social connotations and historical meanings are condensed and reverberate

off one another. Moreover, these chains are never permanently secured,

either in their internal systems of meanings, or in terms of the social classes

and groups to which they belong.99

Now, it is true that how a sentence is taken depends heavily on the

circumstances in which it is uttered and the other sentences to which it is

conjoined. It is also true that many of the more abstract terms of ideological

discourse are sufficiently general or even ambiguous to admit of differing

meanings: the case given above of the Gdynia striker who identified Christ

with the Polish working class is a good example. It follows from neither of

these propositions that such terms have no definite meaning. Yet it is this 

last claim to which an exponent of the thesis that ideological elements are

class-neutral is committed. It is therefore not surprising that Laclau should,

subsequent to advancing this thesis, have abandoned ‘classism’ completely

for a post-structuralist philosophy of language in which the meanings of

terms are indeed constantly changing by virtue of the shifting relations of
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difference which constitute them.100 Hall gives the example of the term

‘democracy’, which indeed admits of different applications. Yet there is surely

a limit to the extent of these applications, given the core-meaning of

‘democracy’, namely rule by the people. Furthermore, the different ways in

which ‘democracy’ is understood by the liberal defenders and Marxist critics

of Western capitalist polities – as respectively serial structures based on the

passivity and fragmentation of the electorate and forms of decision-making

involving the active participation of masses organised around their places of

work rather than geographical constituencies – suggest that the term expresses

distinct and mutually incompatible concepts.

Similarly with respect to the concept of the nation, there are left variants

of nationalism: we referred above, for example, to the English radical myth

of the Norman Yoke. However, the term ‘nation’ preserves a core sense in all

its usages, referring to a community bound or aspiring to its own state and

transcending class antagonisms. For socialists to seek take over ‘all national

traditions’ is to court disaster. As Hobsbawm put it, in a wiser mood, quoting

Lenin, ‘do not paint nationalism red’.101 Socialists who present their case from

the perspective of the imagined communities of nationalism merely help

perpetuate a situation in which ‘the tradition of all the dead generations

weighs like a nightmare on the brain of the living’.

5.5 The tradition of the oppressed

Benjamin did not entertain the dangerous fantasy that socialism and nationalism

can be married. The focus of his reflections on the relationship between

tradition and revolution is elsewhere. The respects in which he believes

revolution to bear an essential relation to the past are twofold. The first appears

in the drafts of the Passagenarbeit, Benjamin’s great unfinished study of

Baudelaire and the Paris of the Second Empire:

To the form of the means of production, which to begin with is still dominated

by the old (Marx), there correspond images in the collective consciousness
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in which the new and the old are intermingled. These images are ideals,

and in them the collective seeks not only to transfigure, but also to transcend,

the immaturity of the social product and the deficiencies of the social order

of production. In these ideals there also emerges a vigorous aspiration to

break with what is outdated – which means, however, with the most recent

past. These tendencies turn the fantasy, which gains its initial stimulus from

the new, back upon the primal past. In the dream in which every epoch

sees in images the epoch which is to succeed it, the latter appears coupled

with elements of prehistory – that is to say of a classless society. The

experiences of this society, which have their store-place in the collective

unconscious, interact with the new to give birth to the Utopias which leave

their traces in a thousand configurations, from permanent buildings to

ephemeral fashions.102

Benjamin elsewhere links the notion of a collective memory of primitive

communism to Baudelaire’s concept of the correspondances, which, he says,

‘record a concept of experience which includes ritual elements. . . . The

correspondances are the data of remembrance – not historical data, but data of

prehistory. What makes festive days great and significant is the encounter

with an earlier life’.103 Löwy argues that Benjamin must be understood from

this perspective: ‘instead of “progress”, revolution is “a tiger’s leap into the

past”, searching for the lost paradise, the archaic golden age of edenic harmony

between human beings, as well as between humanity and nature’. Benjamin’s

conception of the classless past is shaped, Löwy suggests, not only by Jewish

Messianism, but also by Bachofen’s studies of ‘gynocratic’ and egalitarian

primitive communist societies.104 Consequently, as Wolin puts it, ‘the tendency

for the modern to have recourse to elements of prehistory is no longer perceived

[by Benjamin] simply as a regression, but rather as a prefigurement of Utopia:

as the awakening in the collective unconscious of the memory of a “pre-

historic classless society”’.105

The ‘relationship between the oldest and the newest’ rightly attracted some

of Adorno’s most stringent criticisms of the Passagenarbeit. He argued that
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‘the image of classlessness is put back into mythology’ and that the notion

of a ‘collective unconscious’, of Jungian provenance, could not be fruitfully

used by Marxism: ‘it should be a clear and sufficient warning that in a dreaming

collective no differences remain between classes’.106 Indeed, by rooting class-

consciousness in the remembrance of prehistory Benjamin occludes the

possibility of the proletariat attaining such consciousness. This can be seen

in two ways. First, Mikhail Bakhtin, that other great original of Marxist cultural

theory, develops an analysis of ‘folkloric culture’ which has many similarities

to Benjamin’s discussion of remembrance. Folkloric culture, which has a

variety of manifestations but particularly the carnivals of early modern Europe

and the discourse of the novel, commencing with Rabelais, involves a particular

form of consciousness and ‘can be traced back to a pre-class agricultural stage

in the development of human society’. These origins explain various of 

its features, notably an emphasis on the collective experience of work and

nature. The rhythms of agricultural labour also account for a ‘negative feature’

of ‘folkloric time’: ‘The mark of cyclicity, and consequently of cyclical

repetitiveness, is imprinted on all events occurring in this type of time. Time’s

forward impulse is limited by the cycle. For this reason even growth does

not achieve an authentic becoming’.107 The tendency for peasants to perceive

time as cyclical has been noted by other writers.108

It is not clear how the working class, formed from the dynamic development

of the productive forces by capitalism, can draw strength from a form 

of consciousness reflecting the seasonal rhythms of pre-industrial labour. 

That Benjamin does see it as a source of strength is clear from the fifteenth

‘Thesis on the Philosophy of History’, where he approvingly describes the

revolutionaries of 1830 firing on the clock-towers of Paris, rejecting the linear,

homogeneous time of bourgeois society for the cyclical time of ‘a historical

consciousness of which not the slightest trace has been apparent in Europe

in the past hundred years’, but whose ‘monuments’ are ‘holidays, which 

are days of remembrance’, fragmentary recollections of the pre-industrial

carnival re-enactments of a classless past.109 Benjamin’s hostility to the vulgar-

Marxist faith in the growth of the productive forces as the motor of inevitable
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socialist revolution here leads him to ignore the aspect of capitalism on which

Marx places such stress in the Communist Manifesto, its dynamic, restless,

revolutionising character, throwing society into a flux from which the proletariat

can draw the power and the desire to seize power.110

Benjamin’s tendency to deny to capitalism any progressive aspects (quite

in contradiction with his overestimation elsewhere of the revolutionary

potential of new means of cultural production such as the cinema)111 is

associated with a second difficulty. He often laments the manner in which

bourgeois society is systematically destroying our remembrance of the ‘primal

past’ of primitive communism.112 As Wolin observes, Benjamin

is disturbed that the abyss separating the modern world from past historical

life has expanded to the point where an entire array of tradition-bound

meanings have become unrecognizable, if not patently unserviceable, to us

in the present. Not only does he fear the loss of past experience, but also

the serious impairment of the present-day capacity to assimilate experience

in general.113

If Benjamin is right, then it seems as if the development of capitalism progres-

sively denies us our memories of the classless past. But if this is so, how can

these memories serve to stimulate revolutionary action? Conceiving revolution

as the restoration of primal harmony merely reiterates the antinomy we noted

in Section 5.1, between the mystified everyday world of commodity fetishism,

of Sartrean seriality and the Jetztzeit of revolution.

The threat which bourgeois society represents to our memories of the past

is indeed one of the main themes of Benjamin’s ‘Theses’:

Every image of the past that is not recognized by the present as one of its

own concerns threatened to disappear irretrievably. . . . In every era the

attempt must be made anew to wrest tradition away from a conformism

that is about to overpower it. . . . Only that historian will have the gift of
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fanning the spark of hope in the past who is firmly convinced that even the

dead will not be safe from the enemy if he wins. And this enemy has not

ceased to be victorious.114

A similar thought has recently been made fashionable albeit in a far more

abstract and indeed dehistoricised form by the Czech novelist Milan Kundera:

‘man’s struggle against power is the struggle of memory against forgetting’.115

In Benjamin’s case, however, his concern is with the ‘tradition of the oppressed’,

which constitutes the second main aspect of his reflections on revolution’s

relation to the past.

The class struggle, which is always present to a historian influenced by

Marx, is a fight for the crude and material things without which no refined

and spiritual things could exist. Nevertheless, it is not in the form of the

spoils which fall to the victor that the latter make their presence felt in the

class struggle. They manifest themselves in this struggle as courage, humour,

cunning, and fortitude. They have retroactive force and will constantly call

into question every victory, past and present, of the rulers. As flowers turn

toward the sun, by dint of a secret heliotropism the past strives toward that

sun which is rising in the sky of history. A historical materialist must be

aware of this most inconspicuous of all transformations.116

It is the memory of past exploitation and struggle which sustains the proletariat

in its battles with capital:

Not man or men but the struggling oppressed class itself is the depository

of historical knowledge. In Marx it appears as the last enslaved class, as the

avenger that completes the task of liberation in the name of generations of

the downtrodden. . . . Social democracy thought fit to assign to the working

class the role of redeemer of future generations, in this way cutting the

sinews of its greatest strength. This training made the working class forget

both its hatred and its spirit of sacrifice, for both are nourished by the image

of enslaved ancestors rather than that of liberated grandchildren.117
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Historical materialism, like the angel of history, faces backwards, seeking to

reconstruct and keep alive the ‘tradition of the oppressed’, as Edward

Thompson puts it, to rescue past struggles from the ‘vast condescension of

posterity’.118 One of the most powerful affirmations of this attitude is to be

found in G.E.M. de Ste Croix’s The Class Struggle in the Ancient Greek World,

whose frontispiece is Van Gogh’s The Potato Eaters. Ste Croix calls the picture

‘the most profound and moving representation in art of “the peasant”. . . .

These are the voiceless toilers, the great majority – let us not forget it – of the

population of the Greek and Roman world, upon whom was built a great

civilization which despised them and did all it could to forget them’.119

The preservation of the memory of past struggles is not, however, an end

in itself. ‘Historical materialism conceives historical understanding as an

afterlife of that which is understood’, Benjamin writes, ‘whose pulse can still

be felt in the present’.120 The ‘tradition of the oppressed’ provides the impetus

for revolutionary action. Here, indeed, Benjamin offers a concept of tradition

which is neither the memory of an imaginary past binding together exploiter

and exploited nor the remembrance of a mythical primitive communism but

rather the sedimented experience of class struggle. But, while the concept of

the ‘tradition of the oppressed’ is not open to the kinds of objections raised

against these other notions of tradition, the consciousness which it designates

is subject to the constant danger of erosion. Memories of past struggle are

vulnerable to the tendency Benjamin identifies towards ‘the serious impairment

of the present-day capacity to assimilate experience’. That this threat does

not merely exist in Benjamin’s imagination is indicated by the wholesale

disintegration over the past generation of the all-embracing nexus of cultural,

political and social institutions which grew up around the European workers’

parties, both social-democratic and Communist, in the first half of this century.

Merely to focus on this kind of fragmenting of collective experience would

nevertheless be misleading. Benjamin writes:
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In the long run, without self-confidence, no class can engage in political

action with any success. But it makes a difference whether this optimism is

felt for the active strength of the class, or for the circumstances in which it

operates. Social democracy inclined towards the second, more questionable

kind of optimism.121

Benjamin is right to say that one cannot merely rely on the historical process

itself to bring about revolution, but to counterpose, as he does, objective

‘circumstances’ and the ‘active strength’ of the proletariat is equally fallacious.

It contrasts sharply with Marx’s insistence that ‘in revolutionary activity the

changing of oneself coincides with the changing of circumstances’.122 Capital-

ism’s contradictory development stimulates class battles which both increase

workers’ ‘active strength’ and revitalise the ‘tradition of the oppressed’.

The central weakness of Benjamin’s theory of revolution thus lies in the

absence from it of Marx’s analysis of the proletariat, the ‘special class’ formed

within bourgeois relations of production but ‘trained, united and organized

by the very mechanism of the capitalist process of production’ (see Section

5.2 above). It is workers’ collective experience of exploitation which leads

them to organise against it, and to develop a consciousness of the antagonism

between labour and capital and an awareness of their ‘active strength’. To

put it in terms of Gramsci’s concept of ‘contradictory consciousness’ (see

Section 4.3 above), participation in class struggle alters the balance between

the two ‘conceptions of the world’ present in that consciousness, increasing

the weight of the elements of revolutionary class-consciousness vis-à-vis those

beliefs which bind workers to the status quo. It intensifies the struggle between

different identifications, encouraging workers to imagine themselves as part

of the international community of class rather than of the narrow fraternities

of race, nation, tribe.

While the experience of class struggle heightens the contradictions within

workers’ existing consciousness, there is, however, no guarantee that the

outcome will be the development of revolutionary class-consciousness. Marx

seems to have thought that the proletariat’s mental horizons would continually

expand until they possessed the confidence, consciousness and organisation

necessary to expropriate capital. He left out of account the fact that experience
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is never self-interpreting. Workers will interpret their experience of struggle

in the light of their existing beliefs. Solidarno˜ç is a good example. The enormous

organised strength of the Polish working class after the August 1980 strikes

found expression through a particular appropriation of traditional nationalist

ideology, which in turn sanctioned the strategy of ‘self-limiting revolution’.

Other great proletarian movements have displayed a similar pattern: the

German Revolution of November 1918 had the immediate effect of reinvigorating

the political forces of traditional social democracy, rather than that of greatly

strengthening the revolutionary Left around Rosa Luxemburg and Karl

Liebknecht.123

Workers therefore do not simply slough off the ‘tradition of all the dead

generations’ when they move into struggle on a large scale. The reason has

to do with more than the fact that experience always admits of more than

one interpretation. Organisations and the particular interests which may grow

up around them help to sustain workers’ prevailing beliefs. The idea that

Solidarno˜ç and the Polish regime could somehow peacefully coexist with one

another drew support from two forces with great influence over the workers’

movement – the church, with long experience of using its ability to restrain

political opposition in order to secure concessions from the state, and the

union’s own bureaucractic apparatus, 40,000-strong by the time of Solidarno˜ç’s

national congress in September 1981.124 More generally, an essential condition

of the incorporation of the working class in the advanced capitalist countries

has been the emergence of the trade-union bureaucracy, that is, of a layer of

full-time officials based on workers’ collective organisation but acting as

intermediaries between labour and capital. Their existence has made possible

the institutionalised separation of economics and politics characteristic of

Western capitalism, since they have tended to encourage workers to limit

their struggles to securing improvements in wages, conditions and the like,

rather than to launch any frontal assault against the bourgeois state. Examples

of such conduct range from the behaviour of the general council of the Trades

Union Congress during the British General Strike of May 1926 to the way in

which the leaders of the main French union federation, themselves all members

of the Communist Party, sought to bring the insurrectionary strikes and factory
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occupations of May–June 1968 to a speedy negotiated conclusion.125

The ‘dual consciousness’ characteristic of the Western working class, which

combines both a sense of class antagonism and the pragmatic acceptance of

capitalist society, is therefore not simply a reflection of workers’ situation. It

is sustained by the active intervention within the workers’ movement of a

social layer whose interests spring from their role in negotiating the terms

on which labour is exploited by capital. The trade-union bureaucracy finds

its political expression in the various social-democratic parties (to which the

Communist Parties have increasingly assimilated themselves in the past

generation). The pursuit of reform within the structures of bourgeois democracy

is the mirror image of the negotiated improvement of workers’ material

conditions by the trade unions; both are aspects of the separation of economy

and polity.126

To identify the material interests which help to blot out of workers’

consciousness any realistic perspective for achieving a society in which they

are not longer exploited is not to treat this consciousness as a mental prison

from which they have no way of escaping. For great class battles do highlight

inconsistencies in prevailing beliefs, even if they do not automatically provide

the means of resolving them. They are learning processes which offer at least

the opportunity for experience to be clarified. Barker puts it very well:

Workers’ movements are involved in a collective problem-solving activity,

through which they make history. In this, the various leaderships and mem-

bers shape and reshape their forms of organization, their own capacities,

the tasks they set themselves. All the while they are practically testing vari-

ous theories concerning the nature and possibilities of their own movement,

and the character, the interests and the capabilities of their antagonists.127

All the great revolutionary experiences of the modern working class – Russia

1905 and 1917, Germany from 1918 to 1923, Spain from 1936 to 1937, Hungary

1956, France 1968, Portugal 1974 to 1975, Poland 1980 to 1981 – have displayed

this pattern. They have been relatively protracted processes, involving retreats

and advances, skirmishes and confrontations, through which the two sides
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test each other’s and their own strengths, pending a final, inevitable settling

of accounts. Usually within each great struggle a minority of workers has

begun to challenge the ideology prevailing within their movement, and to

grope towards an alternative theory and the different strategy it would imply.

Thus, to take the most recent example again, there emerged within Solidarno˜ç

during the six months before the coup a minority of ‘radicals’ who were

increasingly critical of the strategy of ‘self-limitation’.128

The Russian Revolution of October 1917, the only case where the proletariat

did seize power (albeit only to succumb subsequently to the effects of the

Revolution’s isolation and encirclement),129 suggests that the missing ingredient

in the other instances was the minority’s lack of access to an alternative

tradition as a framework for developing a strategy for defeating capital. That

tradition could only be provided by classical Marxism. Gramsci writes of

revolutionary theory not as imposed on the working class from without, but

as ‘a theory which, by coinciding and identifying itself with the decisive

elements of the practice itself, can accelerate the historical process that is

going on, rendering practice more homogeneous, more coherent, more efficient

in all its elements, and thus, in other words, developing its potential to the

maximum’.130 The role of Marxist theory is, then, to resolve the conflict which

exists within workers’ consciousness, to elicit from within it those elements

which represent revolutionary consciousness in embryonic form and give

them a coherent, articulated expression.

Gramsci’s formulation identifies the continuity between working-class

struggle and revolutionary-socialist theory at the price – no doubt because

of his anti-realist reduction of theories to the conscious expression of practical

needs – of understating the break which also exists between the two. The

point may be clarified by returning to Benjamin’s notion of the ‘tradition of

the oppressed’. Now, there is a real sense in which historical materialism is

this tradition, that it reflects the concentrated experience of 150 years of

working-class struggle, beginning with the Chartists and the Lyons weavers,

through the great revolutionary movements of the twentieth century, to such

present-day phenomena as the British miners’ strike and the rise of powerful
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industrial proletariats in countries such as South Africa and Brazil. Such a

view of Marxism is expressed in Trotsky’s description of the revolutionary

party as the ‘memory of the class’. However, historical materialism does not

simply transcribe the pattern of past struggles passively. It seeks to assimilate

these experiences of these struggles critically and reflectively. Only such an

appropriation of the past can produce historical knowledge ‘whose pulse’,

in Benjamin’s words, ‘can still be felt in the present’. For the point of

remembering past victories and defeats is to learn from them and to put their

lessons to work in the future. That is why revolutionary Marxism is not a

tradition in Scruton’s sense (see Section 5.4). The fact that workers have

struggled in the past and the manner in which they have done so are not

reasons for following in their path now. The memory of past struggles does

not ‘still the desire for a justifying aim’, as Scruton puts it. Calling them to

mind may provide inspiration for political action in the present but it is, from

the perspective of historical materialism, an occasion for critical reflection,

not for the sleep of reason. Classical Marxism is the theoretically clarified

experience of the international working-class movement. What allows it to

play this role is the fact that it is more than a phenomenology of the class

struggle, that it is historical materialism, an empirical theory which roots the

mechanisms of social change in the structural properties of successive modes

of production. Without this structural dimension Marxism would lack the

means of identify both the possibilities and the limits of change in particular

circumstances, the powers which individual and collective actors can invoke.

Classical Marxism is a tradition rather in the etymological sense of the

word – it is a body of theory and historical knowledge that has been handed

down and developed by generations of revolutionary socialists: Marx and

Engels, Plekhanov and Kautsky, Lenin and the Bolsheviks, the Communist

International in its early years, Trotsky and the Left Opposition. To be a living

tradition requires its constant renewal, which involves both theoretical reflection

and empirical study. It also requires organisational embodiment. For classical

Marxism, the revolutionary party is the indispensable intermediary between

historical materialism and the class struggle. This is for two reasons. First,

Marxist social theory can only be tested through attempts to apply it. Only

through an interaction between socialist theory and practice, in which each

is subjected to critical scrutiny by the other, can Marxism continue to be a

living tradition. Secondly, to counteract the pressures encouraging workers
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to accept the status quo, however reluctantly, which hold them back even in

periods of great social conflict, requires the minority of revolutionary socialists,

however small it may initially be, to organise independently in order to

influence the majority of the proletariat. The classic example of this relationship

is that between the Bolsheviks and the Russian working class in 1917. Far

from conforming to the Stalinist myth of a monolithic party imposing its will

on and substituting itself for the masses, the Bolsheviks related to the Russian

proletariat in a manner very similar to that described above by Gramsci,

helping to draw out the logic of workers’ struggles, to render them fully

conscious and to direct them towards the seizure of state power. Trotsky

described the relationship of revolutionary party and working class well:

‘Without the guiding organization the energy of the masses would dissipate

like steam not enclosed in a piston box. But nevertheless, what moves things

is not the piston or the box, but the steam’.131

Trotsky’s History of the Russian Revolution, from which this passage is drawn,

brings out a central feature of proletarian revolutions, that they consist in

‘the forcible entry of the masses in the realm of rulership over their own

destiny’.132 Perry Anderson called the Russian Revolution ‘the inaugural

incarnation of a new kind of history, founded on an unprecedented form of

agency’ – ‘self-determination’ (see Section 1.1) – i.e. ‘those collective projects

which have sought to render their initiators authors of their collective mode

of existence as a whole, in a conscious programme aimed at creating or

remodelling whole social structures’.133 The importance of theoretical clarity

and the centrality of conscious political leadership to socialist revolutions are

consequences of the role played by self-determination within these upheavals.

The overthrow of capitalism is a self-conscious project in a sense that no

previous social revolution was.

Consideration of the organic crises of previous modes of production confirms

this claim. Ste Croix’s analysis of the decline of classical antiquity focuses on

a series of structural changes: the shift from supplying slaves by conquest to
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breeding them which followed the end of Roman expansionism under the

Principate; the consequent decline in the rate of exploitation of slave-labour,

since breeding was far more costly; the propertied classes’ response, to increase

the rate of exploitation of the hitherto free peasant majority by progressively

reducing them to the status of coloni, serfs tied to the land; this in turn

undermined the military strength of the Roman Empire, which had relied on

armies recruited from free-holding peasants and made it therefore more

vulnerable to barbarian incursions.134 Anderson observes that class struggles

‘bear little or no explanatory weight’ in this account:

The real mechanisms, indicated by Ste Croix, rather form an instance of that

other fundamental theme of historical materialism: namely, that modes of

production change when the forces and relations of production enter into

decisive contradiction with each other. The maturation of such a contradiction

need involve no conscious class agency on either side, by exploiters and

exploited – no set battle for the future of economy and society; although its

subsequent unfolding, on the other hand, is unlikely to unleash relentless

social struggles between those opposing forces.135

Anderson’s point is presented as a general historical thesis, and as such it is

correct: organic crises arise from the fettering of the forces by the relations

of production, not from action consciously directed at producing such crises

(see Section 5.3 above). But a more specific point should be added, namely

that the conscious agency of the masses played a comparatively minor part

in resolving the crisis of classical antiquity. The decisive part seems to have

been played by Roman landowners in the Western Empire who, faced in the

fifth century with a choice between the bureaucratic imperial state constantly

exacting more taxes from them to finance its armies, and the embryonic

barbarian successor-states, opted for the latter. The coloni and slaves who

made up the overwhelming majority of the population did not themselves

consciously reshape their social world, even if they probably benefitted from

the less efficient mechanisms of surplus-extraction which replaced the Roman

state.136
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The balance between the role played by structural contradictions and

conscious human agency in resolving organic crises has shifted from the

former to the latter in the course of the past 1,500 years. The transition from

feudalism to capitalism occupies an intermediate position in this respect

between the fall of the Roman Empire and the Russian Revolution. Marxist

historians have in recent years challenged the idea that bourgeois revolutions

are necessarily (or even usually) the work of the bourgeoisie itself. Thus

Gareth Stedman Jones wrote (prior to his conversion to post-structuralism):

The triumph of the bourgeoisie should be seen as the global victory of a

particular form of property relations and a particular form of control over

the means of production, rather than as the conscious triumph of a class

subject which possessed a distinct and coherent view of the world. . . . If

the definition of a bourgeois revolution is restricted to the successful

installation of a legal and political framework in which the free development

of capitalist property relations is assured, there is then no necessary reason

why a ‘bourgeois revolution’ need be the direct work of the bourgeoisie.137

One motivation for so conceiving bourgeois revolutions is the need to deal

with cases such as that of nineteenth-century Germany, which went through

a series of political transformations creating the conditions for the prevalence

of industrial capitalism, under the aegis of the Prussian monarchy and its

quasi-feudal Junker supporters, rather than through their overthrow.138 But

the thesis that bourgeois revolutions do not arise from the conscious action

of the bourgeoisie can be applied to other cases, as it has been by Christopher

Hill to the English Revolution of 1640 to 1660:

The English Revolution, like all revolutions, was caused by the breakdown

of the old society; it was brought about neither by the wishes of the

bourgeoisie, nor by the leaders of the Long Parliament. But its outcome was

the establishment of conditions far more favourable to the development of

capitalism than those which prevailed before 1640. The hypothesis is that
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this outcome, and the Revolution itself, were made possible by the fact that

there had already been a considerable development of capitalist relations

in England, but it was the structures, fractures, and pressures of the society,

rather than the wishes of leaders, which dictated the outbreak of revolution,

and shaped the state which emerged from it.139

It is, nevertheless, in the epoch of the classical bourgeois revolutions, those

of 1640, 1776 and 1789, that the concept of self-determination, of the mass of

the people collectively shaping their destiny, first came to be formulated, for

example, during the celebrated Putney debates within the Parliamentary army

in October 1647. Various factors were no doubt involved, but two are worth

mentioning in this context. First, the development of capitalism involved the

emergence of production relations in which exploiter and exploited are, for

the first time, legal equals, even if the underlying economic relationships

continue to involve structural inequalities. Formal political equality and class

exploitation became, in principle at least, mutually compatible, although the

protracted emergence of bourgeois democracy, with three centuries separating

the English Revolution from the general acceptance of universal adult suffrage,

shows that they can actually coexist only in specific historical conditions.140

Secondly, the question of political power assumes a particular importance

in the case of bourgeois revolutions. In arguing that the English Revolution

falls under the latter category, Hill focuses on the transformation of the state

which it accomplished (see Section 4.4 above). This analysis can be generalised.

Capitalist production relations, since they are associated with (though not

reducible to) the growing circulation of commodities, develop in a decentralised

and molecular fashion. A point is reached, however, where the further expansion
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of capitalism depends on the restructuring of the state. A bourgeois revolution

is therefore required – in Stedman Jones’s words, the ‘installation of a legal

and political framework in which the free development of capitalist property

relations is assured’. But this change need not involve the forcible overthrow

of the existing state. As Lenin put it:

The survivals of serfdom may be abolished either as a result of the

transformation of landlord economy or as a result of the abolition of the

landlord latifundia, i.e. either by reform or by revolution. Bourgeois

development may proceed by having big landlord economies at the head,

which will gradually become more and more bourgeois and gradually

substitute bourgeois for feudal methods of exploitation. It may also proceed

by having small peasant economies at the head, which in a revolutionary

way, will remove the ‘excrescence’ of the feudal latifundia from the social

organism and then freely develop without them along the path of capitalist

economy.141

Bismarckian Germany is the classic instance of bourgeois revolution from

above (indeed Lenin called this path to capitalism the ‘Prussian road’), France

under the Jacobin dictatorship the chief example of bourgeois revolution from

below. The era after 1848 can be seen that of what Gramsci called ‘passive

revolutions’, the symbiosis of industrial bourgeoisie and landed aristocracy,

not just in Germany, but also in the Italy of the Risorgimento and Japan of the

Meiji restoration. Geoff Eley observes:

To make sense, ‘revolution from above’ requires the overall European context,

both in its spatial and its temporal dimensions. In other words, we need

something like the classical Marxist concept of ‘uneven and combined

development’. On the one hand, German and Italian unifications occupied

a distinct temporality when compared with the earlier sequence of the Dutch,

British, American and French Revolutions. Where the latter occurred before

the global victory of capitalist relations on a European, let alone a world,

scale – the former actively presupposed the triumph of capitalism; where

the earlier revolutions were driven forward by broad coalitions of large and

small property owners, the later ones lost their popular impetus to an

intervening process of social differentiation which . . . set the bourgeoisie
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proper against the mass of pauperized small producers and the infant

working class.142

The revolutionary inventions of tradition we discussed in Section 5.4 were

appropriate to the conditions of the classic bourgeois revolutions, helping to

cement together the ‘broad coalitions of large and small property owners’,

as they have been to the class alliances involved in the main kind of twentieth-

century bourgeois revolutions, the national liberation struggles in the Third

World. But such coalitions are only possible where the working class had not

emerged as an independent force. The Revolutions of 1848 and above all the

bloody June struggles between Parisian workers and the bourgeois National

Guard, marked the death-knell of the plebeian mass mobilisations which had

swept away French Absolutism, pushing capitalists and landowners together

throughout Europe in an uneasy partnership which nevertheless, under the

leadership of ambiguous figures such as Bismarck and Cavour, transformed

the Continent.143

Socialist revolution differs fundamentally from all bourgeois revolutions,

whatever their variations. Anderson has, however, on occasions assimilated

the structure of socialist to that of bourgeois revolution: ‘Capitalism does not

automatically or everywhere require a victorious industrial bourgeoisie to

launch it – any more than socialism requires a victorious industrial proletariat

to impose it’.144 The analogy suggested here does not hold. The bourgeoisie

develops its control over the means of production prior to its acquisition of

political power, through the development of trade, the separation of the direct

producers from the land and the concentration of wealth in capitalist hands.

Since capitalism typically involves a separation of economy and polity, there

is no need for the bourgeoisie itself to staff the state apparatus, provided that

the state operates in a manner that maintains capitalist relations of production.

Bourgeois revolutions bring it about that the state does so function. The

working class, by contrast, is defined by its structural separation from the
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means of production. It can only overcome this separation by establishing

collective control over the economy: any piecemeal conquest, say in the form

of workers’ co-operatives, will be undermined by the competitive logic of

capital accumulation. But to acquire overall economic control, the proletariat

must first attain political power. The conquest of state power is a prerequisite

of the proletariat becoming the economically dominant class.145

Treating bourgeois and socialist revolutions as identical in structure also

obscures the radically democratic character of the latter. Every major proletarian

upheaval since the Paris Commune has involved the emergence of organs of

working-class power which, like the Soviets during the Russian Revolutions

of 1905 and 1917, have been based on the active participation and control of

the masses and the direct election and recall of representatives. Solidarno˜ç is

merely the latest instance, with its democratic and participatory structures

and its programmatic aspirations to a ‘Self-Managing Republic’.146 Such political

forms are not contingent features of the struggle for socialism. To suppose,

as Anderson does, that some force other than the proletariat (for example,

Stalinist movements in the Third World), can seize power on its behalf and

abolish capitalism by nationalising the means of production, is to confuse the

juridical form of workers’ power with its reality.147 Socialist revolution, as the

establishment by the direct producers of collective control over the means of

production, can only take the form of the mass of workers dismantling the

existing state apparatus and replacing it with their own organs of democratic

self-govenment.

So claims classical Marxism. But the degeneration of the Russian Revolution

and other more recent disappointments have led many socialists to challenge

the conception of proletarian revolution expounded and defended in this

chapter. Does not the very dynamic of revolutionary processes lead to the re-

placement of workers’ democracy by the kind of bureaucratic and authorita-

rian structures characteristic of Stalinism? Are not socialist societies likely to

suffer from much more pervasive conflicts than Marx had envisaged, whose

regulation would require some kind of state? Is not one of these conflicts that
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arising from the oppression of women by men, a form of domination irredu-

cible to class antagonisms and, unless addressed separately, likely to survive

their abolition? Will not a socialist economy of necessity rely on decentralised

market mechanisms, contrary to Marx’s predictions and Stalinist practice?

Urgent and important though these questions are, it is not the place of this

book to answer them.
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Conclusion

One of Bruegel’s most extraordinary paintings is

called Dulle Griet. It shows a group of housewives

storming Hell. Some attack and plunder devils, while

their leader, clad in armour, her basket fully of booty,

advances on the gates of Hell itself. ‘Griet’ was a

proverbial Netherlandish name for a shrewish wife,

and the picture is thought to have been an attack 

on domineering women who fail to respect their

husbands’ authority: ‘Dulle Griet and her ravaging

army may be understood as archetypes of all women

who usurp masculine perogatives or otherwise defy

standards of behaviour considered proper for them’.1

Sexist though Bruegel’s imagery may have been

intended to be, the painting can provoke other

reactions from the viewer. This not because, as the

post-structuralists and even neo-conservative critics

such as Roger Scruton would claim, the consumer

determines the meaning of a work of art. Rather,

what Dulle Griet depicts – poor women in arms before

the gates of Hell – can be taken in more than one

way. Caryl Churchill exploited this fact in the

wonderful opening scene of her play Top Girls, where

Griet appears alongside Pope Joan and other famous

women of the past.

1 W.S. Gibson, Bruegel (New York, 1977), p. 107.



Walter Benjamin argued that the perspective from which we view the past

will be shaped by the struggles in which we engage in the present. Dulle Griet

is one of the most powerful images I know of the central theme of this book,

the efforts made by human beings to resist and, where possible, to transform,

a harsh and often unendurable social reality. The existence of this kind of

human agency, at its high point in revolution attaining to what Perry Anderson

calls ‘self-determination’, is clearly incompatible with any view of persons

as the ‘bearers’ of social structures. There are, however, two other theoretical

pitfalls in seeking to understand historical agency, perhaps less obvious

because they are made by opponents of structuralism. One is, quite simply,

to sentimentalise human beings, to drown the fact of collective action in ex-

pressions of admiration for the actors’ courage and endurance, treating any

attempt to examine the objective conditions in which historical struggles

unfold as almost obscene, the dissection of a living body. Edward Thompson

has sometimes been guilty of such an attitude, less in his historical writings

proper than in polemics such as The Poverty of Theory. The other mistaken

stance represents in one respect the opposite extreme. The formal analyses

of rational-choice theory decompose the structures of individual and collective

action with painstaking care. They too, however, bracket the objective context

of action, so that often the causes and course of social struggles become

incomprehensible.

Perhaps it may be of some use if, in conclusion, I were to set out how the

argument of this book avoids these various traps, and how far it gets us:

(1) An adequate theory of agency must be a theory of the causal powers

persons have. Intentional explanations of human action, invoking beliefs and

desires as reasons for acting, are necessary because of the peculiar kind of

living organisms human beings are – in particular, because of the especial

capacities they possess for consciously reflecting on and altering not merely

their actions, but also their thoughts. Action-explanations contain a hidden

premiss referring to the agent’s power to perform the action in question. In

normal circumstances, this premiss may be ignored, since the capacities

assumed are those possessed by any healthy adult person, but this is by no

means always the case when the explanation of social events is in question.

(2) Structures play an ineliminable role in social theory because they

determine an important subset of human powers. These are what I have

called, following Erik Olin Wright, structural capacities, the powers an agent
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has in virtue of his or her position within the relations of production. Viewing

structures from this perspective involves breaking with the idea of them as

limits on individual or collective action, providing a framework within which

human agency can then have free play. In so far as their position in structures

delimits the possibilities open to agents, they are also presented with the

opportunity to pursue their goals in particular directions. Anthony Giddens,

among contemporary social theorists, has most forcefully expressed this basic

insight – structures enable as well as constrain. But he then undermines his

argument by identifying structure with the resources available to agents. The

effect is to keep structure within the framework of the utilitarian theory of

action, for resources are, as Giddens puts it, the media of power, means used

by agents to further their ends, not in any sense determinants of action.2

Resources of different kinds – material, culture, organisational – are, however,

available to agents because of their position within production relations. It

is as the determinant of the access people have to resources, and not as the

resources themselves, that structure figures in social theory.

(3) Historical materialism is itself a theory of structural capacities. Marx

indeed quite explicitly identifies the development of the productive forces in

bourgeois society with ‘the absolute working-out [humanity’s] creative

potentialities, with no presupposition other than the previous historic

development, which makes this totality of development, i.e. the development

of all human powers as such the end in itself’.3 The productive forces are

thus best understood as the productive powers of humanity, reflecting a

particular, technically determined form of labour-process. But the relations

of production also involve particular kinds of powers. This is clearest in G.A.

Cohen’s analysis of production relations as the powers agents have over

labour-power and the means of production, but this is one version of a theme

going back to Marx, according to which property-relations are to be understood

as relations of effective control. Agents’ structural capacities are thus determined

by their relative access to productive resources, to labour-power and means

of production.
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(4) This analysis of structures in terms of their role in determining agents’

causal powers allows us to avoid the dead-end of structuralism in both its

Althusserian and Parsonian forms. These theories seek to reconcile the fact

of agency with the causal role of structures by treating persons as social

constructs, their motivation and understanding formed through processes

which lead them to internalise the prevailing ideology. Rational-choice theorists

such as Jon Elster rightly wish to give proper scope to agents’ rationality. The

concept of structural capacities allows us to do so without, as Elster does,

reducing structures to the unintended consequences of individual action. It

leaves open the question of how agents’ thoughts have been formed: structures

nevertheless figure ineliminably in the explanation of social events, since they

help determine the powers that persons draw on when acting in the light of

their beliefs and desires (however formed).

(5) Indeed, the present treatment of structure is consistent with a much

stronger theory of agency than that to which rational-choice theorists subscribe.

As Chapter 3 should make clear, there is much to be said for the view of

persons put forwards by hermeneutically inclined philosophers such as Charles

Taylor. Taylor argues that agents are capable of transcending the instrumental,

means-end rationality ascribed to them by the utilitarian theory of action,

and making ‘strong evaluations’ concerning the kinds of desires they ought

to have, and the kind of persons they should be. This approach, however,

seems to pull away from the focus on crisis, conflict, and struggle made by

Marxism, towards a more consensual and evolutionary conception of society.

This is so, I suggest, only so long as we ignore agents’ structural capacities.

These give them different interests, in as much as to realise their ends people

must engage in particular kinds of collective action, reflecting their specific

position in production relations and bringing them often into conflict with

those in other positions. This argument by no means nullifies the considerations

advanced by Taylor: indeed, strong evaluations and the commitments they

entail are essential to explaining why agents engage in collective action when,

in narrowly instrumental terms, it is irrational for them to do so. Taylor’s

broader conception of agency is indispensable if we are to understand why,

despite the Prisoner’s Dilemma and the free-rider problem, resistance, rebellion,

and even revolution occur.

(6) The existence of structural capacities is not equivalent to that of collec-

tivities exercising them. The construction of collectivities, of groups of agents
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coordinating their actions in the light of a common identity which they believe

themselves to share, formed the central theme of Chapters 4 and 5. Only

certain issues were pursued – the nature of the beliefs involved in social

action (ideologies); the historical conditions in which two kinds of collectivity

are formed (class and nation); and the relationship between certain kinds of

belief (those held to be ‘traditional’) and the rarest, if – literally – most epoch-

making type of collective action (revolutions). There is, however, enormous

scope for empirical inquiry into the specific conditions favouring or impeding

the formation of collectivities of one sort or another.4 If the arguments put

forward in this book are correct, they may be of some help in formulating

better questions for such investigations to seek to answer.

(7) My underlying preoccupation in developing these arguments, however,

has been less with better social theory than with a better social world. Chapter

5 in particular was concerned with clarifying the nature of socialist revolution.

I sought to do so partly by criticising what seemed to me mistaken arguments

for its impossibility, namely that the working class is disappearing and that

revolution is irrational even for the dwindling band of proletarians, and partly

by trying to identify the subjective conditions for its realisation, the kind of

beliefs and organisation which must be present for it to succeed. There are

many, many outstanding objections to revolutionary socialism, some of which

were noted at the end of Chapter 5. My intention, however, has not been to

offer a comprehensive theory capable of dealing with all such objections, but

rather to show how socialist revolution fits into the general account of agency

defended in this book. The most important instance of structural capacity is

that possessed by the world working class to replace capitalism with

communism. Whether or not workers ever exercise this capacity cannot be

settled by this, or any other, book.

Theodor Adorno wrote in 1951 that ‘the only philosophy which can

responsibly be practised in the face of despair is the attempt to contemplate
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things from the standpoint of redemption’.5 Adorno owed this orientation to

Walter Benjamin. We have seen that Benjamin came increasingly to identify

redemption with socialist revolution. Unlike Adorno, he did not despair of

such a deliverance. I hope I have given some reasons for practising social

theory from the perspective of socialist revolution.
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