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ABSTRACT 

This work first exposits and analyzes Marx's impli

cit moral theory and then examines various objections to the 

thesis that Marxism and morality are genuinely compatible. 

Chapter 2 ("Marx's Moral Perspective") traces the develop

ment of Marx's moral views and argues that his implicit 

moral theory is based on the values of freedom (as self

determination), human community and self-realization. Chap

ter 3 ("Morality and Marx's Theory of Exploitation") argues 

that Marx's concept of exploitation is, in part, evaluative 

and involves the violation of the freedom of the exploited 

due to undemocratic social institutions. In Chapters 4 

("Utilitarian 

Equality, and 

Interpretations of Marx") and 5 ("Freedom, 

Human Dignity in Marx") I argue that Marx is 

not a utilitarian nor, strictly speaking, a consequentialist 

of any sort: he does not demand the maximization of a non

moral good but, rather, a maximum system of egual freedoms, 

both positive and negative. Chapter 6 ("Marxism, Morality, 

and Self-Interest") argues (1) that Marx's form of practical 

reasoning is not purely prudential nor, for any other 

reason, non-moral in nature and (2) that, in reality, Marx 

vi 



sees moral concerns as well as $elf-interest as part of 

revolutionary motivation. Chapter 7 ("Marxism and Moral 

Historicism") argues against the view that Marx is a "moral 

historicist," as well as against the thesis that morality is 

irrelevant from a Marxist point of view because socialism is 

(purportedly) inevitable. Chapter 8 ("Morality and Ideol

ogy") analyzes the Marxist concept of ideology and argues 

that once we become clear about both this concept and . that 

of morality, we see that morality is not, as a whole, ideo

logical. Chapter 9 ("Marxism, Moral Relativism, and Moral 

Objectivity") argues that Marxism is not committed to any 

pernicious form of ethical relativism and then brings to 

bear hypothetical choice theories and the ideal of unanimous 

intersubjective agreement. Finally, Chapter 10 ("Marx's 

Critique of Justice and Rights") takes up Marx's objections 

to these concepts and argues (1) that they either apply only 

to certain 'bourgeois' theories or are based on misconcep

tions and (2) an adequate Marxist moral and social theory 

must be grounded on theories of justice and human rights. 

vii 



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Anyone interested in coming to terms with the rela

tion between Marxism and morality faces two tasks. The first 

task is that of interpreting Marx's moral views and, if 

possible, reconstructing his implicit moral theory. This 

task is made difficult, of course, by the submerged charac

ter of these views. The second task is that of reconciling 

Marx's explicit condemnations and criticisms of morality and 

moral theorizing with the fact that his world-view is shot 

through and through with substantive moral judgments. The 

completion of both these tasks would seem to be a necessary 

prerequisite for a genuinely cogent critique of Marx's moral 

and social theory, whether negative or positive in its 

bearing. Certainly the development of an adequate Marxist 

moral and social theory depends upon the successful comple

tion of both tasks: the completion of the first task is 

necessary if we are to know precisely what it is we are to 

critique and/or make adequate; the completion of the second 

is necessary if we are to take the notion of a Marxist 

morality or a Marxist moral and social theory as anything 

but a direct contradiction in terms. 

1 
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The first (interpretive) task is taken up in Chap

ters 2 and 5. The second is taken up in Chapters 6 through 

9. While these chapters concern morality in general, Chapter 

10 ("Marx's Critique of Justice and Rights") takes up both 

tasks in relation to the concepts of justice and rights in 

Marx in particu+ar. 

Chapter 2 ("Marx's Moral Perspective") traces the 

development of Marx's moral views from his earliest pub

lished works through the development of his own original 

views (as expressed in The Economic and Philosophical Manu

scripts of 1844) to his transitional works (of which The 

German Ideology is the most important) and, then, to his 

works of maturation (1847-1858) and his fully mature works 

(1858-1883), of which the Grundrisse and Capital are the 

most important. (For my periodization of Marx's works see 

the Appendix "Stages in the Development of Marx's Thought.") 

The major thesis argued for in this chapter is that 

there is a fundamental continuity of Marx's moral perspec

tive at least from the formation of his original systematic 

views in 1844 through his later works and that this moral 

perspective is based on three primary moral principles or 

values: freedom (as self-determination), human community, 

and self-realization. Consequently, I argue that the eval

uative content of alienation is reducible to or analyzable 

in terms of these three primary values which, in turn, are 
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connected with the even more fundamental notion of human 

dignity. 

Chapter 3 ("Morality and Marx's Theory of Exploita

tion") explores more fully Marx's concept and theory of 

exploitation in order to determine (1) whether or not this 

concept has a moral component and (2) if so, what moral 

values or principles lay behind it. I argue that it does 

have a moral component and that this moral component is 

based on Marx's three primary values and, in particular, on 

freedom (as self-determination). 

In Chapter 4 I review attempts to interpret Marx's 

overall moral perspective or theory as a species of hedon-

istic 

form 

utilitarianism, eudaemonistic 

or other of non-utilitarian 

utilitarianism, 

consequential ism 

some 

(e.g. 

self-realization theory and perfectionism), and as a strict 

(e.g., Kantian) form of deontologism. I argue, in oppostion 

to all of these interpretations, that Marx is a mixed deon

tologist who demands not the maximization of the primary 

non-moral goods listed above but, rather, a radically egali

tarian system of equal distribution of these goods and that 

Marx takes the non-consequentialist notion of human dignity 

rather than pleasure, happiness, or human perfection as the 

ultimate court of appeal in moral reasoning. 

In Chapter 5 I argue that, in the final analysis, it 

is freedom (as self-determination) that is, for Marx, the 

most fundamental non-moral good to be promoted. (The notion 
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of "human dignity" is even more fundamental for Marx but it 

cannot be classified as a non-moral good because it cannot 

be specified without using moral terms. It is, in other 

words, a moral good.) Although freedom, the feeling of 

human community, and the realization of 'truly human' poten

tialities (particularly through the production and 'consump

tion' of higher cultural products) are all intrinsically 

valuable on Marx's view and, thus, all components of his 

theory of the good, it is only his principle of freedom 

(which must be construed as a principle of equal freedom on 

my interpretation) that provides grounds for a theory of the 

right, i.e., a theory of right action, duty, obligation, 

and/or the rights of individuals. Although Marx did not 

explicitly defend these views as such, he believed that 

everyone should be as free and self-determining as possible. 

He further believed that if people were free to do so they 

would realize their natural propensities for human community 

and self-realization. still, it is freedom which is basic 

because it is the pursuit of a maximum system of equal 

freedom and opportunity which provides possible grounds for 

legitimate social coercion (e.g., a system of just laws). 

The pursuit of or maximization of either human community or 

self-realization does not, for Marx, provide such grounds. 

These latter values will be realized once a maximum system 

of equal freedom and opportunity is reached but their 



fulfillment does not determine right action or ground obli 

gation. 

5 

On Marx's view, of course, a maximum system of 

freedom and opportunity cannot exist in class-divided socie

ties since such a system entails (for Marx) a lack of mater

ial abundance and the existence of destructive class con

flict which will only disappear with the advent of social

ized production. On the other hand, such a system of 

freedom and opportunity as a legally gauranteed system will 

not be necessary in a full-fledged communist society. Never

theless, this moral principle affords criteria for a choice 

between capitalist and post-capitalist societies. 

Such a maximum system of freedom and opportunity 

can, in fact, be interpreted as an explication of Marx's 

principle of freedom (as self-determination). This prin

ciple is to be interpreted -- on my view -- as demanding the 

maximum system of equal freedom where "freedom" is taken to 

designate both negative freedom (i.e., freedom from undue 

interference in one's personal affairs) and postive freedom 

(i.e., the freedom to control one's own life) and where 

"positive freedom" is, in turn, taken to con~ist of two 

demands (or rights) : (1) the right to equal participation 

in social decision-making processes which affect one's life 

and (2) the right to equal access to the means of self

realization (i.e., an equal opportunity to attain the means 

of self-realization which, for our purposes, can be taken to 
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consist of Rawls' primary goods, including -- most impor

tantly -- the good of self-respect). 

But even if it can be shown, through textual exige

sis, that Marx's works contain a ubiquitous moral perspec

tive which might even add up to a full-fledged -- albeit 

implicit -- moral theory, it is difficult to reconcile this 

fact with Marx's many criticisms of morality and moral 

theorizing. Marx is, on the whole, extremely suspicious of 

and skeptical about morality and moral theorizing. Consi

derations which seem to have led Marx and later Marxists to 

take this stance are: (1) that morality (according to 

Marxist theory) is a mechanism of social control and an 

ideological aid to the ruling class and social status quo; 

(2) that appealing to the self-interest of workers and other 

exploited and oppressed segments of the population is suffi

cient to bring about socialist revolution and that appealing 

to morality or moral theories when engaged in class struggle 

is generally counterproductive; (3) that, due to the fact 

that all social phenomena are determined, morality is illus

ory and, at best, irrelevant; (4) that morality is not 

'absolute' or 'eternal', but relative to particular socio

economic classes or historical epochs; and even, (5) that to 

speak of "morality", 

something other than 

"moral principles", etc. when meaning 

what sociologists mean when they de-

scribe a community or society as having certain norms or 

mores is to stray beyond a materialistic ontology. 
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To add to this difficulty, certain other (rather 

pernicious) views of morality which Marx does not 

actually hold and which no reasoning Marxist need hold 

have often been attributed to Marx and Marxism. Main among 

these views of morality are: (1) that people do (or at 

least should) always act in terms of their own self-interest 

and, thus, that morality and moral theories are quite beside 

the point* and (2) that Marx and Marxists are committed, by 

the nature of their world view, to the doctrines of moral 

historicism and/or moral futurism, that is, to the doctrines 

that whatever social formations have evolved or will evolve 

are, ipso facto, morally justified. While some of Marx's 

remarks might lead one to believe that he held one or both 

of these views of morality, I argue that the preponderance 

of evidence is to the contrary and, futher, that even if 

Marx had held these views, there would be no good reason for 

* It may look as though this thesis, which I am not 
attributing to Marx, is the same as thesis 2 of the previous 
paragraph, which I am attributing to Marx, but this is not 
the case. The thesis here is that of the ethical and/or 
psychological egoist. Thesis 2 of the previous paragraph is 
only that an appeal to the self-interest of workers and 
other exploited or oppressed segments of society is suffi
cient to bring about socialist revolution. One can certain
ly hold this thesis without accepting ethical and/or psycho
logical egoism and this is the position I am tentatively 
suggesting Marx held. I say "tentatively" because even 
though this is Marx's explicit postion on the issue, a 
strong case can be made for the claim that he implicitly 
assumes that moral or normative values or beliefs are part 
of people's motivational structure in general and would 
enter into the people's motivation for socialist revolu
tion, even if self-interest plays the major part. This 
issue is taken up in more detail in Chapter 6. 
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the contemporary Marxist to hold them. The first of these 

views of morality sometimes attributed to Marx, along with 

some related positions, is taken up in Chapter 6 ("Marxism, 

Morality, and Self-Interest") and the second is taken up in 

Chapter 7 ("Marxism and Moral Historicism"). 

Here and elsewhere in the course of this work we 

will be concerned not only with Marx's evaluative views but 

with his empirical views and theories as well. A few com

ments on this subject are, therefore, in order. When cons i-

dering Marx's views of social and historical processes we 

must distinguish several different levels of abstraction. At 

the greatest level of abstraction we find the theory of 

historical materialism which postulates two very general 

historical 'laws': (1) the 'law' of technological deter-

minism (the forces of production determine the relations of 

production) and (2) the 'law' of economic determinism (the 

relations of production or socio-economic base determine(s) 

the political and ideological superstructure).* At the next 

level of abstraction we have Marx's theory of classes and 

class struggle which puts forward theses about socio-econom-

ic classes, the struggle of these classes over the social 

surplus product, the state as the agent (albeit, sometimes 

an independently-minded agent) of the ruling class, the 

* 'Law' is here put in scare quotes to indicate that 
these so-called laws may only be law-like tendencies. Pop
per's objections to Marx's 'laws' are taken up in Chapter 7. 
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subordination of the intelligensia and intellectual life in 

general to the ruling class and its interests, etc. At the 

lowest level of abstraction or generality, we find Marx's 

analysis and critique of capitalism and his projections 

concerning socialism. It is of the very essence of Marx's 

social theory at all levels that we take a diachronic as 

opposed to a purely synchronic approach to the observation 

and assessment of social formations and processes. This is 

one of the most significant differences between Marxist and 

most non-Marxist social-scientific theories and is what Marx 

had in mind when he spoke of "dialectics."* 

Be this as it may, in Chapters 8 and 9 I consider 

the problem of justifying a moral principle or theory from a 

Marxist point of view. Chapter 8 ("Morality and Ideology") 

takes up the cluster of issues having to do with the rela-

tion between morality and ideology, on the one hand, and 

ideology and the socio-economic base, on the other. It is 

* This is borne out by Marx's answer to a (would
be) critic of his "dialectical" method in the "Afterword to 
the Second German Edition" of Capital, vol. 1, International 
Publishers, 1967, pp. 17-19. Dialectical Materialism as a 
metaphysical system is not native to Marx's thought. As 
Robert Tucker notes: ---

Marx has no 'dialectical materialism' as a doctrine 
of nature apart from history. 'Dialectical ma
terialism' as a theory of nature apart from human 
history is a development of the later scholastic 
period of Marxism ••.• Engels •.• sought to supple
ment Marx's 'modern materialism' ••• with a doctrine 
of dialectics in nature that was a melange in of 
Hegel at his worse and the materialism of such 19th
century writers as Haeckel. 1 
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my contention that once we become clear about the concepts 

of morality and ideology, there is no important sense in 

which morality is ideological and, thus, no reason -- coming 

from these quarters at any rate -- to repudiate morality or 

moral theory.* 

Chapter 9 ("Marxism, Moral Relativism, and Moral 

Objectivity") takes up the apparent problem that, as Engels 

puts it, morality is not 'absolute' or 'eternal' but is 

relative to particular socio-economic classes or historical 

epochs. This brings us squarely up against the problem of 

moral relativism (in all its guises) and the related issues 

of moral objectivity and the methodology of moral theory 

construction. It is my contention that if Marx, Engels, and 

other Marxists had been aware of the crucial distinctions 

between normative ethical relativism, on the one hand, and 

metaethlcal relativism and what I refer to as metaevaluative 

relativism, on the other, they would have rejected the 

former (as anyone who takes universalizability to be a 

property of moral judgments must) and simply pointed out 

that no matter what position is taken on the latter sort of 

relativism (i.e., relativism in the justification of moral 

principles or theories), it weighs no more against the 

* This chapter is a modified and extended 
my article "Morality and the Marxist Concept of 
which appeared in Marx and Morality, (Kai Nielsen 
C. Patton, ed.), Canadian Journal of Philosophy, 
tary Volume 7, 1981. 

version of 
Ideology" 

and Steven 
Supplemen-
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Marxist's normative moral judgments than anyone else's and, 

thus, is irrelevant for purposes of deciding between them. 

It is my contention, in other words, that all of the 

objections to the compatibility of Marxism and morality 

taken up in Chapte~s 6 through 9 can be met. These objec

tions, it seems to me, are primarily the result of the fact 

that Marx and later Marxists have generally either ignored 

or taken mistaken positions on such metaethical issues as 

the nature of morality; the logical structure of moral dis

course; the nature of moral argument; and the possibility of 

justifying moral judgments, principles, and theories. How

ever, in fairness to Marx, Engels, and other 19th and early 

20th Century Marxists (and thinkers in general), it should 

be pointed out that most of the metaethical questions 

involved here had not even been properly formulated until 

the last several decades •.• let alone answered. Thus, they 

have a much better excuse for making such mistakes than do 

recent and contemporary Marxists. Some of the positions 

Marx and Engels take on these metaethical questions can, in 

fact, be seen as basically healthy reactions to the exces

sively metaphysical views of morality prevalent at that 

time. That the philosophical tools (e.g., the method of 

linguistic or conceptual analysis) necessary to solve these 

philosophical problems or puzzles had not yet evolved at 

that time insured, however, that many of the positions they 

came to endorse were inperspicuous or worse. 
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Since it is precisely these questions which the 

analytic-linguistic tradition has examined and, to a certain 

extent, answered over the last several decades, my strategy 

is to utilize the theoretical advances of this tradition --

particularly those of such contemporary Anglo-American 

analytic-linguistic philosophers as R.M. Hare, Phillipa 

Foot, G. J. Warnock, William Frankena, H. L. A. Hart, John 

Rawls, Joel Feinberg, Alasdair MacIntyre, Kai Nielsen, and 

Norman Daniels to clarify and solve (or dissolve) the 

problems that Marxists tend to see with morality and moral 

theory and to answer the objections concerning the relation 

between Marxism and morality made by its critics.* If my 

arguments and analyses are correct there is no difficulty 

in either admitting that Marx's world view has a moral 

* A growing school of Analytic Marxists including 
G. A. Cohen, John McMurtry, William Shaw, George Brenkert, 
Richard Miller, Allen W. Wood, Lawrence Crocker, Allen E. 
Buchanan, Julius Sensat, Gary Young, Nancy Holmstrom, David 
Schweickart, Iris Marion Young, George Panichas, Gerald 
Doppelt, and Hilliard Aronovitch are also important with 
respect to both the interpretation and critique of Marx's 
sUbstantive moral views and the clarification of the rela
tion between Marxism and morality in general and between 
Marxism and concepts and theories of justice and/or human 
rights in particular. 

While I'm not sure all of these individuals would 
classify themselves as "Analytic Marxists," they all seem to 
share (to a greater or lesser extent) the characteristics of 
(1) being grounded in the analytic-linguistic tradition of 
philosophy, (2) being scholars of Marx and Marxism, and (3) 
being basically sympathetic to Marxism or, at least, social
ism. In my opinion, this is an extremely important develop
ment since Marxists and those sympathetic to Marxism have 
all too often been proponents of dogmatic and/or obscuran
tist philosophical traditions (e.g. Soviet sponsored and 
developed "diamat"). Whatever criticisms one might ~ave of 



13 

component or in entering into the enterprise of constructing 

an explicit Marxist moral theory. 

But even if this is true, it has been argued, a 

Marxist moral theory cannot be based on the concepts of 

social justice and/or human rights because Marx rejects 

these concepts and types of moral theory even more 

vehemently than morality in general and does so for special 

reasons. Chapter 10 ("Marx's Critique of Justice and 

Rights") examines these contentions and concludes that most 

of Marx's criticisms of concepts and theories of justice and 

rights parallel his criticisms of morality and moral theor-

ies in general and are based on the same sorts of conceptual 

muddles. It is argued further that (1) Marx (and Marxists) 

need theories of social justice and/or human rights insofar 

as they are concerned to claim that socialism -- as opposed 

to full-fledged communism -- is morally preferable to capi-

talism and that the government of a socialist society has 

legitimate political authority to which corresponds the 

political obligations of its citizens and (2) contrary to 

much recent literature on the subject, Marx implicitly 

espouses principles of justice which are to govern social 

the analytic tradition, it does not lack in clarity, preci
sion, or logical rigour. On the other hand, Anglo-American 
moral and social theory has often been overly-complacent and 
guilty of failing to corne to grips with social reality. 
Whatever criticisms one might have of Marxist and socialist 
moral and social theory it has not lacked substance or 
social relevance. 
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arrangements in societies embodying what Hume and others 

have called the circumstances of justice (i.e. , moderate 

scarcity and moderate egoism). 

To make these latter two points clear, however, 

Marx's conception of socialism must be distinguished from 

his conception of communism, on the one hand, and from 

contemporary post-capitalist societies, on the other. 

Full-fledged communist society -- what Marx calls the 

"higher stage of communism" in "Critique of the Gotha Pro-

gram is a stateless, coercion less society based on the 

social ownership of productive property and presupposing ma

terial abundance (as opposed to moderate scarcity) and the 

spontaneous and willing cooperation of the new, "fully 

socialized" or "fully humanized"'persons who apparently are 

able to reach a consensus on all social and economic ques-

tions. It is a society which has gone beyond the "narrow 

horizon of bourgois right;" a society which has transcended 

Hume's famed circumstances of justice (moderate scarcity and 

moderate egoism) and, thus, a society having no need for 

such concepts as distributive justice or human rights since 

such concepts are needed (and, indeed, intelligible) only 

within the circumstances of justice. This view, however, 

does not entail that principles of justice or canons of 

rights are violated in communist society or would be con-

strued as being violated if we were to apply these con-

cepts to communist society, It is just that material goods 
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are so abundant, people are so cooperative, and negative and 

positive freedom (i.e., liberty and self-determination) are 

so completely realized that no significant interpersonal 

conflict exists and, thus, it makes no sense to apply 

principles which presuppose conflicting claims being put 

forward or pressed by individuals. 

On the other hand, socialism -- what Marx calls the 

"first stage of communism" -- is characterized by the 

socialization of productive property, the elimination of 

the profit motive in production, and by the fact that the 

working class and its allies (i.e., other oppressed and 

exploited classes) have been raised to the position of the 

ruling class (or classes). It is, however, still charac-

terized by moderate scarcity, the incomplete socialization 

(or humanization) of the individual, and, thus, by the 

continuing existence of the state -- albeit a democratic 

state whose function it is to adjudicate between con

flicting claims put forward by individuals and groups of 

individuals and to coordinate the pursuit of the general 

welfare. 

Though Marx, Engels, Lenin and other Classical Marx

ists thought that the socialization of productive property 

and elimination of the private profit motive in economic 

decision-making processes were absolute prerequisites to the 

development of a better society, they also characterized 

socialism (i.e., the first stage of communism) as being more 
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democratic than the most democratic bourgeois societies and 

thought that freedom -- both negative and positive freedom 

-- would be more extensive. Furthermore, they believed that 

democracy and self-determination ought to apply to decision

making processes in both the political and economic realm 

and found the notion of privileged bureaucracies monopol

izing such decision-making processes entirely noxious. 

(Marx, in fact, takes the state bureaucracy to task in 

The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte where he de-

scribes it as exploiting not only the working class and 

other subordinate classes but the bourgeoisie and landed 

aristocracy as well. In The Civil War in France he goes into 

considerable detail in describing safeguards against the 

bureaucratization of post-capitalist societies, including 

direct representational democracy, the right of immediate 

recall, and -- most importantly the requirement that no 

representative or person holding public power earn more than 

an average worker.) 

Once these distinctions are made, it is clear -- it 

seems to me -- that: (1) presently existing post-capitalist 

societies (i.e. so-called communist countries) are not only 

not communist societies, on Marx's definition, but are not 

even socialist societies (i.e. are not even societies which 

have reached the "first" stage of communism, as defined by 
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Marx and the Classical Marxists);* (2) only socialism -- as 

opposed to full-fledged communism -- is a practical histor-

ical possibility at least in terms of the near and medium --- ---- ---
future; (3) thus, it is socialism -- and not communism 

the Marxist should be most concerned to argue for; and (4) 

since socialism is characterized by both moderate scarcity 

and a state, the Marxist needs a theory of right (e.g., a 

theory of social justice and/or human rights) and needs to 

face up to all of the problems found in traditional social 

and political philosophy. 

Although I cannot fully undertake this project here, 

once we have accomplished what Kai Nielsen has referred to 

as a "metaethical and methodological clearing of the 
2 

decks," the stage is set for constructing an adequate 

Marxist moral and social theory. The first step in 

constructing such a theory would be to determine whether or 

Marx's moral theory is adequate. Is this theory (or set of 

* Although the nature of these societies is still 
much in dispute even among Marxists -- who variously clas
sify them as communist, state-capitalist, state-socialist, 
or, even, bureaucratic-centralist -- I shall, for purposes 
of this work, classify them as state-socialist meaning that 
while they have eliminated capitalism, they are as yet still 
too bureaucratic and undemocratic to be classified as 
socialist. From a Marxist point of view, however, it would 
seem that so long as one classifies them as post-capitalist 
societies, one must be committed to opposing the restoration 
of capitalism in such societies no matter what other criti
cisms one might have of them, since such counter-revolutions 
would constitute a retrogression of world-historical impor
tance in the development of a world-wide federation of 
democratic, self-managing socialist societies to which all 
Marxists are seemingly committed. 
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views) as it stands both consistent and comprehensive? Is 

it in (wide) reflective equilibrium with our considered 

moral judgments? Is it capable -- in conjunction with at 

least a minimal set of Marx's empirical views -- of ration-

ally grounding the normative political positions central to 

the Marxist world-view, namely that: (1) socialism is 

morally preferable to any form of capitalism and to any 

other historically possible form of society (e.g., state-

socialism) within the epoch marked by moderate scarcity and 

(2) social and/or political revolution -- if necessary (and 

sufficient) to affect the appropriate social and political 

changes is (prima facie) morally justified? 

Last but not least we must ask if enough of the 

social-scientific component of Marx's moral and social 

theory is true in order for these prescriptions to follow 

from Marx's moral theory or, indeed, from any moderately or 

radically egalitarian moral theory. It is important to 

determine both which Marxist theses are true and which are 

relevant to the justification of socialism because although 

many traditional Marxist empirical theses -- for example, 

the labor theory of value and the inevitability thesis 

concerning the advent of socialism* -- clearly seem to be 

false, it seems also to be the case that many of them are 

irrelevant to the question of whether or not socialism is 

* These empirical theses are critiqued in Chapters 
5 and 7 respectively. 
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morally preferable to capitalism (as well as state-social

ism). Even if the advent of socialism is not inevitable, so 

long as socialism is a genuine historical possibility, the 

question of whether it or some other historically possible 

form of society is preferable from a moral point of view is 

still an important one. Similarly, so long as Marx's socio

logical analysis of capitalism and, in particular, his 

assertion that it is the direct producers (i.e. the the 

"collective worker" which may include managerial and even 

entrepreneurial personnel but does not include capitalists 

per se) who produce the total social product and no one 

else, is basically correct, the truth or falsity of the 

labor theory of value seems irrelevant from a moral point of 

view. 

Many will be surprised, it seems to me, at the 

paucity of the Marxist empirical theses which must be true 

in order for the Marxist's basic normative political posi

tions to be justified given the correctness of even a moder

ately egalitarian moral theory (e.g., that of John Rawls). 

Thus, another part of the construction of an adequate Marx

ist moral and social theory would be the designation of the 

minimal set of Marxist empirical theses which need be true 

in order for the Marxist's normative political positions to 

be justified on the basis of a moral theory or set of moral 

theories which the vast majority of honest, open-minded, 

moral individuals will accept. 
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Although I cannot hope to offer a complete and com

pletely adequate Marxist moral and social theory, I shall 

try to give what I hope is enough of an outline to convince 

the reader that we are on the right track and that the 

various issues traditionally raised in social and political 

philosophy -- such as the foundation of political obligation 

and legitimate authority -- can be adequately answered by 

such a theory. 



CHAPTER 2 

MARX'S MORAL PERSPECTIVE 

Before examining the philosophical difficulties 

which arise at both the metaethical and normative level when 

one considers the relationship between Marxism and morality 

and, especially, when one attempts to construct the moral 

component of an adequate Marxist moral and social theory, it 

will be helpful to exhibit the normative and -- at least 

ostensibly -- moral views Marx espouses in his works. The 

approach taken in this chapter is basically historical: the 

development of Marx's moral views is traced from Marx's 

earliest journalistic writings in his period of Radical 

Liberalism (1841-1843) through his periods of Revolutionary 

Humanism (1843) and Original Marxism (1844-1845) to the 

works of the Transitional Period (1845-1847), his works of 

maturation (1847-1858), and -- finally -- his fully mature 

works (1858-1883). (For my classification of Marx's works by 

period see the Appendix: "Stages in the Development of 

Marx's Thought.") 

Besides laying the groundwork for the refutation of 

the view that Marx's world view is devoid of normative value 

judgments in general or of moral value judgments (and prin-

ciples) in particular a refutation developed in detail in 

21 
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Chapter 6 -- the present chapter, together with Chapter 3, 

4, and 5 take up the issue of the nature of Marx's implicit 

moral views. Although Marx's moral views have been given a 

great many divergent interpretations, I argue for the fol

lowing theses: (1) that though the moral component of 

Marx's concepts of alienation and exploitation are central 

to his moral perspective, they are not basic but can be 

analyzed in terms of other, more basic moral principles 

or standards; (2) these more basic principles or stan

dards are freedom (as self-determination), human community, 

and self-realization; and (3) if these principles or 

standards can be analyzed in terms of some even more funda

mental notion, it is not the notion of utility or the satis

faction of preferences or desires but that of human dignity, 

a notion with a distinctly "deontological" ring. In Chapters 

4 and 5 I shall go on to argue that though Marx's implicit 

moral theory is concerned to promote the goods of freedom 

(as self-determination), human community, and self-realiza-

tion, it is not -- strictly speaking -- a consequentialist 

theory. It is, instead, best classified as a mixed deonto

logical theory since Marx is not committed to the maximiza

tion of these goods but rather to the equal opportunity on 

the part of all to acquire them and since his most fundamen

tal moral concern is human dignity rather than pleasure, 

happiness, or any notion of human well-being which does not 

take self-respect into consideration. 



Marx's First Period: Radical Liberalism (1841-1843) 

In his initial, radical liberal period -- from the 

time he received his Ph.D. in philosophy from the University 

of Jena in Berlin (April 1841) until he resigned as the 

editor of the Rheinische Zeitung (March 1843) -- Marx found 

no problem in speaking of moral or ethical requirements or 

making explicit moral judgments. In this period we also 

find Marx's only attempts at characterizing morality from an 

internal point of view as a realm of human discourse or 

theory as opposed to his characterizations of morality from 

an external point of view as a cultural or social phenomenon 

in his later, social-scientific works. 

In one of his earliest articles, "Comments on the 

Latest Prussian Censorship Instructions," \vhich was orig-

inally written in 1842 for Arnold Ruge's Deutsche Jahrbucher 

but published by Ruge in Anekdota Zur Neuesten Deutschen 

Philosophie und Publicistik (1843) in Switzerland when the 

Deutsche Jahrbucher was shut down by the Prussian censors, 

Marx condemns censorship on grounds that "it violates the 

most universal of all religions: the sacredness and invio-
1 

lability of sUbjective conviction." The censorship in-

struction, 1-1arx argues, puts forward no "obj ecti ve norms" 

but, instead, relies on the judgment of the censors as to 

23 
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whether or not "the tendency" of writings is "well-inten-

tioned" or "harmful" and it must, therefore, be classified 

as "tendentious." "Such laws," he writes, "are based on a 

lack of character and on an unethical and materialistic view 

of the state. They are indiscreet outcries of bad con-
2 

science." (emphasis added) 

In a paragraph that clearly reveals his Kantian 

predilections in his conception of morality at this time, 

Marx attacks those who fail to separate religion from moral-

ity: 

The specifically Christian legislator cannot recog
nize morality as an independent sphere sanctified in 
itself, for he derives the inner universal essence 
of morality from religion. Independent morality 
offends the basic principles of religion, and parti
cular concepts of religion are opposed to morality. 
Morality recognizes only its own universal and 
rational religion, and religion only its own parti
cular and positive morality. Following the Instruc
tion, censorship will have to repudiate such intel
lectual heroes of morality as Kant, Fichte, Spinoza 
for being irreligious and threatening discipline, 
morals, and outward loyalty. All of these mlralists 
proceed from a principled opposition between moral
ity and religion, because morality they claim, is 
based on the autonomy, and religion on the heteron
omy of the human spirit. 3 

The notion that morality can and must be an indepen-

dent, autonomous realm which is not subordinate to religion 

also comes out at the end of his article, "On a Proposed 

Divorce Law," one of Marx's contributions to Rheinishche-

Zeitung and, perhaps, the essay of this period most replete 

with moral language and moral claims. There he contraposes 

"conscious subordination to ethico-natural forces" to 
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"unconscious obedience to a supra-ethical and supernatural 
4 

authority." Although Marx does not -- either here or else-

where -- explain what he means by "ethico-natural forces," 

it is clear that he is primarily distinguishing the sort of 

morality which would be based on such considerations from a 

morality based on religious commitments or the commands of 

God. Although one might be tempted to interpret this phrase 

as indicating that Marx has -- at this point in his develop-

ment, at any rate a naturalistic theory of the good or 

that his ethical views take our naturalistic inclinations as 

the basis for all moral judgments, this would be wrong. The 

most important element in this phrase concerning obedience 

or duty is the part reading "conscious subordination." This 

indicates that the choice of moral principles must be made 

on the basis of one's own rational reflection and must not 

be subordinated to any outer authority. This hooks up with 

other renlarks he makes around this time -- especially those 

employing the terms autonomy and heteronomy indicating 

his deep concern with the Kantian notion of the individual 

as an autonomous chooser of ends. And to whatever extent he 

accepted Kant's characterization of morality -- which 

appears to be quite considerable he would have, of 

course, distanced himself from the view that we should take 

our naturalistic inclinations as a basis for moral judg-

ments. For the Kantian, to do so is a failure in moral 
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reasoning of the first order: it is to let morality (practi-

cal reason) be ruled by the heteronomy rather than the 

autonomy of the human will. 

Further evidence of the fact that Marx makes sub-

stantive moral judgments in this period as well as of the 

fact that his views of morality as well as these sUbstantive 

moral views are firmly ensconced in the deontological and 

rational will tradition of Kantian and Post-Kantian German 

philosophy can be found in "On a Proposed Divorce Law." He 

asks, for example: 

If a legislator considers spiritual sacredness and 
not human ethics as the essence of marriage, if he 
replaces- self-determination by determination from 
above, inner natural dedication by a supernatural 
sanction, and loyal submission to the nature of the 
relationship by passive obedience to commandments -
commandments transcending the nature of that rela
tionship can he be blamed for subjugating mar
riage to the church .•. ? (emphasis added) 5 

However, even though religion cannot decree what is 

right and wrong, neither can the human individual or the 

legislator. Marx claims that "no legislature can decree 
6 

what is ethical." Revealing his leanings toward the natural 

law branch of the tradition of ethical rationalism at this 

time, he declares: "The legislator •.. must consider him-

self a naturalist. He does not make laws; he does not invent 

them; he only formulates them. He expresses the inner 

principles of spiritual relationships in conscious, positive 
7 

laws." 

As to the substantive moral issue at hand, Marx 
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writes, "The Reinishche Zeitung agrees with the bill in 

considering the present marriage law unethical, the numerous 

and frivolous reasons for divorce inappropriate, and the 

procedure used so far not commensurate with the dignity of 
8 

the matter." (emphasis added) He goes on to condemn those 

who "take an eudaemonistic view" of marriage and divorce: 

that 

They think only of two individuals and forget the 
family. They forget that nearly every dissolution 
of a marriage is the dissolution of a family and 
that the children and what belongs to them should 
not be dependent on arbitrary whims, even from a 
purely legal point of view.... Those opponents, 
therefore, take into account only individual will, 
or rather the caprice of the spouses; they do not 
consider the will of the marriage, the ethical sub
stance of this relationship. 9 

Furthermore, according to Marx, it should be the case 

the legislator shows reverence for marriage and 
recognizes its deeply ethical nature. Compliance 
with the wishes of individuals would become harsh
ness agaInst their-essential nature, against their 
ethical rationality, which is embodied in ethical 
relationships. (emphasis added) 10 

A clearer declaration of kinship to the rational 

will tradition of Rousseau and Kant could hardly be asked. 

The requirements of morality stem from the autonomy of the 

will (i.e. reason) rather than from its heteronomy (desire 

or inclination). Individuals must attend (or, by law, be 

made to attend) to their "ethical rationality," i.e. to 

their real, rational wills rather than their empirical 

wills. As with most components of Marx's world-view in this 
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period, however, his views on morality are mediated by those 

of Hegel ... in particular, by Hegells distinction between 

an ethical essence and its corresponding existence: 

Hegel says: implicitly and in accordance with its 
concept, marriage should be indissoluble, but only 
implicitly, that is, only in accordance with its 
concept. This says nothing which is peculiar to 
marriage. All ethical relationships are by their 
very concept indissoluble, as one can easily find by 
assuming their truth. A true marriage, a true 
friendship is indissoluble~ but there is no state, 
no marriage, no friendship that completely corre
sponds to its concept. Actual friendship even with
in the family is dissoluble~ the actual state in 
world history is dissoluble: and so is actual mar
riage in the state. No ethical existence corre
sponds to its essence, or at least does not have to 
correspond to it. 11 

the state decides under which conditions an 
existing marriage has ceased to be a marriage. Di
vorce is nothing but the declaration that a marriage 
is dead and that its existence is only pretense and 
deception. It is obvious that neither the arbitrar
iness of the legislator nor that of private persons 
can decide whether or not a marriage is dead. Only 
the nature of things can do that, for a death cer
tificate, as is well known, depends on factual evi
dence and not on the wishes of the interested par
ties. Now, as precise unmistakable proof is re
quired for physical death, the legislator can de
clare an ethical death only in the presence of the 
most indubitable symptoms, since to conserve the 
life of ethical relationships is not only his right 
but also his duty. 12 

Marx differentiates himself from Hegells author i-

tarian political views, however, and indicates his own com-

mitment to democracy when in the next paragraph he states: 

liThe guarantee ... that the conditions will be fairly sub-

stantiated under which the existence of an ethical relation-

ship no longer corresponds to its essence • • . will be 
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present only when law is the conscious expression of the 
13 

will of the people, created with and through it." Here 

Marx's view is closer to that of Rousseau -- at least on 

those nontotalitarian interpretations of Rousseau in which 

autonomy and free consensual agreement are definitive of the 

general will and not vica versa. 

Nevertheless, Marx at this time is basically a 

Hegelian in his view of society and history as well as in 

his normative political theory (with the exception noted 

above) . He accepts Hegel's view that reason is progres-

sively manifesting itself in history as well as Hegel's 

concept of the state as the actualization of rational free-

dome Tracing the historical development of this view, Marx 

writes: 

Machiavelli and Campanella earlier, and Hobbes, 
Spinoza, and Hugo Grotius later, down to Rousseau, 
Fichte, and Hegel began considering the state from 
the human viewpoint and developed its natural laws 
from reason and experience. 14 

While the earlier philosophers of state law derived 
the state from drives of ambition and gregarious
ness, or from reason -- though not reason in society 
but rather in the individual -- the more ideal and 
profound view of modern philosophy derives it from 
the idea of the whole. It considers the state as 
the great organism in which legal, ethical, and 
political freedom has to be actualized and in which 
the individual citizen simply obeys the natural laws 
of his own reason, human reason, in the laws of the 
state .... 15 

Nevertheless, since "no ethical existence corre-

sponds to its essence, or at least does not have to corre-

spond to it," it is the job of philosophy to make sure that 
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the state realizes its essence to the greatest degree possi-

ble. As Marx puts it: "philosophy interprets the rights of 

humanity. Philosophy demands that the state be the state of 
16 

human nature." 

But whereas Hegel interprets the freedom to be ac-

tualized by the state as merely the rationality of the 

bureaucracy which, on his view, is to run it, Marx inter-

prets it as including not only such civil liberties as 

freedom of thought and of the press but the active and equal 

participation of the entire citizenry as well. While Hegel 

is a conservative who advocates monarchy, a limited fran-

chise, and government by middle class, professional bureau-

cracies, Marx is a democrat and, in many ways, a liberal. 

As a radical journalist writing for opposition newspapers in 

Germany, Marx defended freedom of the press and freedom of 

thought and, as we have seen, demanded that the state be 

subject to the will of the people rather than the reverse. 

"In an ethical state," Marx claims, "the view of the state 

is subordinated to its members, even if they oppose an organ 
17 

of the state or government." 



Marx's Second Period: Revolutionary Humanism (1843) 

Marx's second period which, as I have divided his 

work, takes up only the second half of 1843 and consists of 

Critique of Hegel's Philosophy of Right which he worked on 

during the summer of 1843 and his contributions to the first 

and only issue of Deutsche-Franzosische Jahrbucher (viz. "On 

the Jewish Question", "Contribution to the Critique of 

Hegel's Philosophy of Right: Introduction" and "Letters to 

Arnold Ruge") published by Ruge and Marx in January 1844. 

They are most notable for: (1) the change in his normative 

political position from being a supporter of the bourgeois 

democratic state to an advocate of some sort of more com

munal society along the lines of Rousseau's model of the 

good society and (2) the change in his views on the means of 

social change from the view that philosophical and journal

istic criticism is sufficient to the view that political 

activity and, even, material force may be necessary. These 

two changes were, for the most part, a result of changes in 

his empirical rather than his moral views. From the begin

ning, Marx accepted the values of the Enlightenment and the 

French Revolution -- liberty, equality, and fraternity -- in 

addition to the value of self-realization as stressed by the 

German philosophical tradition and these are the values 
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which lie behind his demand for the "realization of philoso-

phy."* Marx had only to reach the conclusion that bourgeois 

society does not allow for the "realization of philosophy," 

i.e. for the realization of these values, and that philo-

sophical criticism is not an effective means to create 

social arrangements which do realize these values in 

order to reach his new positions. This is not to say that 

Marx's moral views were absolutely'static or that the way in 

which they were expressed did not change at all. The third 

noticeable change in this period, in fact, is that Marx --

under the impact of Feuerbach's writings -- came to express 

his moral views more and more in terms of the dignity or, 

conversely, the degradation or dehumanization of man. This, 

* The tremendous influence of French Enlightenment 
Thought on both his descriptive-explanatory and evaluative 
Vlews comes out most clearly, perhaps, in a section of 
The Holy Family (1845) entitled "Battle Against F~ench 
Materialism" in which Marx defends the French Enlightenment 
philosophers from the attacks of Bruno Bauer and his school 
of Critical Criticism: 

No great acumen is required to see the necessary 
connection of materialism with communism and social
ism from the doctrines of materialism concerning the 
original goodness and equal intellectual endowment 
of man, the omnipotence of experience, habit and 
education, the influence of external circumstances 
on man, the extreme importance of industry, the 
justification of enjoyment, etc. If man forms all 
his knowledge, perception, etc., from the world of 
sense and experience in the world of sense, then it 
follows that the empirical world must be so arranged 
that he experiences and gets used to what is truly 
human in it, that he experiences himself as man. If 
enlightened interest is the principle of all moral
ity, it follows that men's private interests should 
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however, seems merely a change in the manner in which Marx's 

basic moral sentiments are expressed and cannot account for 

the changes in his normative political positions. 

In Marx's first expressly theoretical manuscript 

Critigue of Hegel's Philosophy of Right he both reaffirms 

his commitment to democracy and begins to doubt that bour-

geois society, with its divisions between the state and 

civil society and between man as citizen and man as egoistic 

individual, has the potential to become a genuinely democra-

tic and genuinely 'human' society. Consequently, he defends 

universal suffrage and participation of all in political 

processes against Hegel's view of limited suffrage and 

government by a middle class bureaucracy: "The drive of 

civil society to become political or to make political 

society actual is evident as a drive toward participation in 
19 

legislative power as universal as possible." 

According to Marx, "voting, is the paramount politi-

cal interest of civil society. Only in unlimited voting, 

active as well as passive, does civil society actually rise 

coincide with human interests . ... If man is formed 
by circumstances, then his circumstances must be 
made human. If man is by nature social, then he 
develops his true nature only in society and the 
power of his nature must be measured not by the 
power of the single individual but by the power of 
society. 18 

Marx also indicates the impact of Enlightenment Thought 
on his moral views when he goes on in this section to pre
sent a number of excerpts from the ethical writings of 
Holbach, Helvetius, and Jeremy Bentham. 
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to an abstraction of itself, to political existence as its 
20 

true universal and essential existence. 1I 

In the same manuscript, however, Marx indicates that 

universal suffrage Le. liThe idea that all as indivi-

duals should participate in deliberating and deciding on 
21 

political matters of general concern,1I is not, in and of 

itself, sufficient. In a passage which is, again, remini-

scent of Rousseau -- whose obvious influence Marx never made 

clear -- he claims that: 

In a really rational state one could answer, lilt is 
not the case that all as individuals should partici
pate in deliberating and deciding on political mat
ters of general concern,1I for the lIindividuals" 
participate in deliberating and deciding on politi
cal matters of general concern as "all," that is, 
within society and as parts of society. Not all as 
individuals, but individuals as all. 22 

As with Rousseau's conception of the general will, 

this can be interpreted as a prescription that everyone 

accept the moral point of view, that is, that everyone vote 

on the basis of the common good rather than their individual 

good or, more precisely, that they come to think of the 

common good as their individual good. As we shall see, the 

prescription that all members of society ought to act on the 

basis of the common good of the human community as a whole, 

as well as the associated empirical thesis that people could 

and, in general, would act on this basis in a rationally 

constructed society are theses that show up, in one form or 

another, in all the rest of Marx's works. In "On the Jewish 
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Question" Marx refers to this thesis as the incorporation of 

the abstract, moral citizen into the egoistic, individualis

tic man of civil society. In the Economic and Philosophical 

Manuscripts he refers to it variously as "universal," 

"social," "communal," or "species" consciousness and calls 

persons who embody this sort of consciousness "species

beings." And although he does not often explicitly refer to 

this type of consciousness in his fully mature works it is, 

nevertheless, presupposed by his vision- of communism as a 

stateless, conflictless society in which everyone exists in 

perfect harmony. 

Furthermore, in "On the Jewish Question" Marx con

demns the "acquisitive spirit" of Judaism or -- as he makes 

clear the system of private property and egoistic bour

geois civil society. He, again, distinguishes the state and 

the role of citizen from civil society and the role of 

egoistic individual and, consequently, political emancipa

tion from human emancipation. Political emancipation is the 

emancipation of members of society from the political re

pression of the state: it is the guaranteed recognition of 

their political rights. Mere political emancipation does 

not, however, emancipate the member of civil society from 

the separated, isolated, individualistic, and egoistic con

dition of civil society itself. Realization of the various 

proposed "rights of man" is, thus, not sufficient for the 

attainment of a genuinely human or genuinely good society. 
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Marx thus prescribes 'human' emancipation, that is, "the 

emancipation of civil society." But a necessary condition 

for human emancipation is the incorporation of the abstract, 

moral citizen into man as member of ' civil society: 

Political Emancipation is a reduction of man, on the 
one hand to a member of civil society, an indepen
dent and egoistic individual, and on the other hand, 
to a citizen, to a moral person. 

Human emancipation will only be complete when 
the real individual man has absorbed into himself 
the abstract citizen; when as an individual man, in 
his everyday life, in his work, and in his relation
ships, he has become a species-being; and when he 
has recognized and organized his own powers (forces 
propres) as social powers so that he no longer 
separates this social power from himself as politi
cal power. 23 

In terms of his empirical theory, Marx first links 

his normative political positions to the plight of the 

proletariat in "Contribution to the Critique of Hegel's 

Philosophy of Right: Introduction." Here Marx claims that 

human emancipation is tied up with the emancipation of a 

"universal" class, that is, a class whose "sufferings are 

universal" which -- in the case of modern industrial society 

-- is the proletariat. Furthermore, "the proletariat de-

mands the negation of private property •. •• " and "Just as 

philosophy finds its material weapon in the proletariat, so 

the proletariat finds its intellectual weapons in philoso-

phy . . philosophy can only be realized by the abolition 

of the proletariat, and the proletariat can only be abol-
24 

ished by the realization of philosophy." 
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As to the evolution of his views on the means of 

social change, in a September 1843 letter to Arnold Ruge, 

Marx still sees philosophical criticism as the way to social 

change, albeit this criticism must be a "relentless criti-

cism of all existing conditions, relentless in the sense 

that criticism is not afraid of its findings and just as 
25 

little afraid of the conflict with the powers that be." 

By the end of this period, however, Marx claims that! "Crit-

icism is no longer an end in itself, but simply a means; 

indignation is its essential mode of feeling, and denuncia-
26 

tion its principal task." And, more importantly, "it is 

clear that the arm of criticism cannot replace the criticism 

of arms. Material force can only be overthrown by material 
27 

force. " 

Marx's third change of this period his accep-

tance of Feuerbach's humanistic moral terminology -- is 

evidenced as early as a May 1843 letter to Ruge. Speaking 

on the manner in which society can be revitalized and im-

proved, Marx states that "freedom, the feeling of man's 

dignity will have to be awakened. Only this 

feeling • can again transform society into a community 

of men to achieve their highest purpose, a democratic 
28 

state." He claims that "Despotism's only idea is contempt 

for man, dehumanized man . 
29 

A Despot only sees man as 

degraded" and that "The principle of monarchy in general 
30 

is man despised, despicable, dehumanized." Furthermore, 
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t-1arx speaks of entering "the human wor ld of democracy" and 
-- 31 

of "an order of free mankind." * 

To see that Marx's criticism of politics at this 

time is very similar to Feuerbach's criticism of religion, 

one need only sUbstitute the word "religion" for the terms 

"despotism", "despot", and "monarchy" in the sentences 

above. When these sUbstituions are made, we have: "Reli-

gion's only idea is contempt for man, dehumanized man •. 

Religion only sees man as degraded" and "The principle of 

religion in general is man despised, despicable, dehuman

ized." This is, of course, precisely Feuerbach's criticism 

of religion framed precisely in his terms. Feuerbach be-

lieved that religion -- or, at any rate, the Judeo-Christian 

tradition in religion which hypothesized a personal God 

is a sign of the psychic or "spiritual" alienation of the 

human species. Religion of this sort arises from the human 

species I externalization and projection of its needs and 

values into an other-worldly, transcendent realm and, in 

particular, into the person of God. Through this process of 

projection and reification, Feuerbach argues, human beings 

come to compare themselves to the perfect and all-powerful 

creature they have built up in their imaginations and, thus, 

come to look upon themselves as debased, despised, and 

* All emphases in this paragraph were added except 
for the word "dehumanized" in the sentence beginning "The 
principle of monarchy," which is italicized in the original. 
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despicable creatures. Religion "dehumanizes" man and the 

Feuerbachian project is to get people to become conscious of 

this connection, to lose interest in and become free of 

religious illusions, and to thus, be "rehumanized" , Le. to 

take 'man' as the most important being for 'man' and to 

relish in the g~ory of the human species rather than that of 

an illusory God. As Marx remarks in the September 1843 

letter to Ruge quoted above: "Our entire purpose consists 

in nothing else (as is also the case in Feuerbach's criti-

cism of religion) but bringing the religious and political 
32 

problems into self-conscious human form." 

The classic formulation of Marx's revolutionary 

humanist morality, however, is contained in "Contribution to 

a Critique of Hegel's Philosophy of Right: Introduction": 

The criticism of religion ends with the doctrine 
that man is the supreme being for man. It ends, 
therefore, with the categorical imperative to over
throw all those conditions in which man is an 
abased, enslaved, abandoned, contemptible being -
conditions which can hardly be better described than 
in the exclamation of a Frenchman on the occasion of 
a proposed tax upon dogs: "Wretched dogs! They 
want to treat you like men!" 33 

Although Marx is not a moral philosopher and, thus, 

makes no attempt to construct a systematic moral theory, it 

is clear from these remarks that -- at least in these early 

stages of the development of his thought -- Marx h~s moral 

views and these moral views are most fundamentally based on 

the concept of intrinsic human dignity or worth rather than 

on the satisfaction of human desires. In this respect at 
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le~~t they must be classified as "deontological" as opposed 

to utilitarian. These moral views, as I shall argue pre-

sently, run through the rest of Marx's 'vorks even though the 

terminology in which they are expressed changes somewhat and 

they become less and less explicit. They constitute for 

Marx what he refers to in another context as the "ideas won 

by our intelligence, embodied in our outlook, and forged in 

our conscience • • chains from which we cannot tear our-

selves away without breaking our hearts. .• demons we can 
34 

overcome only by submitting to them." 



Marx's Third Period: Original Marxism (1844) 

Even though Marx was beginning to have an impact 

somewhat earlier, it was not until 1844 -- after he moved to 

Paris to escape the Prussian censors -- that Marx came into 

his own as an original theorist. It was in this year that 

as a result of his critical study of classical political 

economy and his adaptation of Hegel's problematic of objec

tification, alienation, and the transcendence of alienation 

to the historical development of human nature through human 

productive activity that he first formulated the doctrines 

constituting "Original Marxism." These doctrines include 

Marx's critique of classical political economy as an explan

atory theory, his critique of capitalism as a social system, 

a more detailed presentation of his humanist morality, and 

the beginnings of his materialist theory of history. Fur

thermore, it is in the Economic and Philosophical Manu

scripts of 1844 (hereafter referred to as the Paris Manu

scripts, or, more simply, the Manuscripts) that he first 

explicitly espouses communism in his normative political 

theory and offers the beginnings of an empirical explanation 

of its possibility and, indeed -- on Marx's view its 

inevitability. It is also here that Marx's concept of 

alienation blooms into the central category of his implicit 

41 
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humanist morality. 

In this period Marx generally does not use the terms 

"moral" or "ethical" to qualify his own evaluative judgments 

as he had previously. His moral judgments are now almost 

entirely implicit and are, for the most part, packed into 

such quasi-descriptive terms as "alienation" and as he 

uses the term -- "human," as well as into such less philo

sophical, value-laden terms as "impoverishment," "misery," 

"'VIe II-being, " "debasement, " "degradation, " 

"freedom," "enjoyment," "satisfaction," 

"domination," 

"servitude," 

"depravity," "domination," "unnatural," "inhuman," "cruel," 

"crude," and "malignant." 

Not only has Marx stopped qualifying his evaluative 

judgments. by the terms "ethical" and "moral" but he has 

also stopped speaking of morality as an autonomous realm 

and, in effect, has stopped trying to characterize what 

today we refer to as the "moral point of view." When Marx 

speaks of morality in this period -- and from now on -- he 

speaks of it from a descriptive, sociological point of view. 

He speaks of the morality of particular classes, groups, and 

individual theoreticians. That Marx now conceives of moral

ity from an external, sociological point of view rather than 

from an internal, evaluative point of view is further borne 

out by his comment that "the bearing of political economy 

upon morals is either arbitrary and accidental and thus 

lacking any scientific basis or character, is a mere sham, 
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or else it is essential and can then only be a relation 
35 

between economic laws and morals." His project concerning 

morality from this point on is to ascertain the relation of 

a mode of production and its economic laws and -- by exten-

tion -- the interests of its dominant socio-economic class 

to the system or systems of mores (accepted moral values) it 

contains. In this sense Marx is one of the seminal figures 

in the sociology of morals. 

Although Marx's world-view is, in this period, 

becoming more and more empirical and, in a broad sense of 

the term, scientific it is still -- at this point -- in some 

respects philosophical. These philosophical aspects involve 

the concepts of alienation and its transcendence, on the one 

hand, and the concepts of essence and existence, on the 

other. While these concepts are beginning to receive a 

descriptive, social-scientific content there is nevertheless 

the underlying assumption that whatever is alienated seeks 

to overcome (transcend or supersede) its alienation and that 

existences tend toward their essences. Nevertheless, it is 

clear that Marx is in the process of abandoning the Hegelian 

idealism which his earlier views approximated. In the sec-

tion entitled "Critique of Hegel's Dialectic and General 

Philosophy" in the Manuscripts Marx -- who was always too 

much of a naturalistic inclination to be fully a Hegelian 

attacks the idealistic aspect of Hegel's philosophy: 



When Hegel conceives wealth, the power of the state, 
etc. as entities alienated from the human being, he 
conceives them only in their thought form. They are 
entities of thought and thus simply an alienation of 
pure (i.e. abstract) philosophical thought. The 
whole movement therefore ends in absolute knowledge. 
It is precisely abstract thought from which these 
objects are alienated, and which they confront 
with their presumptuous reality. It is 
not the fact that the human being objectifies him
self inhumanly, in opposition to abstract thought 
but that he objectifies himself by distinction from 
and in opposition to abstract thought, which consti
tutes alienation as it exists and as it has to be 
transcended. 36 

For Hegel, human life, man, is equivalent to self
consciousness. A~alienation of human life is, 
therefore, nothing but alienation of self-conscious
ness. This alienation of self-consciousness is not 
regarded as the expression, reflected in knowledge 
and thought, of the real alienation of human life. 
37 
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Nevertheless, Marx for the first time in this period 

adopts the Hegelian problematic of objectification, aliena-

tion, and the transcendence of alienation. Ironically, Marx 

did not utilize this pLoblematic in his initial periods of 

development when he was actually much closer philosophically 

and politically to Hegel. The acceptance of the problematic 

of alienation, however, goes hand in hand with his growing 

attachment to the new science of political economy and is, 

perhaps, to be attributed as much to his reading of Adam 

Smith and the other Classical Political Economists as to his 

re-reading of Hegel's works at this time. His first study 

of Hegel "Critique of Hegel's Philosophy of Right" 

which he worked on in 1842 and 1843, in fact, contains no 

hint of the importance he would a year later attach to the 
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concept of alienation. Furthermore, "Hegel's standpoint,1I 

according to Marx, "is that of modern political economy. He 

conceives of labour as the essence, the 
38 

essence of man . . . ." 

self-confirming 

The outstanding achievement of Hegel's Phenomenology 
is, first, that Hegel grasps the self-creation of 
man as a process, objectification as a transcendence 
of thts alienation, and that he, therefore, grasps 
the nature of labour, and conceives objective man 
(true, because real man) as a result of his own 
labour. 39 

In short, Hegel conceives labour as man's act of 
self-creation (though in abstract terms) .... 40 

On Marx's adaptation of the Hegelian problematic, 

human beings objectify their natural powers and faculties by 

creating an objective world of material and cultural objects 

and in this historical development of material and intellec-

tual production,beings create themselves, create 

their own historical human natures. While there is a cer-

tain basic or essential human nature or, rather, set of 

natural powers and faculties, common to all (normal) persons 

throughout history, human personality and identity are 

created by and through the production of systems of physical 

and cultural objects of each specific historical period and 

culture. 

. . . the whole of what is called human history is 
nothing but the creation of man by human labour, and 
the emergence of nature for man. 41 

Nature as it develops in human history, in the act 
of genesis of human society, is the actual nature of 
man; thus nature as it develops through industry 



though in an alienated form, is truly anthropologi
cal nature. 42 

the history of industry and industry as it 
objectively exists is an open book of the human 
faculties, and a human psychology which can be sen
suously apprehended. 43 

46 

This creation of historical human nature, of human 

identity and personality, is, however, dependent upon the 

creation of cultural objects as much as upon the creation of 

physical objects. Marx speaks of the "objects of natural 

science and art" as "man's spiritual inorganic nature, his 

intellectual means of life, which he must first prepare for 
44 

enjoyment and perpetuation" and claims that: 

It is only through the objectively deployed wealth 
of the human being that the wealth of subjective 
human sensibility. . is cultivated and created. 
For it is not only the five senses, but also the so
called spiritual senses, the practical senses 
(desiring, loving, etc.), in brief, human sensibil
ity and the human character of the senses, which can 
only come into being through the existence of its 
object, through humanized nature. The cultivation 
of the five senses is the work of all previous 
history. 45 

However, in all societies that have existed so far 

these material and cultural objects have been in some sense 

(or senses) separated from the vast majority of human 

beings, taken out of the orbit of their utilization and 

control and, consequently, have been perceived by the vast 

majority of persons as "alien" and "hostile." The vast 

majority, therefore, have not only been alienated from (1) 

the objects or products of material and intellectual produc-

tion but, according to Marx, from (2) the process of produc-
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(4) nature and (5) their own 

selves, "human life," or their own "species-being." These 

forms of alienation will be transcended on Marx's view, only 

when the vast majority regain control of these objects and 

their own lives, which is possible only when they become 

truly social beings which, in turn, is possible only with 

the creation of communist society. 

Although the philosophical language of objectifica

tion, alienation, and the transcendence of alienation is 

somewhat vague and confusing, Marx's use of these terms, 

unlike Hegel's, does not require any profound metaphysical 

assumptions. Of the three German terms -- "vergegenstand

lichung,1I lIentausserung,1I and lIentfremdungli -- generally 

lumped together under the English terms lIalienation li and 

"estrangement," the first is almost entirely descriptive in 

nature, the second is primarily descriptive and secondarily 

evaluative, and the third is primarily evaluative and only 

secondarily descriptive. All three concepts enter into 

Marx's philosophical anthropology and are connected by him 

to the categories of political economy. 

Marx claims that human beings, through ,their physi

cal and intellectual labor, objectify (in the sense of 

"vergegenstandlichung") their powers and faculties in mater

ial and cultural objects. In the modern system of the 

division of labor and private property the greater part of 
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humanity is -- in the sense of "entausserung" -- divested of 

or alienated from the material and cultural objects they 

create. These objects are, in other words, alienated from 

the common, laboring human being in precisely the sense that 

one alienates one's property to another when he sells it to 

him: he loses control of it. Finally, this social system 

-- as all social systems based on the opposition of dominant 

and subordinate classes, as the later Marx observes 

alienates (in the sense of "entfremdung") one from the 

process and product of production as well as from other 

persons and one's self (i.e. one's own human nature) because 

one feels separated and isolated from these objects and 

perceives them as hostile forces against which one feels 

powerless. 

It is clear that part of the meaning of "alienation" 

-- at least in the sense of "entfremdung" -- is its negative 

evaluative connotation. Marx makes this clear, for exam-

pIe, when he speaks of "the sense of alienation" as "error, 
46 

a defect, that which ought not to be." (emphasis added) 

The moral content of the various forms of alienation Marx 

describes in the Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts, 

the moral grounds upon which these forms of alienation are 

condemned by Marx can, I think, be successfully reduced to 

three primary moral principles to which Marx implicitly 

subscribes in the Manuscripts and throughout the rest of his 

writings to the end of his life: freedom (as self-deter-
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mination), human community, and self-realization. On this 

interpretation, alienation from the products of E!oduction 

has primarily to do with the domination of the producer by 

alien powers and thus, with a lack of freedom; alienation 

from the process of production similarly has to do with the 

domination of the producer by "alien powers" and the result-

ant loss of meaningfulness of his work which indicates not 

only a lack of freedom but a lack of genuine community as 

well. Alienation from other men (and women) is morally 

objectionable because it indicates the lack of genuine com

munity and, thus, of the opportunity to realize certain 

human potentialities which have genuine human community as 

their pre-condition. Alienation from the species-self or 

from one's own "truly human" nature indicates that certain 

of one's "human" potentialities cannot be realized under 

prevalent socio-economic conditions and, thus, indicates 

that the value of self-realization as well as the value of 

human community is being impugned. 

Alienation is, in fact, the evaluative concept Marx 

employs most in his critique of "the system of private 

property" or what he later simply refers to as capitalism. 

Human beings are alienated in this social system because of: 

(1) the detrimental conditions they must live and work under 

(detrimental, that is, to their physical and mental health, 

their ability to realize their human potentialities, and--
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in general -- their ability to flourish) and (2) the lack of 

control they are accorded concerning their lives and their 

work situations. This much, on Marx's analysis, is con-

firmed by the principles of political economy themselves: 

We shall begin from a contemporary economic fact. 
The worker becomes poorer the more wealth he pro
duces and the more his production increases in power 
and extent. The worker becomes an ever cheaper 
commodity the more goods he creates. The devalua
tion of the human world increases in direct relation 
with the increase in value of the world of things. 
Labour does not onlY-create goods: it also produces 
itself and the worker as a commodity, and indeed in 
the same proportion as it produces goods. 47 

(The alienation of the worker in his object is 
expressed as follows in the la\~s of political econ-

, omy: the more the worker produces the less he has 
to consume: the more value he creates the more 
worthless he becomes: the more refined his product 
the more crude and misshapen the worker: the more 
civilized the product the more barbarous the worker: 
the more powerful the work the more feeble the 
worker: the more the work manifests intelligence the 
more the worker declines in intelligence and becomes 
a slave of nature.) 

Political economy conceals the alienation in the 
nature of labour in so far as it does not examine 
the direct relationship b"etween the worker (work) 
and production. Labour certainly produces marvels 
for the rich but it produces privation for the 
worker. It produces palaces, but hovels for the 
worker. It produces beauty, but deformity for the 
worker. It replaces labour by machinery, but it 
casts some of the workers back into a barbarous kind 
of work and turns the others into machines. It 
produces intelligence, but also stupidity and cre
tinism for the workers. 48 

These non-optimal, detrimental effects of a society 

based on private property, profit, and the division of labor 

Marx now describes in terms of various forms of alienation. 

By way of contrast, in his later works Marx is satisfied to 
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illustrate these effects without subsuming them under the 

concept of alienation. Though the manner in which he de-

scribes them thus changes, the postulation of the empirical 

effects themselves together with Marx's moral evaluation of 

them is constant throughout his writings. 

Two other concepts which figure into his evaluative 

framework at this time and which are, thus, linked to his 

concept of alienation are the concepts of "human" (or "truly 

human") and of "species-being." Although the term "human" 

may seem to be of a purely descriptive nature, Marx's use of 

it on some occasions is at least partially evaluative. In 

such phrases as "how far man's natural behavior has become 

human" and "the human nature of needs" it is clear that 

"human" means something like "that which is worthy of human 

beings." In turn, that which is worthy of human beings is 

that which allows for or promotes the realization of their 

essential or "truly human" capacities, namely: sociability 

and the capacity for free, conscious creative activity. 

Furthermore, it is these two capacities or powers that are, 

for Marx, definitive of trans-historical human nature or of 

what he calls man's "species-being;" it is these two capaci-

ties which distinguish human beings from the lower animals. 

Man is a species-being not only in the sense that he 
makes the community ... his object both practically 
and theoretically but also ... in the sense that he 
treats himself as the present living species, as a 
universal and consequently free being. 49 

Productive life is ... species-life . ... in the type 



of life activity resides the whole character of 3 

species, its species-character; and free, conscious 
activity is the species-character of human beings. 

The animal is one with its life activity. It 
does not distinguish the activity from itself. It 
is its activity. But man makes his life activity 
itse~an object of his will and consciousness. 
conscious life activity distinguishes man from the 
life activity of animals. Only for this reason is he 
a species-being. Or rather, he is only a self
conscious being, i.e. his own life is an object for 
him, because he is a species being. Only for this 
reason is his activity free activity. Alienated 
labour reverses the relationship, in that man be
cause he is a self-conscious being makes his life 
activity, his being, only a means for his existence. 
50 
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Thus, on Marx's view, one is alienated when one's 

essential human capacities are blocked or thwarted, when 

those potentialities whose fulfillment is a necessary condi-

tion for human wholeness, health, and happiness go unful-

filled. The system of private property and profit alienates 

human beings because it thwarts the fulfillment of these two 

essential human capacities. Underlying this view is both a 

descriptive-explanatory thesis and an evaluative one. The 

descriptive-explanatory thesis is that human beings are 

naturally communal and creative beings such that -- unless 

corrupted by social arrangements or other contingencies 

they will spontaneously cooperate among themselves and enter 

into creative activities. The evaluative or, more specific-

ally, moral thesis is that it is good for human individuals 

to be whole and to flourish and, consequently, it is good 

for human beings to be allowed to develop what Marx alter-

nately calls "social," "communal," "universal," or "species" 
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consciousness and to indulge in free, creative activity. It 

is good, in other words, that people be allowed to realize 

their essential human nature or conform to their species-

being. 

Communism (which is now the explicit goal in Marx's 

normative political theory) is to be preferred to capitalism 

precisely because it allows for the realization of these two 

essential human capacities and capitalism (the system of 

private property) does not. In one of his more Hegelian 

passages in the Manuscripts Marx claims: 

Communism is the positive abolition of private prop
erty, of human self-alienation, and thus the real 
appropriation of human nature through and for man. 
It is, therefore, the return of man himself as a 
social, i.e. really human being, a complete and 
conscious return which assimilates all the wealth of 
previous development. Communism as a fully devel
oped naturalism is humanism and as a fully developed 
humanism is naturalism. It is the definitive reso
lution of the antagonism between man and nature, and 
between man and man. It is the true solution of the 
conflict between existence and essence, between 
objectification and self-affirmation, between free
dom and necessity, between individual and species. 
It is the solution of the riddle of history and 
knows itself to be this solution. 51 

Although Marx's concept of communism is still ex-

pressed here primarily in philosophical language, Marx's 

emerging social and political realism is, by this time, also 

clearly in evidence: "In order to supersede the idea of 

private property," Marx writes, "communist ideas are suffi-

cient, but genuine communist activity is necessary in order 

to supersede real private property. History will produce it, 
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and the development which we already recognize in thought as 

self-transcending will in reality involve a severe and pro-
52 

tracted process." 



Marx's Transitional Works (1844-1847) 

Between Marx's early works which are primarily phil-

osophical and his later works which are primarily empirical 

and social-scientific lie a group of transitional works, 

each of which is noticeably less philosophical and more 

scientific than its predecessor. The first two of these 

works The Holy Family (1844-45) and The German Ideology 

(1845-46) together with Marx's "Theses on Feuerbach" 

(1845), constitute their polemic against the Young Hegel-

ians, Feuerbach, and German speculative philosophy in gen-

eral. This polemic, was meant to settle accounts with his 

(and Engels') "erstwhile philosophical conscience" but the 

most important part of it -- The German Ideology -- remained 

unpublished during their lives and was, as Marx says, "aban-

doned •.. to the gnawing criticism of the mice ... as we had 
53 

achieved our main purpose -- self-clarification." The 

final work of this period The Poverty of Philosophy 

(1847) is Marx's polemic against Proudhon's views as 

expressed in The Philosophy of Poverty and is, on Marx's 

view, his first genuinely scientific work.* 

* "The decisive points of our view were first scien
tifically, although only polemically, indicated in my work 
published in 1847 and directed against Proudhon: 
Misere de la Philosophie, etc." 54 

55 
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It is in this period that Marx first develops at 

least the fundamentals of all his empirical, social-scien

tific theories, the theories which -- whether they are ulti

mately correct or incorrect -- entitle Marx's thought to be 

designated scientific. These can be broken down into: (1) 

his general approach to accounting for socio-historical 

phenomena, (2) his theory of socio-historical transforma

tions (historical materialism proper), and (3) the somewhat 

less general and abstract set of theories surrounding his 

class analysis of society which serve as the basis for his 

analysis of capitalism and projections concerning post

capitalist society. (It is, by the way, only the truth of a 

subset of this last set of theories -- which Popper refers 

to as "Marx's institutional theories" -- that I take to be 

crucial to the justification of the Marxist's basic norma

tive political positions.) 

Even in The Holy Family -- the first and most philo

sophical work of this period and his first work of collab

oration with Engels -- Marx's developing social-scientific 

theories are in evidence even though he (and Engels) are 

still enmeshed in Hegelian and Young Hegelian terminology as 

they polemicize against Bruno Bauer -- one of Marx's former 

associates in Germany -- and his school of Critical Criti-

cism. Consider the following passage in which Marx both 

condemns the social situation of the proletariat and gives 

the outlines of an empirical, social-scientific explanation 
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of how and why it will abolish these oppressive social 

conditions and establish a better society . 

. in the fully-formed proletariat the abstrac
tion of all humanity, even of the semblance of 
humanity, is practically complete; since the condi
tions of life of the proletariat sum up all the 
conditions of life of society today in their most 
inhuman form; since man has lost himself in the 
proletariat, yet at the same time has not only 
gained theoretical consciousness of that. loss, but 
through urgent, no longer removable, no longer dis
guisable, absolutely imperative need -- the practi
cal expression of necessity -- is driven directly to 
revolt against this inhumanity, it follows that the 
proletariat can and must emancipate itself. But it 
cannot emancipate itself without abolishing the 
conditions of its own life. It cannot abolish the 
conditions of of its own life without abolishing all 
the inhuman conditions of life of society today 
which are summed up in its own situation . •.• It is 
not a question of what this or that proletarian or 
even the whole proletariat, at the moment regards as 
its aim. It is a question of what the proletariat 
is, and what, in accordance with this being, it will 
historically be compelled to do. Its aim and his
torical action is visibly and irrevocably foreshad
owed in its own life situation as well as in the 
whole organization of bourgeois society today. 55 

The last part of the paragraph foreshadows his ma-

terialist approach to history and his theory of historical 

materialism, but it is the first part which helps illuminate 

Marx's implicit moral views. Bourgeois society is "inhuman" 

or a form of "inhumanity" because it does not allow for the 

majority of its members to be treated as human beings should 

be treated; it does not allow people to realize the postive 

aspects of their human nature: sociability and free, con-

scious creative activity. Humanity is "abstracted" from the 

proletariat and "man has lost himself in the proletariat" 
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precisely because the proletarian's species-being is not 

allowed to flourish. 

The first criticism of private property proceeds, of 
course, from the fact in which its contradictory 
essence appears in the form that is most perceptible 
and most glaring and most directly arouses man's in
dignation -- from the fact of poverty, of misery. 56 

The class of the proletariat feels annihilated in 
estrangement; it sees in it its own powerlessness 
and the reality of an inhuman existence. It is, to 
use an expression of Hegel, in its abasement the 
indignation at that abasement, an indignation to 
which it is necessarily driven by the contradiction 
between its human nature and its conditions of life, 
which is the outright, resolute, and comprehensive 
negation of that nature. 57 

Although certain passages in this work expressing 

Marx's enormous intellectual debt to the French Enlighten-

ment philosophers and thinkers could easily be given a 

utilitarian interpretation, it is interesting to notice in 

these passages Marx's use of terms such as "abasement" and 

"indignation," which are, of course, utterly foreign to the 

utilitarian's intellectual landscape. These terms -- which 

link up with the notion of human dignity (of which Marx 

makes explicit use upon occasion) -- indicate that any 

interpretation of Marx as a utilitarian is quite likely 

going to fail to do justice to his most basic moral inclina-

tions. There is, in fact, evidence even in his later works 

that the mere maximization of pleasure, happiness, or pref-

erences is not, for Marx, the ultimate or most fundamental 

moral principle and perhaps not an acceptable moral prin-
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Although he thinks the satisfaction of human 

needs and, in general, human desires at least prima facie 

good, the more fundamental moral question is: "What does the 

dignity or intrinsic moral worth of the human individual 

require people and social arrangements to do or be?". This 

is clearly a question stemming from the "deontological" as 

opposed to the utilitarian school of ethical theory. This 

is not to suggest that Marx or Marxists are committed to the 

Kantian thesis that moral principles are, for example, 

"universal" in the sense of being forced on all rational 

beings merely by virtue of their rationality or the thesis 

that they are absolutely unexceptional, but it is to suggest 

that -- at least for Marx -- the moral good is not deducible 

to the maximization of the non-moral good (e.g., the maximi

zation of pleasure, happiness, or decided preferences) as it 

is for the utilitarian. (This issue is taken up in greater 

detail in Chapters 4 and 5.) 

The German Ideology, which comes next, is the major 

work of this period and -- along with the Paris Manuscripts, 

the Grundrisse, and Capital -- certainly one of the most 

important of Marx's longer works. It is a pol~mic against 

Bruno Bauer, Max Stirner, Ludwig Feuerbach, and the Young 

Hegelians in general as well as against Karl Grun and "True 

German Socialism" and contains much more systematic ac

counts of Marx's materialist view of history, his theory of 

sociohistorical transformations, and his institutional 
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social-scientific theories as well as more explicit state-

ments of the humanist moral principles underlying his moral 

judgments. His normative political positions have stabilized 

by this point into his advocation of communism and communist 

revolution. His vision of communism is, however, still 

somewhat idyllic -- as his famous passage stating that com-

munism would allow one "to do one thing today and another 

tomorrow, to hunt in the morning, fish in the afternoon, 

rear cattle in the evening, criticize after dinner, just as 

I have in mind, without ever becoming hunter, fisherman, 
58 

shepherd, or critic" illustrates. 

Although Marx claims in this work that morality is a 

form of ideology there is, perhaps, no other work in which 

his definitive moral views are expressed so clearly. And 

although he uses the term "alienation" less than he did in 

earlier works and even ridicules the notion of "estrange-

ment" (a synonym for "alienation") as "a term which will be 
59 

comprehensible to philosophers," i.e. comprehensible to 

the Young Hegelians and other contemporary German philoso-

phers whom he is attacking in this work and throughout this 

transitional period, he still uses it upon occasion. Marx 

states, for example, that "with the abolition of the basis 

of private property, with the communistic regulation of 

production (and implicit in this, the destruction of the 

alien relation between men and what they themselves pro-

duce) , the power of the relation of supply and demand is 
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dissolved into nothing, and men get exchange, production, 

the mode of their mutual relation, under their own control 
60 

again." 

The values which underlie both the concepts of 

alienation and -- as I shall argue presently -- exploitation 

in Marx's works, namely freedom (as self-determination), 

human community, and self-realization as well as the concept 

of the "complete" or "truly human" individual (in which each 

of these values plays a part), are themselves brought into 

the open in The German Ideology. utilizing the hybrid 

concept of "self-activity" -- hybrid because it combines the 

notion of free (i.e. self-determined) activity with that of 

creative (i.e. self-realizing) activity -- Marx describes 

the situation of the proletariat under capitalism and what 

their situation will, on his conception, be under communism 

in the following terms: 

The only connection which still links them with the 
productive forces and with their own existence 
labour -- has lost all semblance of self-activity 
and only sustains their life by stunting it. While 
in the earlier periods self-activity and the produc
tion of material life were separated, in that they 
devolved on different persons, and while, on account 
of the narrowness of the individuals themselves, the 
production of material life was considered as a 
subordinate mode of self-activity, they now diverge 
to such an extent that altogether material life 
appears as the end, and what produces this material 
life, labour (which is now the only possible but, as 
we see, negative form of self-activity), as the 
means. 61 

Only the proletarians of the present day, who are 
completely shut off from all self-activity, are in a 
position to achieve a complete and no longer re-



stricted self-activity, which consists in the appro
priation of a totality of productive forces and in 
the thus postulated development of a totality of 
capacities. All earlier revolutionary appropria
tions were restricted; individuals, whose self
activity was restricted by a crude instrument of 
production and a limited intercourse, appropriated 
this crude instrument of production, and hence 
merely achieved a new state of limitation. Their 
instrument of production became their property, but 
they themselves remained subordinate to the division 
of labour and their own instrument of production. 
In all expropriations up to now, a mass of indivi
duals remained subservient to a single instrument of 
production; in the appropriation by the proletar
ians, a mass of instruments of production must be 
made subject to each individual, and property to 
all. Modern universal intercourse can be controlled 
by individuals, therefore, only when controlled by 
all. 62 

Only at this s~age does self-activity coincide with 
material life, which corresponds to the development 
of individup', into complete individuals and the 
casting-off of all natural limitations. The trans
formation of labour into self-activity corresponds 
to the transformation of the earlier limited inter
course into the intercourse of individuals as such. 
With the appropriation of the total productive 
forces through united individuals, private property 
comes to an end. Whilst previously in history a 
particular condition always appeared as accidental, 
now the isolation of individuals and the particular 
private gain of each man have themselves become 
accidental. 

The individuals • are no longer subject to 
the division of labour. 63 

62 

These passages are a veritable gold mine of Marx's 

moral views. The goal of man-in-society is (or should be) 

self-activity, i.e. activity not controlled by outside 

("alien") forces but directed by one's m'ln self. The 

achievement of self-activity means that individuals are no 

longer "subservient to a single instrument of production" 

nor "subject to the division of labour" nor in the thrall of 
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any of many possible "natural limitations," i.e. limitations 

which are not consciously planned and willed by individuals 

but which are eliminable once they succumb to conscious 

planning and willing. These phrases manifest Marx's commit-

ment to a standard or principle of freedom as self-determin-

ation. His commitment to the value of human community is 

manifested in his claim that the formerly divided and iso-

lated individuals will, under communism, be "united indivi-

duals" who freely and cooperatively control social produc-

tion, whose instruments are "made subject to each indivi-

dual, and property to all." Finally, his commitment to the 

value of self-realization comes out in the phrases concern-

ing the "development of a totality of capacities II and lithe 

development of individuals into complete individuals." 

The most explicit statement invoking these three 

cardinal values (freedom as self-determination, human com-

munity, and self-realization) and showing their interrela-

tion for Marx, occurs several pages later, however, where 

he writes: 

The transformation, through the division of labour, 
of personal powers (relationships) into material 
powers cannot be dispelled by dismissing the gen
eral idea of it from one's mind, but can only be 
abolished by the individuals again subjecting these 
material powers to themselves and abolishing the 
division of labour. This is not possible without the 
community. Only in community (with others) has each 
individual the means of cultivating his gifts in all 
directions; only in the community, therefore, is 
personal freedom possible. In the previous SUbsti
tutes for the community, in the State, etc., per
sonal freedom has existed only for the individuals 



who developed within the relationships of the ruling 
class, and only insofar as they were individuals of 
this class. The illusory community, in which indivi
duals have up till now combined, always took on an 
independent existence in relation to them, and was 
at the same time, since it was the combination of 
one class over against another, not only a com
pletely illusory community, but a new fetter as 
well. In the real community the individuals obtain 
their freedom in and through their association. 64 

With the community of revolutionary proletarians ..• 
who take their conditions of existence and those of 
all members of society under their control ... it 
is as individuals that the individuals participate 
in it. It is just this combination of individuals 
(assuming the advanced stage of modern productive 
forces, of course) which puts the conditions of the 
free development and movement of individuals under 
their control -- conditions which were previously 
abandoned to chance and had won an independent exis
tence over against the separate individuals just 
because of their separation as individuals, and 
because of the necessity of their combination which 
had been determined by the division of labour, and 
through their separation had become a bond alien to 
them. 65 

64 

Genuine personal freedom entails that the individual 

has available the (social) means of cultivating his gifts in 

all directions.* But the social means of self-development 

are not available to individuals except in a genuine commun-

ity because (though Marx does not make these points plain 

* Anticipating the rational reconstruction of 
Marx's principle of freedom undertaken in Chapter 5, it is 
more charitable to interpret Marx as claiming that at 
least under circumstances of moderate scarcity -- genuine 
personal freedom entails that the individual has a right to 
equal accesss to the means of self-realization, i.e. an 
equal opportunity to attain the means of self-realization, 
rather than that it entails guaranteed access to any and all 
goods, services, and opportunities an individual may require 
for complete self-realization since this may not be 
possible. This proviso also allows us to ground our moral 
intuition that while a person's freedom is not violated just 
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here) : (1) outside of the establishment of a real community 

in advanced industrial societies (i.e. outside communism), 

the vast majority of people will not have access to the 

leisure time and the material and cultural resources requis-

ite of genuine self-development and (2) outside of a genuine 

community it is impossible for individuals to realize one of 

their most fundamental human potentialities -- a potential-

ity which all persons, unless they are warped by pernicious 

social conditions, want to fulfill namely, full commun-

ality, i.e. full universal, communal, social, or 'species' 

consciousness. This is why "In the real community the 

individuals obtain their freedom in and through their as so-

ciation." 

This view, of course, has nothing in common with the 

totalitarian view of the relation between individual and 

society so often falsely imputed to Marx by his vulgar 

critics. That individuals should be controlled in any way 

by outside forces rather than their own self-determining 

consciousness or that individuals should become bland and 

unthinking conformists are both views that could not be 

because he cannot obtain a yacht or a year-long trip around 
the world under present social conditions, it is violated if 
he cannot obtain a high school education because, let us 
say, high school tuition is $5,000 per year, his family 
cannot afford this amount, and there are no government 
programs to provide financial aid. Marx's concept and theory 
of freedom, the distinction between negative and positive 
freedom, and the many different -- and often confused 
senses of "positive freedom" are issues which are taken up 
in more detail in Chapter 5. 
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further from Marx's thought. The whole problem for him was 

how to make possible the "free development and movement of 

individuals" or, as he puts it elsewhere, the "full and free 

development of every individual." To this end every humanly 

alterable circumstance must be made to conform. The only 

form of society capable cf insuring this, according to Marx, 

is communism. The only class with the motive and ability to 

create communism is the working class. Once communism has 

come about, however, coercion or threat of coercion will no 

longer be necessary to insure the possibility of the "free 

development and movement of individuals" because the indi-

viduals themselves, having achieved communal 

ness, will insure it. 

conscious-

Now, whether or not Marx is correct in this last 

assumption is a matter of considerable debate, both between 

Marxists and non-Marxists and within the Marxist tradition 

itself. Those who assert that this scenario is unrealistic 

often claim that the struggle between individuals (and 

groups of individuals) over the distribution of scarce re

sources is not the only source of interpersonal conflict 

and, thus, argue that the state as a public organ having a 

monopoly on legitimate coercive power will always be neces

sary. Marx's critics may well be right on this point but, 

fortunately, Marx's normative political positions do not 

stand or fall with the truth or falsity of this particular 

empirical thesis nor with the connected thesis that full-
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fledged communism is a genuine historical possibility. In 

his later works Marx distinguishes between what he calls the 

"first" and "higher" stages of communism. He asserts that 

the first stage is a transitional period in which productive 

property has been socialized and the economy brought under a 

common plan but which still embodies the conditions of 

moderate scarcity and moderate egoism (i.e. the incomplete 

socialization or 'humanization' of the individual) and 

which, therefore, still finds the state -- with its func-

tions of coordination and arbitration -- a necessary insti-

tution. 

Since Marx and Marxists clearly believe this sort of 

society to be vastly superior to any form of capitalism, 

they are seemingly committed to the overthrow of capitalism 

and the establishment of socialism whether or not communism 

is ~ real historical possibility. Thus, even if we accept 

as true the claim that the state will always be necessary 

and, thus, by definition, full-fledged communism is not 

historically possible, this does not relieve us of the 

responsibility of judging between capitalism and socialism 

(as well as between socialism and state-socialism or -- if 

one is cynical enough to think that state-socialism is the 

only historically possible alternative to capitalism 

between state-socialism and capitalism). That is, the truth 

of this thesis does not relieve us of the responsibility of 

deciding for or against the Marxist's basic normative poli-
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tical positions. 

So far I have shown only that Marx made moral judg

ments and implicitly utilized moral principles in his early 

and transitional works. The thesis I am defending, however, 

is that Marx's moral views inform both his early and later 

work and that these moral views £E principles remain sub

stantially the~. In the next section I shall take pains 

to show that Marx makes moral judgments in his later works 

as well as in his early ones. But even if Marx's later 

works are not devoid of moral content, as many would claim, 

there are a number of different ways of interpreting the 

moral judgments made by Marx in his later works and not 

everyone familiar with the matter agrees that these moral 

judgments evidence a fundamental continuity of moral princi

ples or moral theory from the early to the later Marx. 

It might be maintained, for example, that even 

though freedom (as self-determination), human community, and 

self-realization are the primary values to be found in 

Marx's early and transitional works, it is not the case that 

these values are primary for Marx throughout his works 

because they are replaced in his later period by a more 

utilitarian evaluative framework and by the concept of ex-

ploitation, 

values. This 

neither of which is reducible to these three 

position was perhaps not unreasonable in the 

days before the publication of Marx's Grundrisse (1939), but 

since the Grundrisse makes clear the continuity of Marx's 
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moral perspective from his early to his later works, this 

position seems longer tenable. But even those Marxists and 

students of Marx who proclaimed before the publication of 

the Grundrisse that Marx's later works are value free or 

that his moral values or principles are radically different 

in his later works cannot be fully excused because -- for. 

the attentive reader -- these claims are falsified by Capi

tal and Marx's other later works. 



Morality in Marx's Later Works (1848-1883) 

Marx's later works can be broken down into two sub

periods: that of his works of maturation (1847-1858) and 

that of his fully mature works (1858-1883). I shall here 

consider the period as a whole both because the reader will, 

in general, be more familiar with Marx's thought in this 

time period and because the changes that take place in his 

thought are, on the whole, less extensive than was the case 

in his earlier periods. 

After settling accounts with the Young Hegelians and 

their own "philosophical consciences" in the polemical works 

of their transitional period (1844-1847), Marx and Engels 

spent their next period (1847-1850) directly involved in 

revolutionary political activities in both France and Ger

many during the great European upheavels that took place 

from 1848-1850. Consequently, they concentrated on writing 

programmatic documents that had immediate value in terms of 

building the revolutionary movement and, in particular, the 

Communist League. These short works -- Engels' first draft 

of the manifesto for the Communist League entitled The Prin

ciples of Communism (1847), the Communist Manifesto (1848) 

(co-authored by Marx and Engels), and Marx's Wage Labor and 

Capital (1849) which was given as a series of lectures by 

70 
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Marx to communist workers in Brussels represent the 

first formulations of their mature (though not fully mature) 

political and theoretical positions. 

After the European revolutions of 1848-1850 were put 

down, Marx and Engels spent the next period of their theor-

etical activity reflecting upon and analyzing these events 

from their theoretical and political perspective. This 

resulted in the first detailed application of their mature 

theories and views to recent historical events and gave rise 

to Marx's Class Struggle in France: 1848-1850 (1850) and The 

Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte (1852) and Engels' 

The Peasant War in Germany (1850) and Revolution and Coun-

ter-Revolution in Germany (1852). 

Between the end of this period and Marx's writing of 

the Grundrisse (1857-1858) there was a hiatus of large-scale 

theoretical writing on the part of both Marx and Engels. 

Marx during this time was engaged in his monumental studies 

of political economy and the other social sciences in London 

which culminated in the Grundrisse, A Contribution to the 

Critique of Political Economy (1858-1859), Theories of Sur~ 

plus Value (1862-1863), and Capital, the first volume of 

which was written and published in 1867 and the second and 

third volume of which Marx worked on from 1867 to 1880.* 

* The second and third volumes of Capital were 
edited by Engels from Marx's unfinished manuscripts and 
published by him in 1885 and 1893-1894, respectively. 
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Marx's final period -- the period of his fully 

mature works -- begins, on my analysis, in 1858. In this 

year Marx finished the Grundrisse and began work on A Con-

tribution to a Critigue of Political Economy whose preface 

is so well-known due to its review of the development of his 

theories and theoretical works to that point and to its 

definitive statement of his theory of historical material-

ism. The line between Marx's works of maturation and his 

fully mature works is most perspicuously drawn here because: 

(1) after the Grundrisse Marx no longer extensively employs 

the philosophical language of alienation to make points 

about the pernicious effects of capitalism and the overcom-

ing of these pernicious effects (i.e. transcending aliena-

tion) in communist society and (2) starting with A Contri-

bution to a Critigue of Political Economy Marx makes the 

important theoretical distinction between labor and labor-

power.* On Marx's mature view, the worker sells his labor-

power to the capitalist at whatever this commodity is going 

for on the labor market and it is the differential between 

what the capitalist pays for this commodity (i.e. labor-

power) and the actual value that the worker's labor adds to 

the product in the process of production which generates 

* Although this terminology appears 
editions of Marx's earlier economi~ writings 
Wage Labor and Capital written by Marx in 1849 
only because Engels made this change in later 
Marx's works. 

in current 
e.g. in 
this is 

editions of 
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surplus-value and profits for the capitalist. This is a 

significant modification of his economic theory and, indeed, 

of classical political economy generally. According to 

Engels' speech at Marx's graveside, it constitutes one of 

Marx's two great scientific discoveries, the other one being 
66 

the materialist approach to history. 

Marx's fully mature works are generally less con-

cerned with philosophical issues, make less use of the 

language of alienation and its transcendence, and make less 

explicit moral proclamations than his works up to 1858. 

This does not mean, however, that his fully mature works or 

his later works in general are devoid of moral content as 

the orthodox proponents of the school known as Scientific 

Socialism and certain other scholastic Marxists and students 

of Marx used to claim. Although all of Marx's later works 

including Capital* -- contain at least implicit moral 

judgments, his moral views, as well as the continuity be-

tween his early and later works, can be seen most clearly in 

the Grundrisse. 

The Grundrisse is the massive predecessor of Capi-

tal which was written by Marx from 1857 to 1859 but not 

published until 1939 (and not in English until 1953). It is 

primarily concerned with laying the foundations for a cri-

* See especially the following chapters in the first 
vo 1 ume of Capita 1 : "The ~vorking Day," "Machinery and Modern 
Industry," "The General Law of Capitalist Accumulation," and 
"Historical Tendency of Capitalist Accumulation." 
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tique of political economy but rather than being narrowly 

economic, like Capital, the Grundrisse's discussions of 

economics are, as David McLellen notes, "inextricably linked 

with digressions of a much wider nature on such subjects as 

the individual and society; the nature of labour; the influ-

ence of automation o~ society, problems of increasing lei-

sure and the abolition of the division of labour; the nature 

of alienation in the higher stages of capitalist society; 

the revolutionary nature of capitalism and its inherent 
67 

universality, and so on." And, as McLellen further re-

marks, "It is these digressions that give the Grundrisse 
68 

its primary importance. " 
Its importance, that is, lies in the fact that it 

shows the fundamental continuity of much of Marx's thought 

from the "Original Marxism" of 1844 to the "Mature Marxism" 

of Capital. Although his views of man-in-society and, in 

particular, man-in-capitalist-society were in the process of 

becoming less speculative and philosophical and more empiri-

cal and scientific during this entire period of maturation, 

his concerns as well as the values that underlie these 

concerns remained substantially the same.* 

While the concept of alienation is rarely seen in 

most of his later works, it is utilized extensively by Marx 

* For an excellent defense of this general position 
see T. B. Bottomore's introductory essay to Karl Marx: 
Early Writings (T. B. Bottomore, ed.), McGraw-Hill, N.Y., 
1963. 
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in the Grundrisse. As in the Paris Manuscripts, Marx's 

theory of alienation of man-in-capitalist-society can here 

be broken down into the categories of alienation of the 

product of production, alienation of the activity of produc

tion, alienation of the individual from other individuals, 

and alienation of the individual from his or her own self 

and/or his or her own (human) nature. 

Both the product and activity of production are 

alienated from and alien to the individual producer. (Here 

the first expression can be taken to represent the objec-

tive, sociological dimension of alienation and the second 

expression can be taken to represent its subjective, psycho-

logical dimension.) 

The social character of activity, and the social 
form of the product, as well as the share of the 
individual in production, are here opposed to indi
viduals as something alien and material; this does 
not consist in the behavior of some to others, but 
in their subordination to relations that exist inde
pendently of them and arise from the collision of 
indifferent individuals with one another. The gen
eral exchange of activities and products, which has 
become a condition of living for each individual and 
the link between them, seems to them to be something 
alien and independent, like a thing. 69 

Once again, we can deduce from Marx's writings that 

the concept of alienation -- though it usually implies 

psychological estrangement -- is primarily a matter of sub-

ordination or domination by something outside the indivi-

dual's control. Marx writes, for example, that: "The indi-

viduals are subordinated to social production, which exists 
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externally to them, as a sort of fate; but social production 

is not subordinate to individuals who manipulate it as their 
70 

communal capacity." Thus, the conditions of alienation 

violate the principle of freedom (as self-determination). 

Similarly, "The universal nature of this production 

creates an alienation of the individual from 
71 

himself 

and others," and, thus, contravenes the value of human 

community. The condition of alienation in capitalism also 

works against the self-realization of the individual because 

instead of developing and realizing their individual talents 

and capacities spontaneously and cooperatively, and becoming 

the all-around, well-developed persons Marx holds as a moral 

ideal: 

Universal prostitution appears as a necessary phase 
of the development of the social character of per
sonal talents, abilities, capacities, and activi
ties. This could be more delicately expressed as 
the general condition of serviceability and useful
ness. It is the bringing to a common level of dif
ferent things, which is the significance that al
ready Shakespeare gave to money. 72 

The concept of alienation, in other words, has all 

of the evaluative implications in the Grundrisse that it has 

in his earlier works. Perhaps the biggest difference be-

tween Marx's account of alienation in the Manuscripts and in 

the Grundrisse is that in the latter, Marx more consciously 

attempts to integrate his emerging economic theory (or soci-

ology of economics) into the framework of his theory of 

alienation. Thus, 



The surplus value or surplus product is nothing but 
a definite amount of objectified labour -- the sum 
of the surplus labour. 73 

In surplus capital all the elements are the product 
of alien labour -- the alien surplus labour which 
has been changed into capital ...• 74 

To the worker, therefore, the productivity of his 
work becomes an alien force. This applies to his 
work in general, so long as it is genuine work 
not assets but activity. Vice versa, capital valor
izes itself through the appropriation of alien 
labour. 75 

77 

The entire world of products is "objectified labor" 

(i.e. the result of labor as it has been objectified in 

material products) in any society. This world of material 

goods is, however, 'alienated' from the producers in capi-

talist society because they have no control over the pro-

ducts of production. Wage-labor is alien labor because the 

worker has no control over it. Furthermore, capital is 

"alien objectified labor" because it is value (or surplus-

value) which has been alienated from the direct producers 

(in a legalistic sense) by the capitalist class. Neverthe-

less -- and this is of the utmost importance for understand-

ing Marx -- objectified labor is not, under any and all 

social conditions, necessarily alienated labor. The identi-

fication of objectified and alienated labor, i.e. the fact 

that objectified labor is alienated, is "in no wayan abso-
76 

lute necessity of production; it is, rather, ephemeral." 

Although the social relations in capitalism tend to 

distort and hide their real nature (in ways which Marx was 
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later to develop in his theory of the fetishism of capital, 

money, and commodities in the first and third volumes of 

Capital), such that everyone in that society tends to mis-

perceive them, it is -- says Marx -- especially the "Bour-

geois economists" who "are bogged down in their traditional 

ideas of historical development of society in a single stage 

that the necessity of the objectification of the social 

forces of labour seems to them inseparable from the neces-
77 

sity of its alienation in relation to living labour." 

But this equivalence, Marx claims, necessarily 

holds only in class-divided, commodity producing societies 

such as capitalism. Marx notes that as the productive 

forces develop, objectified labor (i.e. fixed capital) grows 

in proportion to living labor (i.e. variable capital) in the 

process of production, but 

From the point of view of capital, it does not 
appear that one of the elements of social activity 
(objectified labouri has become the ever more power
ful body of the other element (subjective, living 
labour); rather it appears (and this is important 
for wage-labour) that the objective conditions of 
labour become more and more colossally independent 
of living labour -- which is shown by their very 
extent -- and social wealth becomes, in ever greater 
and greater proportions, ~ alien and dominating 
force opposing the worker. Stress is placed not on 
the state of objectification but on the state of 
alienation, estrangement, and abandonment, on the 
fact that the enormous objectified power which 
social labour has opposed to itself as one of its 
elements belongs not to the worker but to the condi
tions of production that are personified in capital. 
So. long as the creation of this material form of 
activity, objectified in contrast to immediate 
labour power·, occurs on the basis of capital and 
wage-labour, and so long as this process of objecti-



fication in fact seems to be a process of alienation 
as far as the worker is concerned, or to be the 
appropriation of alien labour from the capitalist's 
point of view, so long will this distortion and this 
inversion really exist and not merely occur in the 
imagination of both workers and capitalists. (empha
sis added) 78 
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In communist society this identification of objecti-

fied labor and alienated labor is destroyed. When "labor 

loses its immediate, individual character, whether subjec-

tive or entirely external, as individual activity becomes 

directly general or social, the objective elements of pro-

duction lose this form of alienation. They are then pro-

duced as property, as the organic social body in which 

individuals are reproduced as individuals, but as social 
79 

individuals." 

But what does Marx mean here by "directly general or 

social labour"? Labor, for Marx, is directly social or 

general if and only if the direct producers have control of 

the activity and products of labor (rather than being sub-

servient to them) such that they see themselves as being 

voluntarily part of what in reality already is an inherently 

social process of the production of the total product of 

society, rather than an individual producer of exchange 

values. In a rational society: 

The social character of production would make the 
product from the start a collective and general 
product. The exchange originally found in produc
tion -- which is an exchange not of exchange values 
but of activities determined by communal needs and 
communal aims -- would from the start imply the 



participation of individuals in the collective world 
of products. 80 

In this sort of society: 

The labour of the individual is established from the 
start as collective labour. But whatever the par
ticular form of the product which he creates or 
helps to create, what he has bought with his labour 
is not this or that product, but a definite partici
pation in collective production. Therefore he has 
no special product to exchange. His product is not 
an exchange value. The product does not have to 
change into any special form in order to have a 
general character for the individual. Instead of a 
division of labour necessarily engendered by the 
exchange of values, there is an organisation of 
labour, which has as its consequence the parti
cipation of the individual in collective consump
tion. 81 
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Just as Marx's earlier account of alienation, Marx's 

present characterization of non-alienated labor is rather 

obviously connected with his three primary values. Alien-

ated labor is labor which is not free in the sense of being 

self-determined (i.e. determined by the worker) since "labor 
82 

serves an alien will and an alien intelligence" and not 

conducive to either the establishment of genuine human com-

munity nor to self-realization. Non-alienated labor is 

labor which is free (i.e. self-determined or, in other 

words, both freely chosen and non-coerced) and which is, 

therefore, partially constitutive of both human community 

and self-realization. This comes out most clearly, perhaps, 

in Marx's comments on Adam Smith's view of labor, which is 

worth quoting at length. 

'Thou shalt labour by the sweat of thy brow!' was 
Jehovah's curse that he bestowed upon Adam. A. Smith 



conceives of labour as such a curse. 'Rest' appears 
to him to be the fitting state of things, and iden
tical with 'liberty' and 'happiness'. It seems to 
be far from A. Smith's thoughts that the individual, 
'in his normal state of health, strength, activity, 
skill and efficiency', might also require a normal 
portion of work, and of cessation from rest. It is 
true that the quantity of labour to be provided 
seems to be conditioned by external circumstances, 
by the purpose to be achieved, and the obstacles to 
its achievement that have to be overcome by labour. 
But neither does it occur to A. Smith that the 
overcoming of such obstacles may itself constitute 
an exercise in liberty, and that these external 
purposes lose their character of mere natural neces
sities and are established as purposes which the 
individual himself fixes. The result is the self
realisation and objectification of the subject, 
therefore real freedom, whose activity is precisely 
labour. Of course he is correct in saying that 
labour has always seemed to be repulsive, and forced 
upon the worker from outside, in its historical 
forms of slave-labour, bond-labour and wage-labour, 
and that in this sense non-labour could be opposed 
to it as 'liberty and happiness ' • This is doubly 
true of this contradictory labour which has not yet 
created the subjective and objective conditions 
(which it lost when it abandoned pastoral condi-
tions) which make it into attractive labour and 
individual self-realisation. This does not mean that 
labour can be made merely a joke, or amusement, as 
Fourier naively expressed it in shop-gixl terms. 
Really free labour, the composing cf music for exam
ple, is at the same time damned serious and demands 
the greatest effort. The labour concerned with ma
terial production can only have this character if 
(1) it is of a social nature, and (2) it has a 
scientific character and at the same time is general 
work, i.e. if it ceases to be human effort as a 
definite, trained natural force, gives up its purely 
natural, primitive aspects and becomes the activity 
of ~ subject controlling all the forces of nature in 
the production process. (emphasis added) 83 
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Thus, according to Marx, labor in the process of 

material production should be and -- in communist society 

will be free ("purposes which the individual himself fixes") 

and at least partially constitutive of both human community 



82 

("it is of a social nature") and self-realization ("the 

result is the self-realization ..• of the subject"). 

But even though genuine self-realization can be 

found in the realm of material production, according to Marx 

full self-realization requires a variety of activities and 

the activity of material production is not even necessarily 

the main one. Marx seems willing to concede at this point 

that the individual's higher capacities will, in the main, 

be realized outside of material production (which he later 

calls the "realm of necessity") in the free time indivi-

duals have for leisure and the pursuit of higher activities 

(i.e. in what he later calls the "realm of freedom"). He 

claims, for example, that: 

The less time society requires in order to produce 
wheat, cattle, etc., the more time it gains for 
other forms of production, material or intellectual. 
As with a single individual, the universality of its 
development, its enjoyment and its activity depends 
on saving time. 84 

The theft of others' labour time upon which wealth 
depends today seems to be a miserable basis compared 
with this newly developed foundation that has been 
created by heavy industry itself .... The surplus 
labour of the masses has ceased to be a condition 
for the development of wealth in general; in the 
same way that the non-labour of the few has ceased 
to be a condition for the development of the general 
powers of the human mind. Production based on ex
change value therefore falls apart, and the immed
iate process of material production finds itself 
stripped of its impoverished antagonistic form. 
Individuals are then in a position to develop free
ly. It is no longer a question of reducing the 
necessary labour time in order to create surplus 
labour, but of reducing the necessary labour of 
society to a minimum. The counterpart of this reduc
tion is that all members of society can develop 



their education in the arts, sciences, etc., thanks 
to the free time and means available to all. 85 
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On Marx's view, a rational society would seek to 

reduce labor time as much as possible and still provide for 

the needs and wants of the "socialized" individuals of which 

it is composed. This can actually be put into the form of a 

stronger argument in favor of socialism for as such contem-

porary Marxists as G. A. Cohen have pointed out,* this is 

one thing that capitalist societies cannot do: the way the 

profit motive operates in the economy, the way it directs 

the flow of capital and social resources, it is simply not 

possible for capitalist society to choose to work less (i.e. 

allow the producers more free time), rather than to produce 

more. Every time this choice is faced in capitalist society, 

the choice is automatically made in favor of producing more. 

Although this choice is not as crucial at this point in 

history since there are very many people in even the most 

advanced industrialized societies who want and deserve a 

better (i.e. higher) standard of material well-being and 

even more people in the third and fourth world who are in 

desperate need of even the most basic material goods (food, 

water, clothes, housing, and medicine ... not to mention 

jobs and the chance for even a minimal education), it can be 

an extremely strong point in favor of the socialist organi-

* See G. A. Cohen Karl Marx's Theory of History: A 
Defense, Princeton University Press, Princeton, N.J., 1978. 
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zation of society in anticipation of a time when everyone is 

afforded the opportunity to have a decent standard of 

living. 

On the other hand, if Marx and other Marxists are 

basically right in their analysis of the dysfunctions of 

capitalist economies, it is this type of economic and social 

organization that is even now preventing the production of 

greater material wealth as well and preventing its just 

distribution. One need only think of the fact that the u.s. 

Government periodically pays American farmers not to produce 

foodstuffs at the same time that there are millions of 

people starving in the world. Marx seems to have both of the 

preceding points in mind when he writes of capitalism that 

although its tendency is always to create disposable 
time, it also converts it into surplus labour. If it 
succeeds too well with the former, it will suffer 
from surplus production, and then the necessary 
labour will be interrupted as soon as no surplus 
labour can be valorised from capital. The more this 
contradiction develops, the clearer it becomes that 
the growth of productive forces can no longer be 
limited by the appropriation of the surplus labour 
of others; the masses of the workers must appro
priate their own surplus labour. 86 

Post-capitalist society will not have these problems 

according to Marx because "When this is done," (i.e. when 

workers appropriate their own surplus labor), 

disposable time ceases to have a contradictory char
acter. Thus firstly, the labour time necessary will 
be measured by the requirements of the social indi
vidual, and secondly, social productivity will grow 
so rapidly that, although production is reckoned 
with a view to the wealth of all, the disposable 
time of all will increase. 87 
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Although Marx was generally overly optimistic in his 

projections, he does indicate what seems to be necessary for 

the long term solution to our economic problems. One neces-

sary condition, if Marxist economic analysis of capitalism 

is even close to being correct, is the replacement of capi-

talism with a planned socialist economy (although a planned 

modified-market economy such as exists in Yugoslavia may 

ultimately prove most efficient of the types of economic 

organization open to a society based on the social ownership 

and control of productive property and production). Another 

condition which is quite possibly a necessary one is that 

the individuals composing such societies develop a social 

consciousness to such an extent that they will insist only 

on what they really need to live a quality life. This would 

spell the end of conspicuous consumption which has been the 

norm throughout America and other advanced capitalist coun-

tries at least since World War 11.* 

Be that as it may, Marx believed the reduction of 

necessary labor time to be, evaluatively speaking, an abso-

lute necessity. Marx claims that: "real wealth is the 

developed productive force of all individuals. It is no 

longer the labour time but the disposable time which is the 

* This is a place where the ecological and environ
mental movements seem to dovetail with the ideal of a 
socialist society: both movements see the cost to the na
tural environment (not to mention the human psyche) of 
production for the mere sake of greater production (and 
profits) as prohibitive. 
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measure of wealth." And from a work published in 1821 

entitled The Source and the Remedy of the National Difficul-

ties, Marx approvingly quotes the passage: "A nation is 

truly rich when, instead of working 12 hours, it works only 

6. Wealth is not command over surplus labour time, but 

disposable time, beyond that used in immediate production, 
89 

for each individual and for the whole of society." 

And this holds, for Marx, whether the individuals 

choose leisure and recreation or higher cultural activities 

or the alternative he certainly approved: a balanced life of 

both. Although Marx holds higher cultural activities in 

very high regard and thinks that involvement in them is 

perhaps the highest form of human self-realization, he does 

not think that they are the "be all and end all" of human 

existence. As he writes in the Grundrisse: 

Economising, therefore, does not mean the giving up 
of pleasure, but the development of power and pro
ductive capacity, and thus both the capacity for and 
the means of enjoyment. To economise on 
labour time means to increase the amount of free 
time, i.e. time for the complete development of the 
individual. Work cannot become a game, as 
Fourier would like it to be; his great merit was 
that he declared that the ultimate object must be to 
raise to a higher level not distribution but the 
mode of production. Free time -- which includes 
leisure time as well as time for higher activities 
-- naturally transforms anyone who enjoys it into a 
different person, and it is this different person 
who then enters the direct process of production. 90 

This passage and the others previously quoted raise 

a number of interesting questions concerning the nature of 

Marx's implicit moral theory or views. Does Marx hold a 
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hedonistic theory of the good? Should he be classified as a 

hedonistic utilitarian? An ideal utilitarian? A perfec-

tionist? a consequentialist of some other sort? A mixed 

deontological theorist? A strict deontologist? A considera-

tion of these questions is postponed, however, until the 

Chapters 4 and 5. But before we move on, there is one more 

quote we need to analyze lest one be misled into thinking 

that Marx utilizes the values or principles of freedom (as 

self-determination), human community, and self-realization 

to justify his vision of communism vis-a-vis capitalism only 

in the Grundrisse and works before it but not in works after 

the Grundrisse, i.e. not in his fully mature works. The 

quote of which I am speaking, of course, is Marx's famous 

paragraph in "The Trinity Formula" in the Third Volume of 

Capital concerning the realm of necessity and the realm of 

freedom. 

the realm of freedom actually begins only 
where labour which-rs determined by necessity and 
mundane considerations ceases; thus in the very 
nature of things it lies beyond the sphere of actual 
material production. Just as the savage must wrestle 
with Nature to satisfy his wants, to maintain and 
reproduce life, so must civilized man, and he must 
do so in all social formations and under all possi
ble modes of production. With his development this 
realm of physical necessity expands as a result of 
his wants, but, at the same time, the forces of 
production which satisfy these wants also increase. 
Freedom in this field can only consist in socialized 
man, the associated producers, rationally regulating 
their interchange with Nature, bringing it under 
their common control, instead of being ruled EY it 
as £l the blind forces of Nature; and achieving this 
with the least expenditure of energy and under con
ditions most favourable to, and worthy of, theIr 



human nature. But it nonetheless still remains a 
realm of necessity. Beyond it begins that develop
ment of human energy which is an end J.n itself, the 
true realm of freedom, which, however, can blossom 
forth only with the realm of necessity as its basis. 
The shortening of the working day is its basic 
prerequisite. (emphasis added) 91 
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This passage is important for two reasons. First, 

it shows that Marx had grown more realistic and less idyllic 

concerning the nature of work, even work in communist soc i-

ety. Where formerly Marx seemed to think that if only work 

were perceived as meaningful by the socialized individual, 

put under the workers' collective control, and made as 

tolerable as possible it would be the major means of the 

individual's self-realization, he now submits that though 

work can be an integral component of the individual's self-

realization (under these conditions), it is only in the 

individual's free time when he can pursue creative and 

leisure activities of his own choosing that his human poten-

tialities can be fully realized. 

Second, to get back once again to Marx's substantive 

moral views, this is perhaps the most morally pregnant 

passage in Marx's later works. Here, again, we find Marx's 

values of freedom (as self-determination), human community, 

and self-realization. The value of human community is ob-

viously satisfied because communist society consists of 

"socialized man" or the "associated producers", terms we 

have previously shown to refer to human individuals who have 

so much come to identify their good with the common good 
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that the distinction has, for all practical purposes, col-

lapsed. (Whether or not this is a practical possibility is, 

of course, a different question and one which, on empirical 

grounds, seems rather dubious -- at least to the extent that 

we have in mind modern mass societies [Gesellschaften] as 

opposed to small communities [Gemeinschaften].) 

The value of freedom (as self-determination) is 

realized because the associated producers are "rationally 

regulating their interchange with nature, bringing it under 

their common control, instead of being ruled by it as by 

the blind forces of Nature." Although Marx does not here 

go into the manner of this collective control what he has in 

mind seems to be the elimination of the forces of the market 

-- particularly the periodic crises of over-production which 

lead to recessions and depressions -- together with the 

democratic (perhaps consensual) social control over the 

investment of capital and general regulation of the economy. 

In this sense, on Marx's view, the (socialized) individuals 

are self-determining and thus -- in this sense -- free.* 

The value of self-realization is realized because: 

* Although Marx was also certainly in favor of what 
is sometimes called "negative freedom" (i.e. freedom from 
the interference by other individuals with one's actionsr-rt 
is not at all clear that he gives an adequate account of how 
freedom in this sense is to be preserved or that he has not 
over-estimated the extent to which the elimination of market 
forces will be beneficial nor the extent to which this form 
of self-determination depends upon the (problematic) tran
scendence of the distinction between the individual and 
common good. I shall take up these difficulties later. 
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(1) the individual has become "socialized man" and, thus, 

sees the realization of the common and, ex hypothesi, his 

own good in whatever socially productive work he enters 

into; (2) because his wants -- which are the wants of a 

truly human being and, thus, whose satisfaction counts as 

self-realization -- have expanded and, finally, (3) because 

the "realm of necessity", i.e. the "sphere of actual mater

ial production" and, thus, the "working day" has been re

duced allowing individuals more time for "that development 

of hUman energy which is an end in itself." 

Although he rarely utilized the terminology of ali

enation in his later works, the values which (as has been 

previously argued) underlie the concept of alienation 

namely, freedom (as self-determination), human community, 

and self-realization -- remain Marx's basic moral problema-

tic. Marx now uses the concept of exploitation in many 

evaluative contexts but this concept can also be reduced to 

the three primary values. 

Although exploitation is usually taken as having to 

do with the unfair distribution of the surplus product which 

is produced by the working classes but expropriated, by and 

large, by the non-productive ruling classes is interpreted, 

I believe that a more perspicuous account of Marx's view 

will show that it has primarily to do with the undemocratic 

control of production, a situation which arises when a 

subset of a population has control of the surplus product 
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which the population as a whole produces. If this interpre-

tation is correct the moral content of Marx's concept of 

exploitation is a matter of a lack of freedom (in the broad 

sense of the term). 

Furthermore, although Marx does not directly refer 

to it here, present also in his later work (as well as in 

his early works) is what might be called Marx's most general 

evaluative concept, the most general because it contains his 

three primary values. This is his ideal of the "fully 

developed human being," i.e. "the fully developed individ-

ual, fit for a variety of labours, ready to face any change 

of production, and to whom the different social functions 

he performs, are but so many modes of giving free scope to 
92 

his own natural and acquired powers." His most general 

moral principle, therefore, is his demand for the "full 
93 

and free development of every individual." Correspond-

ingly, his most basic political demand is for a society in 

which "the free development of each is the condition 
94 

for the free development of all." 

Whether these concepts and principles provide an 

adequate ground for Marx's criticisms of capitalism and for 

the Marxist's basic normative judgments that (1) socialism 

(in either its lower or higher stage) is morally preferable 

to capitalism (as well as to state-socialism) and (2) social 

and/or political revolution, if necessary and sufficient to 

bring socialism into being, is morally justified remains to 
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be seen. We shall return to this topic in Chapter 10. 

It should be noted, however, that Marx and the 

Classical Marxists all conceived of the first stage of 

communism (i.e. socialism) as an extremely democratic form 

of society. Although they certainly believed that the state 

in a newly formed socialist society would have the legiti-

mate authority and indeed -- the duty to prevent counter-

revolution, none of them thought that this would require 

either severe or long-term repressive measures. They be-

lieved that the majority of the population would be highly 

supportive of the new organization of social life since, as 

Marx puts it, the socialist revolution would be the first 

revolution in history which is made by a "movement of the 

immense majority in the interests of the immense ma-
95 

jority." Any attempt by the former classes or ruling 

elites to resume power and initiate a counter-revolution in 

property relations would, therefore, be spontaneously 

squelched by the armed majority; the state as a source of 

legitimate coercive power would hardly be needed. They also 

believed, as Marx makes clear in The Civil War in France 

that the population through institutions of direct and rep-

resentative democracy and various measures to counter ten-

dencies toward bureaucracy (such as officials receiving no 

more pay than an average worker), would be firmly in control 

of the state rather than vice versa. 

In fairness to Marx and the Classical Marxists, 
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however, it should be stressed that they thought that so-

cialist revolution was bound to occur in the most advanced 

capitalist countries first, co~ntries whose populations 

generally had a sUbstantial democratic tradition. Marx only 

hazily conceived of the possiblity of socialist revolution 

first occurring in backward (i.e. relatively non-industria l-

ized) societies or on an isolated basis. Furthermore, none 

of the Classical Marxists thought that a genuine socialist 

society could exist on anything but a world-wide basis 

-- or at least on the basis of the socialization of the 

economies of all the advanced industrialized societies. 

In a passage in The German Ideology -- which is the 

only passage, to my knowledge, in which Marx speaks of the 

possibility of communism developing (or, rather, failing to 

develop) in an underdeveloped and isolated area -- he writes 

that the 

development of productive forces (which itself im
plies the actual empirical existence of men in their 
world-historical, instead of local, being) is an 
absolutely necessary practical premise because with
out it want is merely made general, and with desti
tution the struggle for necessities and all the old 
filthy business would necessarily be reproduced; and 
furthermore, because only with this universal devel
opment of productive forces is a universal inter
course between men established, which produces in 
all nations simultaneously the phenomenon of the 
"propertyless" mass (universal competition), makes 
each nation dependent on the revolutions of the 
others, and finally has put world-historical, empir
ically universal individuals in place of local ones. 
Without this, (1) communism could only exist as a 
local event; (2) the forces of intercourse them
selves could not have developed as universal, hence 
intolerable powers: they would have remained home-



bred conditions surrounded by superstition~ and (3) 
each extension of intercourse would abolish local 
communism. Empirically, communism is only possible 
as the act of the dominant peoples "all at once" and 
simultaneously, which presupposes the universal 
development of productive forces and the world 
intercourse bound up with communism. 96 
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This passage forebodes the development of the so-

cialist revolutions of this century which have so far only 

occurred on only an isolated and "local" basis. Although 

Marx undoubtedly would have supported all the socialist 

revolutions of the 20th Century, just as he supported all 

the popular revolutions of the 19th Century, and would today 

probably support the post-capitalist societies to which they 

gave rise -- at least as steps toward world socialism it 

is clear that they do not (yet) meet the democratic stan-

dards upheld by Marx and the Classical Marxists. It is not 

clear, however, that Marx's theory has been refuted by these 

historical events since the conditions he laid down for the 

development of socialism (viz. the success of the world 

revolution and consequent abolition of all major capitalist 

powers) have not yet been fulfilled. Thus, the Marxist's 

contention that democratic, nontotalitarian forms of post-

capitalist society can -- and will -- evolve has not been 

definitively refuted. Whether or not and under what condi-

tions such societies can exist is, of course, the political 

question of our time. 



CHAPTER 3 

MORALITY AND MARX'S THEORY OF EXPLOITATION 

While Chapter 2 was concerned to exhibit the three 

primary values in Marx's moral perspective, the present 

chapter is concerned to show that a major evaluative notion 

in his later works -- exploitation -- does not constitute a 

counter-example to the thesis that Marx's primary values in 

his later as well as in his earlier works are freedom (as 

self-determination), human community, and self-realization. 

A case will be presented for the thesis that the evaluative 

component of Marx's theory and concept of exploitation is, 

in fact, reducible to these primary values. 

Although there are some passages in Marx's 

mature works which clearly utilize his three 

principles (as so far adumbrated) and even some which 

fully 

primary 

still 

utilize the concept of alienation, most of Marx's evalua

tions in this period come in the form of more mundane terms 

of moral evaluation found in his descriptions of the perni

cious effects of capitalism and in the application of his 

concept and theory of exploitation. There are those, how

ever, who deny that Marx's concept and theory of exploita

tion has an evaluative or, more specifically, a moral con

tent. The two questions I wish to take up in this chapter 

95 
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are: (1) Does Marx's concept of exploitation have an evalua

tive (viz. moral) as well as a descriptive component? and 

(2) If so, what moral principle or set of moral principles 

underlies this moral component? 

Chapters 4 and 5 will then examine a number of 

different interpretations of Marx's evaluative perspective. 

In Chapter 4 ("Utilitarian Interpretations of Marx") I argue 

against the claim that Marx is a straightforward utilitarian 

and against the claim that the three 'primary' values are, 

in fact, reducible to considerations of utility in any sense 

(pleasure, happiness, welfare, the satisfaction of prefer

ences, etc.). In Chapter 5 ("Freedom, Equality, and Human 

Dignity in Marx") I argue against the claim that Marx is a 

non-utilitarian consequentialist: he is not, I argue, a 

consequentialist of any sort. His moral theory, I suggest, 

is a mixed deontological theory, a theory of right action or 

obligation which recommends the promotion of one or more 

types of non-moral good -- freedom, human community, and 

self-realization in Marx's case -- but which holds that the 

criterion of right action is not simply the maximization of 

the non-moral good because there are other right-making 

characteristics of actions, rules for action, and social 

policies and institutions as well, such as treating people 

as ends-in-themselves and/or treating people fairly. 



Marx's Concept(s) of Exploitation 

In order to come to terms with Marx's theory of 

economic exploitation, we must first come to terms with the 

concept of exploitation in general and Marx's varied uses of 

this concept in particular. Sometimes "exploitation" is 

taken to be morally neutral; sometimes it is taken most 

readily to connect up with utilitarian considerations; some

times it is taken to be grounded on a claim of unfair or 

unjust distribution of the social surplus product. I want 

to argue against each of these theses and maintain, instead, 

that exploitation has an evaluative as well as a descriptive 

component on Marx's view and that the evaluative component 

is not grounded in considerations of utility or unjust 

distribution but in violations of the principle of freedom 

(as self-determination). There are good reasons, I believe, 

to interpret economic exploitation -- the sort of exploita

tion with which Marx is primarily though not exclusively 

concerned -- as having to do with the undemocratic control 

of the social surplus product rather than its unjust distri

bution. 

Whether or not Marx's concept of exploitation is 

purely descriptive or at least partially evaluative is 

still, however, a subject of lively debate. H. B. Acton, 

97 



for example, holds that: 

The term 'exploitation' when it is used of the 
relations of men towards one another, is a moral 
ter~ that suggests that the exploiters (a) get the 
exploited to do what the exploiters want them to do, 
(b) do this to the advantage of the exploiters, and 
(c) do it to the disadvantage of the exploited. 
exploitation is taking undue advantage of a favour-
able social position. (emphasis added) 1 
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There are those, however, who deny that the term 

"exploitation" as used by Marx is generally or, at least, 

always moral. In response to Acton's analysis, John 

Plamenatz writes: 

Professor Acton says that exploitation is a moral 
term. He means, presumably, not merely that it is 
often used to condemn the activity it refers to, but 
that it is always so used. I believe that he is 
mistaken, and that it is important, if we are to do 
justice to Marx, to realize that exploitation is not 
always a moral term. 

No doubt, Marx condemned exploitation, both in 
the sense \vhich involves appropriation of surpl us
value and in other senses. But it is possible to 
apply a word to an activity usually condemned or 
praised without using the word to condemn or praise 
it. Exploitation is a word like murder~ it is 
often, but not always, a moral term. 2 

In order to decide whether or not Marx's concept of 

exploitation has a moral component, we must first distin-

guish several related concepts of exploitation found in 

Marx, namely: (1) the technical notion of degree of exploi-

tation~ (2) his concept of economic exploitation which can 

be further broken down into (a) his concept of capitalist 

economic exploitation and (b) his trans-historical concept 

of economic exploitation; and (3) his general concept of 

exploitation on which not only production relations and 
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economic processes but other sorts of social relations or 

processes can be classified as exploitative. 

The first of these Marx's concept of the degree 

of exploitation or "exploitationsgrad" -- is eCluivalent to 

the rate of surplus value (which is calculated by dividinr:; 

surplus labor by necessary labor) and, as such, is a 

purely descriptive-explanatory concept with no necessary 

evaluative implications. The rate of surplus value in 

capitalism represents the proportion of the social product 

the capitalist class is able to garner for itself but as 

George Panichas notes: "The degree of economic exploitation 

under capitalism can be described in language which is 

morally innocuous Similarly, the burglary rate in urban 

areas can be described as: 'The number of unauthorized 
3 

break-ins per 100,000 building units within city limits'." 

But the mere fact that a certain state of affairs 

can be described in language which is morally innocuous does 

not entail that terms -- such as "exploitation," "burglary," 

and "murder" -- which also describe this state of affairs 

are not evaluative or moral terms, i.e. terms which have 

evaluative or moral connotations or force. This is precise-

ly the reason, in fact, that describing an abortion as 

"fetal murder" as opposed to "the killi!lg of a fetus" begs 

the moral question of whether or not abortion is morally 

permissable and describing the killing of one person by 

another as "murder" as opposed to "homicide" begs the legal 
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question of whether the killing was (legally) justifiable. 

Both pairs of phrases describe the same objective event or 

state of affairs but one is an evaluative phrase (or term) 

and the other is not. Similarly, though the the degree of 

exploitation is a measurement of exactly the same thing as 

the rate of surplu~ value, the first is an evaluative term 

and the second is not. 

To see that the "degree of exploitation" is an 

evaluative phrase for Marx, one has only to ask oneself if 

Marx did or would utilize this term to describe a socialist 

or communist society. I think the answer is quite obviously 

"No." But since the rate of surplus value is simply surplus 

labor divided by necessary labor and, thus, can be calcu-

lated for any society and stated without indicating any-

thing else about the society in question (e.g. whether or 

not it is exploitative), Marx and Marxists would have no 

qualms about applying this term to a socialist or communist 

society.* The point is that even though these two expres-

* On Marx's view, we can distinguish necessary from 
surplus labor in any society. In the Grundrisse Marx states 
that "the working time necessary for the satisfaction of 
absolute necessities leaves sone free time (which varies at 
the various stages of the develoJment of the productive 
forces), so that surplus produce can thus be created if 
surplus labour is done." 4 In Volume 3 of Capital he 
writes: "surplus labour appears as surplus value and this 
surplus value exists as a surplus product. Surplus labour 
in general, as labour over and above the given requirements, 
must always remain. In the capitalist as well as in the 
slave system, etc., it merely assumes an antagonistic form 
and is supplemented by complete idleness of a stratum of 
society." (emphasis added) 5 
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sions refer to precisely the same objective phenomenon or 

state of affairs, one would not use the expression "degree 

of exploitation" in describing a certain society unless one 

thought the society in question to be economically exoloita-

tive, 

unless 

just as one would not describe a homicide as a murder 

one thought it was not legally justifiable. There-

fore, although the expression "degree of exploitation" re

fers to an objective phenonenon which mayor may not be 

morally condemnable -- depending on the nature of the 

society in question -- the use of this expression implies 

that the society in question is exploitative. If, therefore, 

exploitation is a term of moral condemnation a thesis I 

shall presently argue for -- then describing a society as 

having a certain degree of exploitation implies a negative 

moral judgment of that society, i.e. a judgment that at 

least the aspect of that society which is exploitative is 

morally condemnable. 

In addition to this consideration, there is at least 

one interesting linguistic difference between the phrases 

"rate of surplus value" and "degree of exploitation." This 

difference can, perhaps, best be brought out by asking what 

it is that the rate or degree in question measures. We seem 

to get different answers according to the phrase we have in 

mind. It is most natural, it seems, to say that the rate of 

surplus value measure the rate of the production of surplus 

value (for society as ~ whole). The degree of exploitation, 
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on the other hand, seems to measure the degree of exploita

tion of a certain class or group (within a particular 

society). Notice that while the first expression ("rate of 

surplus value") tells us nothing about the structure of the 

society in question (e.g. whether or not it is divided into 

socioeconomic classes), the second expression ("degree of 

exploitation") tells us something about the society in ques-

tion (viz. that it is divided into classes). This is 

because the existence of a class or group which is exploited 

seems to entail the existence of a class or group which does 

the exploiting, just as the existence of a mine which is 

exploited seems to entail the existence of a person or group 

of persons which exploit it. Thus, while the rate of sur-

plus value is best conceived as expressing a diadic relation ----- -----
(between a society and the rate at which surplus value is 

being produced), the degree of exploitation seems to express 

a triadic relation (between the rate of the production of 

surplus value, an exploited class, and an exploiting class). 

Thus, in utilizing the latter phrase we can speak of one 

class or group exploiting another class or group to a cer-

tain degree whereas the expression "rate of surplus value" 

does not seem to lend itself to such linguistic use. This, 

of course, fits with Marx's analysis since he does speak of 

the capitalist class exploiting the working class in capi-

talism, feudal lords exploiting their serfs or bondsmen in 

feudal society, and of slave-owners exploiting their slaves 
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in slave-holding societies. 

To claim to have shown that exploitation is a moral 

term from only these considerations would, however, be to 

beg the question. Further evidence for the thesis that 

Marx's concept of exploitation has a moral component accrues 

from considering (a) the lexical definitions of the terms 

"exploit" and "exploitation" and (b) some of the passages in 

Marx's works in which he uses the term. 

Ignoring the nominal form of "exploit" in which it 

means a notable or heroic act, "exploit" is a transitive 

verb meaning: 

"1 a: to turn to economic account (- a mine) b: to 
take advantage of: utilize (-ing the qualities of 
the material) 2: to make use of meanly or unjustlx 
for one's own c!dvantage." (emphasis added) 6 

The noun "exploitation" is defined as: 

"1: an act of exploiting: as a: utilization or 
working out of a natural resource b: an unjust or 
improper use of another person for one's own profIt 
or advantage." (emphasis added) 7 

Clearly, the first (non-emphasized) meanings given 

to each of these expressions are taken to aP9ly primarily --

though, perhaps, not exclusively -- to natural resources, 

inanimate objects, and animals rather than human beings. 

The examples given bear this out: "to exploit a mine;" 

"exploiting the qualities of the material;" "the [exploita-

tion] of a natural resource." In this simple (non-

evaluative) sense, exploitation is simply a matter of taking 

advantage of. As Panichas notes, 



"Exploitation" is typically used to describe a rela
tionship or set of relationships where something 
(object, ability or person) is exploited by some 
other animate thing -- sometimes a machine or an 
animal, most frequently, a person. Simple cases of 
exploitative relationships are accurately described 
by sentences where "exploited" is substituted for by 
the phrase "taking advantage of," without a loss of 
meaning. Thus in the relevant cases where it is a 
person, P, exploits some thing (object, ability or 
other person), t, if, and only if, P takes advantage 
of t. More complex or precisely specified cases of 
exploitation -- for example, economic exploitation 
-- have simple exploitation as a necessary condi
tion. To continue with a relevant example, then, 
some person or thing, t, is exploited economically 
by another person, P, if, and only if, P takes 
advantage of t and the nature of this advantage is 
economic, that is, economic gain for P. 8 
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Since not all cases of "taking advantage of" are 

cases of moral wrong-doing, however, this simple sense of 

exploitation is morally neutral. It may be objected that 

while this is true with regard to taking advantage of inani-

mate objects and, perhaps, animals, it surely is not true 

with respect to taking advantage of human bEings. But, in 

answer to this objection, it must be pointed out that not 

even all cases of one person taking advantage of another 

person are morally noxious since there are cases in which 

the person who is being taken advantage of is not harmed and 

even cases in which he or she realizes a gain or benefit. 

Panichas gives the example of an actor who freely contracts 

with an agent for booking purposes. A stipulation of the 

case is that "the actor cannot for whatever reasons, serve 
9 

as his own agent and remain a successful actor." 

Panichas claims that the actor is both being "taken advan-
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tage of" and being "economically exploited" by the agent but 

that this description is morally neutral since there is 

nothing morally noxious in the relationship. "There is no 

obvious interference with the actor's freedom by the agent," 

Panichas writes, "and thus no obvious immorality in the 

agent's economic exploitation of the actor. After all, 

on one straightforward interpretation, the agent is only 
10 

doing what the actor wishes." 

Although Panichas agrees that Marx uses the term 

"exploitation" to indicate moral condemnation, he seems to 

suggest that one should not assume that the exploitation 

even when used to describe social relations -- indicates 

moral condemnation. He seems to suggest that the first 

(non-evaluative) definition is the norm and the second 

(evaluative) definition is the exceptional use and indicates 

this in his analysis by marking the second use with an 

asterisk. Although I have no quarrel with the fact that the 

evaluative use of the term presupposes and incorForates the 

descriptive use, I would like to suggest that -- as the 

dictionary definition indicates -- when describing 

interpersonal or social situations, the terms "exploit" and 

"exploitation" normally are being used in their second 

(evaluative) senses. The second (emphasized) meanings of 

the expressions are clearly taken to apply primarily if 
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not exclusively -- to human beings or persons.* Definition 

b of "exploitation" explicitly states this and definition 2 

of "exploit" at least strongly implies it since the concept 

of justice seems to be properly applied only to relations 

among persons.** Therefore, without an explanatory note, it 

is extremely misleading -- if not a misuse of the term -- to 

describe morally innocuous social relationships in which one 

party is taking advantage of another as cases of exploita

tion. In fact, given the second part of the lexical defini-

tions above, it is the use of these terms to describe such 

(morally innocuous) interpersonal relatior.ships or social 

situations which is exceptional. In any case in which these 

terms are being used to describe such situations -- includ-

ing Marx's we should assume that they are being used 

evaluatively until and unless proven otherwise. While there 

have been attempts to prove that Marx's use of the terms 

"exploit" and "exploitation" are morally neutral, they have 

-- I shall attempt to show -- all failed. There is simply 

* The category of persons may be broader than that 
of human beings since we would presumably treat non-human 
beings as persons (i.e. accept them into the moral commun
ity) if they were sufficiently similar to us in terms of 
sentience, sapience, and the capacity for moral feelings and 
thought. 

** However, since according to this definition "ex
ploi t" means to make use meanly or ur. justly for one's own 
advantage and the concept of making use meanly may be ap
plicable to higher animals as well as human beings, the 
thesis that exploitation in this sense applies only to human 
beings is, perhaps, debatable. 
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too much evidence to the contrary. 

I am maintaining, then, that Marx does mean by 

"exploitation" something like "an unjust or improper use of 

another person for one's own profit or advantage." Although 

it may be objected that Marx had no truck with the concept 

of justice -- a claim which is, itself, debatable -- Marx 

certainly thought that in some cases some people (or classes 

of people) make improper use of other people (or classes of 

people) to their own advantage and, thus, his ascription of 

exploitation to capitalist production relations and to other 

social relations as well, could quite easily fit this defi-

nition. But is there any evidence that it does fit this 

definition? The answer to this, I believe, is yes. Consi-

der the following passage from The German Ideology which 

contains one of Marx's first uses of the term "exploita-

tion" : 

In Hollbach, -all ... activity of individuals in 
their mutual intercourse e.g., speech, love, etc., 
is depicted as a relation of utility and utiliza
tion ...• In this case the utility relation has a 
quite different meaning, namely that I derive bene
fit for myself by doing harm to someone else (ex
ploitation de l'homme ~ l'homme) .••. All this 
actually is 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 insofar as he can include them 
under this one relation, and even where he encoun
ters relations which cannot be directly subordinated 
to the relation of exploitation, he does at least 
subordinate them to it in his imagination. The 
material expression of this use is money, the repre
sentation of the value of all things, people and 
social relations. 11 
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Here, following the French usage, Marx explicitly 

speaks of the exploitation of man by man ("exploitation de 

l'homme par l'homme") as ~ person deriving benefit for 

himself/herself EY doing harm to another person.* Allen E. 

Buchanan sums up this analysis as follow: "Marx's general 

conception of exploitation includes three elements: first, 

to exploit someone is to utilize him or her as one would a 

tool or natural resource; second, this utilization is harm-

ful to the person so utilized; and third, 
15 

the end of such ----
utilization is one's own benefit." Therefore, according 

to Buchanan, "exploitation occurs wherever persons are harm-
16 

fully utilized as mere instruments for private gain .•.. " 

For purposes of this work, I shall take Buchanan's 

analysis to be definitive. There are, however, three points 

vlhich should be noted. The first is that Buchanan's analy-

sis is compatible with those analyses which take the notion 

* Bucr.anan notes in commenting on this passage that: 

Littres' Dictionaire de la Langue Francaise, the 
standard multivolume French dictionary for the nine
teenth century, includes the following entry under 
"exploiter" (to exploit): 

Terme d'agriculture et d'industrie. Faire valoir, 
tirer Ie produit. Exploiter un brevet, un theatre. 
Par extension, tirer profit ou bon parti de guelque 
chose considere comme objet d'exploitation. .!l 
~ dit aussi des ?ersonnes. Exploiter une dupe. Cet 
entrepreneu~ exploite ses ouviers (Dictionaire de ~ 
Langue Francaise, Par E. Littre de l'Academie Fran-· 
caise, Libraire HatCEette et Cie,-Paris, 1873.) 

The part of this entry which defines 
tion" as applied to persons is virtually 

"exploita
identical 
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of "taking advantage of" to be basic to the notion of ex-

ploitation. While Panichas gives a more detailed analysis of 

"taking advantage of," which we shall have occasion to 

review later, it seEms obvious that Buchanan's analysis of 

exploitation can accommodate Panichas' claim that for P to 

exploit t is for P to take advantage of t, for surely for P 

to harmfully utilize t as a mere instrument (or means) for 

piS private gain is for P to take advantage of t. This is 

simply to admit that the moral sense of exploitation rests 

upon the simple, morally neutral sense of the term a 

thesis with which Panichas agrees. 

The second point to note is that siven this charac-

terization of exploitation almost any well-known moral 

theory will judge exploitation to be -- at least prima facie 

morally wrong. Consequentialists will tend to judge it 

with Marx's general characterization in The German 
Ideology. In The German Ideology, Marx uses the 
term "Exploitation" more frequently than "Ausbeu
tung, " \'lhereas in Capital the tendency is the re
verse. Both words translate as "exploitation." So 
far as I can determine, Marx uses them interchang
eably and there is no textual evidence for the 
hypothesis that his alternate usage marked any sys
tematic distinction. 12 

It is interesting to note, however, that though 
Buchanan explicity states that it is in this passage of The 
German Ideology (\vri tten in 1845-1846) that "Marx first 
introduces the term 'exploitation'," 13 Easton and Guddat 
translate a sentence in a May 1843 letter by Marx to Ruge as 
follows: "The system of industry and commerce, of pro
perty and the exploitation of men ... leads much more 
rapidly to a rupture within the present society than the 
increase of the population." (emphasis added) 14 
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wrong because it infl~cts harm on the person who is ex

ploited. However, whether or not the consequentialist will 

come to judge a particular form or example of exploitation 

to be all things considered morally wrong v1ill depencl 

upon both . (1) the non-moral good or goods he or she is 

committed to maximizing (and, conversely, the non-moral 

harms he or she is committed to minimizing) and (2) the 

amount of benefit which accrues to the exploiter, since this 

benefit could conceivably over-balance the harm to the ex

ploitee(s) on some consequentialist views. Deontological 

moral theorists, on the other hand, will tend to judge 

exploitation, as thus defined, morally wrong either on 

grounds that it is -- at least prima facie unfair to harm 

another in pursuit of one's ow~ advantage or benefit or on 

grounds that it is morally impermissable to treat someone as 

a mere instrument, that is, to treat another person merely 

as a means rather than as an end. 

The third point to be noted is that the concept of 

exploitation captured by Buchanan's analysis is not specifi

cally Marx's concept of economic ex~loitation but, rather, 

his general concept of exploitation. Notice that Marx's 

notion of "exploitation de l'homme de l'homme" as he uses it 

in the above quoted passage -- besides confirming that his 

ccncept of exploitation has a moral component -- confirms 

that there is a general notion of exploitation in Malx's 

writings as well as more specifically economic notions of 
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exploitation. Marx's general concept of exploitation is 

broad enough to apply to much more than ~xploitative rela-

tions between particular economic classes. It can apply, 

for example, to a semi-autonomous state bureaucracy exploit-

ing any or all economic classes in a society. (Marx often 

speaks of state bureaucracies being parasitic upon the rest 

of society, a simile most easily and naturally cashed in 

terms of the concept of exploitation.) * It can apply td 

inter-personal relationships as well: to pimps exploiting 

prostitutes, men exploiting women, or a particular indivi-

dual exploiting his acquaintances or friends. 

Economic forms of exploitation are then, for Marx, 

utility relations within economic (productive) processes in 

which one party derives benefit for themselves EY doing harm 

to another party. On Marx's class analysis of society the 

important parties are classes and the important form of 

economic exploitation is the exploitation of one class by 

another. In capitalist society this is the exploitation of 

the working class by the capitalist class but every mode of 

production in human history since the division of labor 

arose -- i.e. the Asiatic (despotic), ancient (slave-hold-

ing) , and feudal (serf-based) forms of society has had 

its own forms of exploitation according to how the ruling 

* For ~ more detailed 
conception of exploitation and 
state bureaucracy see Allen E. 
Rowman and Littlefield, Totowa, 

analysis of Marx's general 
his application of it to the 
Buchanan, Marx and Justice, 
N.J., 1982, pp. 39-42. 
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class pumped surplus value out of the subordinate class or 

classes (i.e. the direct producers). This is Marx's trans-

historical concept of economic exploitation. 

Capitalist relations of production are exploitative, 

according to Marx, because capital pumps surplus labor out 

of the direct producers (i.e. out of the proletariat) and 

"obtains this surplus-labour without ~ equivalent . [such 

that] in essence it always remains forced labour -- no 

matter how much it may seem to result from free contractual 
15 

agreement." (emphasis added) Capitalist exploitation, 

according to Marx, is the appropriation by the capitalist 

class of unpaid labor performed by the working class. The 

capitalist exploits workers because he reaps the benefits of 

their unpaid labor, i.e. the labor which creates value (or 

product) beyond the value they receive for a day's work. 

This is Marx's ccncept of capitalist economic exploitation. 



Exploitation, Utility, and Freedom 

But even if it can be shown that Marx's concept of 

exploitation has a moral component or, more precisely, that 

Marx's (1) general concept of exploitation, (2) trans-hist

orical concept of economic exploitation, (3) concept of 

capitalist economic exploitation, and (4) concept of the 

degree of exploitation all have a moral component in addi

tion to their purely descriptive meanings, the question yet 

remains as to the moral principles underlying this content. 

Before taking up this issue, however, I would like first to 

take up one initial objection to the cogency of Marx's 

concept of economic exploitation in capitalist society. The 

objection has to do with the fact that in many capitalist 

societies -- especially the advanced industrialized capital

ist societies having bourgeois-democratic (i.e. parliamen

tary) governments and extensive welfare systems -- the vast 

majority of working class persons do not perceive themselves 

as exploited and, in fact, are supporters of the very socio

economic system which is, supposedly, exploiting "them. Does 

it really make sense, the objection goes, to say that these 

people are exploited? Isn't part of the meaning of being 

exploited that the exploitees (members of the working class 

in this case) are harmfully used or taken advantage of? 

113 
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Wouldn't workers in advanced capitalist societies realize 

they are being harmfully used or taken advantage of and, 

thus, be opponents rather than supporters of the very system 

that exploits them? H. B. Acton expresses this objection as 

follows: 

Now in Marx's Capital the capitalist system is in
dicted for the way in which workers are kept working 
long hours in unhealthy conditions that barely en
able them to keep alive. Suppose that, as appears 
to be the case in this country now, workers under 
what is still predominantly a capitalist system 
for that is what Marxists say it is -- do not work 
long hours and are able to live fairly comfortable 
lives. Is anyone going to say that they are still 
exploited because, however comfortable they may be, 
surplus value is being filched from them so long as 
their labour contributes to the profits of any em
ployer? This would surely be a most metaphysical 
sort of exploitation that could exist when no one 
was aware of it. 18 

This question brings up a great many important 

issues which we cannot take the time to discuss here, spe-

cifically, the issues of the relation between economic sub-

structure and ideology in Marxist theory, between class and 

class consciousness, between the international division of 

labor and the "bourgeoisification" of the proletariat in 

advanced capitalist countries, etc. It should be remarked, 

however, that Marx's answer to the question of the disparity 

between the objective socioeconomic fact of capitalist ex-

ploitation and the subjective lack of awareness of this 

exploitation on the part of much of the working class in 

capitalist societies has, in part, to do with his theory of 

the fetishism of commodities, money, and capital. This 



115 

theory, in essence, states that the surface structure of 

capitalist economies gives rise to certain illusions -- for 

example, that capital is value-producing, that money and 

commodities have value in and of themselves rather than the 

value that social relations have bestowed upon them, and 

that the wage contract is an equal or near equal exchange 

between capital and labor -- such that the surface structure 

obscures the nature of its deep structure. In reality, at 

the deep-structural level (so to speak), the fact is that 

capital is not value-producing nor even a historically ne-

cessary component of the productive process, that capital's 

only function is to pump surplus value out of the working 

class (the "collective worker") as werewolves or vampires 

suck blood from their victims,* and that capitalism is 

through and through a system of exploitation. 

However, whether or not Marx's theory of fetishism 

is correct and provides an adequate explanation for the 

divergence of exploitation and the consciousness of exploi-

tation on the part of the proletariat in capitalist society, 

this divergence does not itself invalidate Marx's concept of 

exploitation or refute his theory. To see this, consider the 

following analysis George Panichas gives of the notion of 

"take advantage of II (which he takes to be equivalent to the 

expression "exploit"): 

* These two startling metaphors run throughout Chapter X 
in Volume 1 of Capital ("The Working Day"). 



A person or class of persons, t, is taken advantage 
of by another person or class of persons, P, if, and 
only if, 

(i) by using t or some thing or capacity of tIs, P 
realizes some gain, g (P need not realize g 
for himself; g could be realized by P for 
another or othe~s. Nor need P realize g di
rectly, he may realize g via something of tIs 
other than g); 

(ii) the realization of g by P is at tIs expense -
that is, this realization constitutes a loss 
to t. (Thus it is implied that t could have 
realized or retained g if it were not for pIS 
use-relationship to t); and 

(iii) t would not yield g to P if t could avoid 
doing so. 

Now as to whether workers are taken advantage of by 
capitalists given Marx's analysis of the labor/capi
tal relationship, the answer seems to be plainly 
affirmative. The laboring capacity of workers is 
used (purchased) by the capitalists for the capital
ists' gain. And even if it is denied that it is 
labor (even socially necessary labor) which creates 
the value of the product, condition (i) would still 
be met since the workers' laboring is a necessary 
condition for the production of the product. Condi
tion (iil is met because, were it not for the insti
tutional fact (which constitutes the capitalists' 
use relationship to the workers) of the capitalists' 
exclusionary property rights to the means of produc
tion and th~ product produced, workers could have 
realized or retained any available gain. For in a 
capitalist society, there are only two classes (cap
ital and labor) and their relationship is essential
ly that of participants in a zero-sum game: any 
economic gain achieved by one will be a loss to the 
other. Finally, condition (iii) is met because it is 
reasonable to believe that since it is more desir
able, caeteris paribus, to gain than it is not to 
gain (or to lose), it is reasonable to believe that 
workers would avoid allowing capitalists to gain at 
workers' expense if workers were capable of doing 
so. Now it might be responded here that condition 
(iii) is not met since it is a feature of Marx's 
analysis of the respective roles of capitalists and 
workers that workers cannot avoid allowing the capi
talists the gains afforded by production. But this 
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response would be mistaken. Condition (iii) is a 
hypothetical claim that can be true even--when it is 
counter-factual. It does no~assert-or- presuppose 
that workers as a class are free to avoid being 
exploited. Rather, it tells us only about workers' 
preferences, given that they know or believe (i) and 
(ii). It says that, if workers knew or believed (i) 
and (ii), then they \'lould not want-the gain in 
guestion to.9.£ to capitalists, and they \'lould not 
yield that gain to capitalists if they could avoid 
doing so. Now since the process of production is 
an economic process, it follows from the above that 
workers are taken advantage of economically by capi
talists and, therefore, that workers are exploited 
economically by capitalists. (emphasis added) 19 

Thus, contrary to Acton's claim, it is 
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not 

nonsensical to speak of people being exploited without their 

knowing it .•. any more than it is nonsensical to speak of 

people being cheated in some more commonsensical way without 

their knowing it. 

Furthermore, Panichas' analysis seems to provide not 

only a sound refutation of this argument against Marx's 

theory of capitalist exploitation, but a good explication of 

what Marx means by the "objective interests" of socio-

economic classes and his implicit distinction (made explicit 

by Georg Lukacs) between a class-in-itself and a class-for-

itself. The objective interests of classes, economically 

speaking, are simply the 'g' (gains) in Panichas' analysis 

or, assuming Marx's theory to be basically correct, the 

social s?rplus product. It is an objective interest of the 

working class (whether or not members of the working class 

recognize this fact) that it (democratically) appropriate 

the social surplus value (or, better, the social surplus 
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product) they create. Because of the objective relation in 

which it stands to the productive process (being the direct 

producer of the social product but not its appropriator and 

being wage-labor, i.e. having only its own labor power to 

sell in order to make a living rather than possessing other 

means of production by which to do so) the modern proletar

iat is a class-in-itself. In most societies, however, mem

bers of this class have not yet come to identify themselves 

as such nor come to realize what their objective interests 

(~ a class) are and, hence, have not yet evolved into a 

class-for-itself. 

Having taken stock of the objection that Marx's 

concept of exploitation is invalidated by the lack of aware

ness of exploitation on the part of the exploited, let us 

now return to the question of the nature of the moral prin

ciple or principles which unde~lie Marx's concept of exploi-

tation. The most obvious candidate for the sort of princi-

pIe whose violation constitutes the harm or moral wrong 

involved in exploitation -- or at least in economic exploi

tation is some sort of principle of justice. Some main

tain, however, that the moral component of exploitation can 

be grounded in utilitarian considerations and others that it 

is to be grounded in a principle of autonomy or freedom (as 

self-determination) . Let us first consider the utilitarian 

interpretation which often makes use of the technical notion 

of the degree of exploitation which -- while purely descrip-
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tive in nature itself -- implies exploitation in a moral 

sense and is often taken to provide the backround against 

which Marx or Marxists make evaluative judgments based on 

considerations of utility. 

As Lawrence Crocker notes: 

Some proponents of a distributive interpretation of 
exploitation pass over the matter of injustice in 
favor of the technical economic applications of the 
notion. The most important of these involve the 
degree of exploitation (Exploitationsgrad), or rate 
of surplus value, which is equal to surplus labor 
divided by necessary labor. Ultimately this notion 
finds use in the analysis of capitalist competition, 
the tendency of the rate of profit to fall, and the 
genesis of economic crises. 

Occasionally commentators on these technical 
questions create the impression that the central 
thrust of Marx's critique of capitalism is that it 
is inefficient. What is wrong is not so much that 
we are distributing goods away from workers and 
towards capitalists, but that we are distributing 
goods away from workers into a malfunctioning ma
chine. Inequality of consumption is just one among 
many of the consequences of the anarchy of capital
ist production and circulation. Socialism's chief 
superiority to capitalism will be that it will free 
the productive forces of modern industry. On such a 
portrayal Marx emerges as the calculating engineer 
of revolution, committed to increased output and 
egalitarian distribution, but lacking sensitivity to 
freedom, democracy, community and, in general, what
ever is unquantifiable. 20 

This sort of view of Marx's concept of exploitation 

as having primarily to do with the technical thesis of the 

degree of exploitation and with supposed related inefficien

cies within the capitalist economy strives to reduce the 

moral content of exploitation solely to considerations of 

utility. But the success of this reduction seems dubious. 

First, the most natural way of interpreting (at least eco-
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nomic) exploitation is in terms of principles of distribu

tive justice, not utility. Second, although Marx is cer

tainly concerned with human well-being and indicts capital

ism for not providing for the well-being of human beings, it 

seems dubious to interpret Marx as a utilitarian since his 

primary moral principles are freedom (as self-determination) 

human community, and self-realization, none of which seems 

readily reducible to considerations of utility. (Of course, 

just as J. S. Mill claims to ground his principles of liber

ty, justice, and human rights on the principle of utility -

as secondary rules or principles which, if followed, maxi

mize utility over the long run -- one can maintain that 

Marx's objections to economic exploitation as well as his 

three 'primary' moral principles ultimately are to be jus

tified in terms of maximizing utility, but his too seems 

dubious. 

4 and 5.) 

This issue is taken up in more detail in Chapters 

But whether or not such a utilitarian reduction of 

Marx's moral views ultimately can be carried out, it seems 

obvious that the moral content of Marx's concept of exploi

tation is not merely a matter of direct utilitarian consid

erations based on the inefficiencies of capitalism. To see 

this we need only ask ourselves if Marx is committed to 

choosing society A over society B so long as society A is 

economically more efficient than society B. The answer to 

this seems to be "No!" If society B is not exploitative in 



121 

the sense of having a ruling class which pumps surplus value 

(or surplus product) out of a class (or classes) of direct 

producers and society A is exploitative in this sense, then 

it does not seem necessarily to be the case that Marx would 

prefer society A to B, even if A were more economically 

productive (in any or every sense of this phrase). (Marx, of 

course, thought socialism to be preferable to capitalism on 

both grounds.) 

It may be objected that the reason Marx may still 

prefer society B to A under these circumstances is that A 

may be less productive of human utility than society Beven 

though it is more productive in strictly economic terms 

(i.e. in terms of total output, the efficient utilization of 

resources, etc.). It may be the case, for example, that in 

society A a small class enjoys an extremely high standard of 

living and a large subordinate class live in abject poverty 

and misery. In this case, even though society A may be more 

productive and productively efficient than B, it may be 

less productive of sum total and average utility than B. 

But now consider the case in which (1) society A' is econom

ically exploitative and society B' is not and (2) society AI 

is not only more economically productive and efficient than 

B' but also more productive of both sum total and average 

utility (and, thus, affords the direct producers at least a 

somewhat better standard of living than B'). If the utili

tarian interpretation of Marx's concept of exploitation is 
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correct, Marx ought to prefer society AI to BI but this, 

again, seems problematic. 

Consider the following passage from "Critique of 

the Gotha Program II in this connection: liThe system of wage 

labour is a system of slavery, and indeed of a slavery which 

becomes more severe in proportion as the social productive 

forces of labour develop whether the worker receive better 
21 -

or worse payment. II Thus, although Marx believes that 

socialism is more productive and productively efficient than 

capitalism and would undoubtedly also have held that it is 

more productive of utility (both sum and average) than 

capitalism, this does not seem to be his most fundamental 

critereon by which to judge societies and it seems also that 

his oft employed evaluative concept of exploitation is not 

reducible to considerations of utility: slaves are still 

slaves, to paraphrase Marx, whether they are well-fed or 

not. The moral wrong done slaves has, in fact, nothing to 

do with their material well-being ... although the low level 

of material well-being and resultant suffering which were 

often the lot of slaves is also condemnable on utilitarian 

grounds. 

An alternative interpretation -- one which I shall 

call the standard interpretation because it is the most 

common and commonsensical -- takes economic exploitation to 

be based on an unequal or unjust distribution of the social 
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surplus valu~ (or product). This interpretation arises from 

such passages as: 

the labourer, during one portion of the labour
process, produces only the value of his labour
power, that is, the value of his means of subsis-
tence. That portion of the working-day 
during which this reproduction takes place, I call 
"necessary" labour-time, and the labour expended 
during that time I call "necessary" labour • ••• the 
second period of the labour-process, that in which 
his labour is no longer necessary labour, the work
man, it is true labours, expends labour-power; but 
his labour, being no longer necessary labour, he 
creates no value for himself. He creates surplus
value which, for the capitalist, has all the charms 
of a creation out of nothing. 22 

Since, on Marx's labor theory of value,' it is only 

labor which produces exchange value, it would seem that in 

such passages as these Marx is laying the basis for the 

charge of unfair distribution or theft of workers' labor (or 

the products of the ,.,orkers' labor). In a passage from the 

Grundrisse previously quoted, Marx -- in fact speaks 

explicitly of "The theft of others' labour time upon which 
23 

wealth depends today •••. " (emphasis added) and in "Cri-

tique of the Gotha Programme" which was \vritten after the 

first volume of Capital was published, Marx writes that 

the wage worker has permission to work for his own 
subsistence, that is, to live, only in so far as he 
works for a certain time gratis for the capitalist 
(and hence also for the latter's co-consumers of 
surplus-value); the whole capitalist system of 
production turns on the increase of this gratis 
labour by extending the working day or by developing 
the productivity, that is, increasing the intensity 
of labour power, etc.; ... consequently the system 
of wage labour is a system of slavery .... 24 

It may, therefore, be thought that Marx's concept 
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(and theory) of exploitation provides a counter-example to 

my thesis that Marx's primary values are freedom, human 

community, and self-realization. The argument here is that 

since exploitation is the major evaluative concept of Marx's 

later work and since this concept has primarily to do with 

the unequal distribution of wealth or with the fact (on 

Marx's view) that surplus value is stolen from the working 

class by the capitalist class, Marx must have a value or 

principle of equality or justice besides the three values I 

have claimed are constitutive of his evaluative perspec-

tive. 

One reason -- albeit not a conclusive reason for 

doubting the interpretation of economic exploitation as 

having to do with unequal or unjust distribution is that 

Marx explicitly claims that the relation between capital and 

labor is not ~ case of injustice. Speaking'of the capital-

ist and worker as buyer and seller of labor power in Capi-

tal, Marx claims that the inequality of the wage contract is 

"a piece of luck for the buyer, but by no means an injury to 
25 

the seller" and that the relationship is one of "right 

against right, both equally bearing the seal of the law of 
26 

exchanges ...... 

Now, whether or not Marx's claims in these passages 

are ultimately coherent and whether or not he really means 

to say that capitalism cannot be criticized as unjust from 

any perspective -- as opposed to the juridical perspective 
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internal to that system -- are topics of considerable de-

bate. It may be the case that Marx is here confusing inter-

nal and (possible) external moral or normative points of 

view.* If so, a case may yet be made that there is nothing 

contradictory about Marx or a Marxist criticizing capitalism 

as unjust. It is clear, however, that so far as Marx is con-

cerned, the charge of economic exploitation does not rely on 

the possibility of condemning capitalist production rela-

tions as unjust. But there is another, even stronger, 

reason for rejecting the standard interpretation of economic 

exploitation as unjust distribution of the social surplus 

product. 

Presumably, the underlying normative principle as-

sumed by the standard interpretation is that those who 

produce wealth ought to receive it (or its equivalent) back. 

In the case of capitalist society this would presumably mean 

that the working class (i.e. the class which, ex hypothesi, 

produces the total social product of society and, thus, any 

social surplus product of society) ought to receive back the 

total social product or social surplus product which they 

produce. But this cannot be a correct explication of Marx's 

concept of economic exploitation because Marx does not take 

the postion that whenever the producers of society do not 

receive back all they produce, exploitation exists. This 

* I attempt to make a case for this claim in Chapter 
10 ("Marx's Critique of Justice and Rights"). 
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is, in fact, precisely the point on which Marx attacks 

LaSalle in "Critique of the Gotha Program." 

In the first and second (or higher and lower) stages 

of communism -- neither of which will be exploitative 

according to Marx -- the direct producers are to receive 

back the "undiminished proceeds of labour." As ~~arx 

explains: 

Let us take first of all the words "proceeds of 
labour" in the sense of the product of labour; then 
the co-operative proceeds of labour are the total 
social product. 

From this must now be deducted: 
First, cover for replacement of the means of 

production used up. 
Secondly, additional portion for expansion of 

production. 
Thirdly, reserve or insurance funds to provide 

against accidents, dislocations caused by natural 
calamities, etc. 

These deductions from the "undiminished proceeds 
of labour" are an economic necessity and their mag
nitude is to be determined according to available 
means and forces, and partly by computation of prob
abilites, but they are in no way calculable by 
equity. 

There remains the other part of the total pro
duct, intended to serve as means of consumption. 

Before this is divided among the individuals, 
there has to be deducted again, from it: 

First, the general costs of administration not 
belonging to-production. -- ---

This part will from the outset, be very consid
erably restricted in comparison with present-day 
society and it diminishes in proportion as the new 
society develops. 

Secondly, that which is intended for the common 
satisfaction of needs, such as school~health ser
vices, etc. --

From the outset this part grows considerably in 
comparison with present-day society and it grows in 
proportion as the new society develops. 

Thirdly, funds for those unable to work, etc., 
in short for what is included under so-called offi
cial poor relief today. 27 
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But even though the direct producers do not receive 

back all they produce in a socialist society, Marx does not 

conceive of them as being economically exploited as are 

producers in bourgeois society. Why is this? What is the 

essential difference? One answer is that the producers in 

even the first stage of communism do, in reality, get back 

what they produce, although some of it they receive back 

indirectly. This suggestion, as Marx puts it, is that "What 

the producer is deprived of in his capacity as a private 

individual benefits him directly or indirectly in his capa-
28 

city as a member of society." 

This difference, if it holds up to scrutiny, is that 

whereas in capitalist society the surplus value (or surplus 

social product) which is produced by the direct producers 

(i.e. the workers) is appropriated by a minority class and 

does not necessarily rebound to the equal benefit of all 

producers or all members of society, in socialist society 

the "surplus value" is appropriated socially and rebounds to 

the equal benefit of all. But would not this, itself, 

violate the principle that those who produce the total 

social product are entitled to it? After all, the class of 

producers -- even in a socialist society -- is not coexten-

sive with the class of all members of society because even 

if we consider administrators, etc. as indirect producers 

(i.e. as part of what Marx calls the "collective worker"), 

this still leaves all of those who are, for one reason or 



other, not part of the collective worker: 
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children, the 

disabled, those of advanced age, etc. Yet, as Marx makes 

explicit in the last point set out in the above passase, 

such individuals are to receive part of social product: 

society is to set aside "funds for those unable to work." 

Therefore, even if we count all of the deductions 

listed by Marx (except the deduction for direct welfare 

transfers) as part of the social benefits which rebound to 

the actual produce it is still not the case that the 

producers receive back -- either directly or indirectly 

the full proceeds of their labor. Whatever evaluative prin

ciple may best account for Marx's commitment to welfare 

benefits for those unable to work, it is clear that economic 

exploitation cannot merely be a matter of producers not 

receiving back the undiminished proceeds of their labor. 

Marx's proposed distribution of the social product in so

cialism provides a counter-example to this thesis. 

One might try to save the standard interpretation of 

economic exploitation by stipulating that the "Lockean 

principle" (that those who produce -- "mix their labor with" 

-- something ought to own and control what they produce) 

apply to social classes rather than individuals. Since those 

who stand in a working class relation to production (i.e. 

those who have to sell their labor power or receive welfare 

transfers to subsist and who are not owners of means of 

production i.e. capital -- and are not small businessmen, 
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they 

remain members of the working class whether or 

are able to work, this move would seem to answer 
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not 

the 

above objection. Given this stipulation, if one class pro-

duces the total social product -- as Marx thinks is the case 

in capitalism -- it is entitled to the entire surplus social 

product and no other class is entitled to any of it, let 

alone a disproportionate share. Thus, in capitalist society 

the workers (i.e. all members of the working class) are 

entitled to all of the wealth and capitalists to none of it. 

Since the working class does not get back (either directly 

or indirectly) all of the wealth it produces in capitalist 

society, but does get back all that it produces in socialist 

society, economic exploitation exists in the former but not 

in the latter. (While it may be objected to this scenario 

that many members of the capitalist class do,in fact, work 

as bankers, corporate board members, administrators, etc. 

it would still remain true that as a class they receive, 

control, or have at their disposal a portion of the total 

social product and of the social surplus product dispropor

tionate to the portion their labor helps create.) 

But this caveat fails to save the standard interpre

tation. To see that this is the case, all we need do is 

imagine the possible world in which: (1) all able members 

of the capitalist class are part of the "collective worker" 

(e.g. as bankers, administrators, etc.) and (2) the capital

ist class decides each and every year to redistribute what 
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is left of the social surplus product (after making all of 

the deductions Marx calls for in "Critique of the Gotha Pro

gram"), such that they (i.e. members of the capitalist 

class) consume no more of the social surplus product than 

average working class persons. In the situation I am ima

gining, the capitalist class could, if it so decided, keep a 

disproportionate part of the wealth but, as a matter of 

contingent fact, they don't. Although they control the same 

amount of the social product, they don't consume any more 

than average working class members of society, choosing 

as a matter of beneficence or perhaps as a calculated maneu

ver to forestall social discontent and revolution to 

redistribute it in a way that all would agree distributively 

just or fair. Ex hypothesi, in this possible world the 

capitalist class does not receive -- or, at least, does not 

consume -- an unfair amount of the social product and, thus, 

on the standard interpretation of Marx's concept of economic 

exploitation as unjust distribution, this society (apparent

ly) is not economically exploitative. 

The question I now wish to pose is whether or not 

the workers in this society are still exploited, on Marx's 

view. Marx's answer to this, I believe, would have been an 

unqualified and emphatic "Yes!". This is borne out by 

Marx's view that economic exploitation is a characteristic 

of the economic substructure of society, i.e. of the rela

tions of production and not a characteristic of the distri-
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butional patterns of economic goods which are, for Marx, a 

purely superstructural matter. For Marx, the key to under-

standing any form of society is to examine the way in which 

surplus value is pumped out of the subordinate (but produc-

tive) class or classes by the ruling (but non-productive) 

class or clqsses. The relations of production, according to 

Marx, determine the social, political, and ideological 

superstructure. To understand a society one must understand 

its mode of production (i.e. the relations and forces of 

production) • To change a society one must change the mode 

of production and, in particular, its production relations. 

This is why Marx remarks in "Critique of the Gotha Pro-

gram" that: 

Quite apart from the analysis so far given, it was 
in general a mistake to make a fuss about so-called 
distribution and put the principal stress on it. 

Any distribution whatever of the means of con
sumption is only a consequence of the distribution 
of the conditions of production themselves. The 
latter distribution, however, is a feature of the 
mode of production itself. The capitalist mode of 
production, for example, rests on the fact that the 
material conditions of production are in the hands 
of non-workers in the form of property in capital 
and land, while the masses are only owners of the 
personal condition of production, of labour power. 
If the elements of production are so distributed, 
then the present-day distribution of the means of 
consumption results automatically. If the material 
conditions of production are the co-operative prop
erty of the workers themselves, then there likewise 
results a distribution of the means of consumption 
different from the present one. Vulgar socialism 
(and from it in turn a section of the democracy) has 
taken over from the bourgeois economists the consid
eration and treatment of distribution as inde
pendent of the mode of production and hence the 
presentation of socialism as turning principally on 
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made clear, why retrogress again? 29 
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If this general line of reasoning about Marx's views 

is correct, Marx's concept of exploitation cannot be primar-

ily based on some notion of unequal or unfair distribution, 

either of the end-principle or entitlement sort. What is 

it, then, that makes capitalist production relations exploi-

tative and those in a socialist society non-exploitative? 

For a clue to the answer to this question, let us return one 

last time to the the "Critique of the Gotha Program." 

There, in a passage worth quoting again, Marx writes that 

"the system of wage labour is a system of slavery, and 

indeed of a slavery which becomes more severe in proportion 

as the social productive forces of labour develop whether 

the worker receives better or worse payment." (emphasis 
30 

added) After making this statement Marx compares LaSalle's 

emphasis on distribution and the presumed increase of mater-

ial wealth of the worker under socialism to a "slave still 

in thrall to obsolete notions." 

It is as if, among slaves who have at last got 
behind the secret of slavery and broken out in 
rebellion, a slave still in thrall to obsolete no
tions were to inscribe on the programme of the 
rebellion: Slavery must be abolished because the 
feeding of slaves in the system of slavery cannot 
exceed a certain low maximum! 31 

As the analogy between wage-labor and slavery sug-

gests, Marx objects to capitalism and would object to capi-

talism even under the conditions of the hypothetical case I 
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put forward, on grounds that such social arrangements vio-

late the principle of freedom (as self-determination). 

Marx's concept and theory of exploitation, if this line of 

reasoning is correct, is not at all about the distribution 

of material wealth but, rather, the distribution of power. 

As Lawrence Crocker puts it in characterizing Marx's con-

cept of exploitation: "It is never far from Marx's attention 

that a given organization of production and exchange is 

simultaneously a certain organization of human beings embod-
32 

ying relations of domination and control." 

Although Karl Popper misinterprets Marx on a number 

of issues, he is squarely on the mark, I believe, when he 

claims that: 

Marx's condemnation of capitalism is fundamentally a 
moral condemnation. The system is condemned 
because by forcing the exploiter to enslave the 
exploited, it robs both of their freedom. Marx did 
not combat wealth, nor did he praise poverty. He 
hated capitalism, not for its accumulation of 
wealth, but for its oligarchical character; he hated 
it because in this system wealth means political 
power in the sense of power over men. Labour power 
is made a commodity; that means that men must sell 
themselves on the market. Marx hated the system 
because it resembled slavery. 33 

The working class is (economically) exploited by the 

capitalist class, serfs were exploited by their feudal 

lords, and slaves were exploited by their masters not pri-

marily because they did not receive back the wealth they 

produced but because they had no decision-making power over 

what society produces nor how it is produced or distributed. 
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Workers, serfs, and slaves have no power to make economic 

policy and decisions and are, therefore, not self-determin-

ing (in this respect) but subordinate to the will of others; 

namely, to the will of the ruling class in their respective 

socioeconomic formations. So long as a non-productive ruling 

class has control over the means of production, over invest-

ment wealth, and over a vastly disproportionate amount of 

society's total surplus value (surplus product) to the ex-

clusion of the producing class or classes, these subordinate 

classes as well as the individuals who compose them, are 

(economically) exploited and this is the case no matter what 

the actual distribution of income and wealth may be. 

Lawrence Crocker goes so far as to claim that 

the necessary and sufficient condition of exploita
tion is that there be a surplus product which is 
under the control of a group which does not include 
all the producers of that surplus. This characteri
zation is intended to capture not only Marx's con
cept of capitalist exploitation, but his concept of 
exploitation for any society and historical period. 
Whatever the nature of the dominant group, exploita
tion exists so long as some producers are not part 
of it, no matter what is done with the surplus 
whether consumed, accumulated, or thrown into the 
sea. 34 

If this characterization is basically correct, then 

contrary to initial appearances -- Marx's concept of 

economic exploitation can be reduced to one of Marx's three 

primary values -- viz. the value of freedom as self-determi-

nation -- and does not require the introduction of another 

moral principle. But as George Panichas asks, "how is it on 
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Marx's view that workers qua labor are deprived of, or 
35 

denied freedom?" Speaking of wage-laborers whose cooper-

ation is "entirely brought about by the capital that employs 
36 

them," Marx writes that 

the connexion existing between their various labours 
appears to them, ideally, in the shape of a precon
ceived plan of the capitalist, and practically in 
the shape of the authority of the same capitalist, 
in the shape of the powerful will of another, who 
subjects their activity to his aims. If, then, the 
control of the capitalist is in substance two-fold 
by reason of the two fold nature of the process of 
production itself •.. in form that control is despo
tic~ As co-operation extends its scale, this despo
tism takes forms peculiar to itself. (emphasis 
added) 37 

From a more general point of view, capitalism is a 

despotic system because "the 'free' labourer, thanks to the 

development of capitalistic production, agrees, i.e. is 

compelled EY social conditions, to sell the \'lhole of his 

active life, his very capacity for work, for the price of 

the necessaries of life, his birthright for a mess of pot-
38 

tage." (emphasis added) Thus, the worker's right to self-

determination is violated -- whether he receives better pay 

or worse. Marx goes on to note that: 

For the conversion of money into capital the 
owner of money must meet in the market with the free 
labourer, free in the double sense, that as a free 
man he can dispose of his labour-power as his own 
commodity, and that on the other hand he has no 
other commodity for sale, is short of everything 
necessary for the realisation of his labour-power. 

One thing, however, is clear -- Nature does not 
produce on the one side owners of money or commodi
ties, and on the other men possessing nothing but 
their own labour-power. This relation has no natur
al basis, neither is its -social basis one that is 



common to all historical periods. It is clearly the 
result of a past historical development, the product 
of many economic revolutions, of the extinction of a 
whole series of older forms of social production. 39 
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In conjunction with his analysis of "taking advan-

tage of" and exploitation, Panichas gives an excellent am-

plification of Marx's view of capitalism as violator of the 

principle of freedom (as self-determination): 

workers are unfree for Marx because as workers 
they are unable to become non-workers, that is, to 
abandon their class affiliation. The point is not a 
matter of complaint that workers are unfree in the 
sense in which they are unfree to exploit others, 
for while this may be true on Marx's view, it obfus
cates the point which is meant to be emphasized 
namely, that workers as members of the working 
class are unfree in that they are unable to avoid 
functioning in the socioinstitutional role which 
makes their economic exploitation an inherent fea
ture of capitalism. the lack of control which 
defines the workers' role in the capitalJlabor rela
tionship ( ... a lack of control as manifested in a 
IRck of ownership of the means of production, the 
objects produced, and investment capacity) is pre
cisely that which affords the capitalists the role 
whereby economic exploitation of workers is possi
ble. Thus, insofar as labor cannot choose not to 
enter the wage-labor relationship with capita-I--and 
still survive, labor perpetuates its subservient 
position in an economically exploitative relation
ship. 40 

insofar as workers do not control their own 
labor power, they do not and cannot control them
selves. Labor power is a creative, autonomy-produc
ing force whereby persons can determine the nature 
and direction of their own lives. However, because 
the value or worth of labor power is relegated to a 
"predetermined exchange value" which, in turn, is 
established and directed not by workers themselves 
but by irrational market forces which generate and 
are generated by capital, workers remain "impover
ished." But impoverishment here is not simply eco
nomic impoverishment (though Marx would not deny 
this result), it is impoverishment of workers' 
autonomy where autonomy is understood, broadly, to 



be the ability to direct one's own practical produc
tive efforts oneself -- that is, to be self-deter
mining. Thus, since in selling their labor power in 
order to live, the worth and direction of that 
autonomy-producing force is not under workers' con
trol, it follows that workers are unfree because of 
their socioinstitutional role in a capitalist 
society. 41 
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Thus, exploitation is a matter of the undemocratic 

control of the productive process and of the product of 

production (social surplus value). This situation is moral

ly noxious to Marx because it is a violation of the princi

ple of freedom (~ self-determination) and, thus, an in-

fringement upon the autonomy of human individuals. Since 

Marx believed there to be alternative social arrangements 

which were -- even in his day -- historically possible, he 

not only condemned capitalism (on these gL8~nds) but recom-

mended that it be altered. Undoubtedly, Marx also thought 

that the values of human community and self-realization 

would be better realized in a socialist or communist soci-

ety, but the basis for his (implicitly moral) charge of 

capitalist exploitation as well as his (implicitly moral) 

general critique of capitalism is still the violation of the 

principle of freedom (as self-determination). 

One final point about the Marxist theory .of exploi

tation which should be emphasized is that its cogency in no 

way depends upon the (admittedly) discredited version of the 

labor theory of value in which it is interpreted as 

maintaining that (1) socially necessary labor time deter-
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mines value and (2) the value of a commodity is its price in 

equilibrium market conditions.* All that we need to assume, 

as Panichas points out, is that "the workers' laboring is a 
42 

necessary condition for the production of the product." 

This is an essential point because opponents of Marx's 

theory of capitalist exploitation have often made the mis-

take of assuming that to defeat the labor theory of value 

is, ipso facto, to defeat the Marxist claim that workers are 

exploited in capitalism.** Nothing could be further from 

the truth. As Buchanan, for example, notes: 

To recognize that the labor process in capitalism is 
exploitative according to the general conception of 
exploitation one certainly need not subscribe to the 
labor theory of value. For the general conception 
of the harmful utilization of a person as a mere 
means to one's advantage is not tied to anything so 
specific as that theory. Further, even the special 
conception of exploitation in the labor process in 
capitalism can be captured without reliance on the 
labor theory of value. All that is needed for the 
special conception is a distinction between neces
sary labor-time and surplus labor-time, not the 
claim that labor is the sole source of the value of 
the product. 43 

And as G.A. Cohen notes: 

What raises a charge of exploitation is not that the 
capitalist gets some of the value the worker pro
duces, but that he gets some of the value of what 
the worker produces. Whether or not vlc·rkers produce 
value, they produce the product, that which has 
value. 

* See G. A. Cohen "The Labor Theory of Value and 
the Concept of Exploitation," Philosophy and Public Affairs, 
vol. 8, no. 4 (Fall 1979). 

** See Robert Nozick, Anarchy, State, and utopia, 
Basic Books, New York, 1974, pp. 253-262. 



And no one else does. Or, to speak with greater 
care, producers are the only persons who produce 
what has value: it is true by definition that no 
human activity other than production produces what 
has value. This does not answer the difficult ques
tion: Who is a producer? But whatever the answer 
may be, only those whom it identifies can be said to 
produce what has value. The assertion is that 
laborers, in the broadest possible sense, are the 
only persons who produce anything which has value, 
and that capitalists are not laborers in that sense. 
44 
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If the analysis of Marx's concept and theory of 

exploitation offered in this section is basically correct, 

Marx's concept is not incoherent nor does the theory depend 

on the dubious empirical thesis of the labor theory of 

value. Furthermore, Marx's concept of exploitation -- in all 

its variations has a moral component and this moral 

component is based on Marx's principle of freedom (as self-

determination) as opposed to principles of utility or dis-

tributive justice as applied to material goods. The next 

question we need to consider is how this fits in with a 

general characterization of Marx's moral theory. 



CHAPTER 4 

UTILITARIAN INTERPRETATIONS OF MARX 

Even if it can be shown that the evaluative content 

of alienation and exploitation can be reduced to Marx's 

'primary' values of freedom (as self-determination), human 

community, and self-realization, this does not yet settle 

the question of what general sort of moral theory Marx 

actually holds. Depending on how these values are to be 

explicated and defended and how they are related to a theory 

of right (as applied to actions, general rules for action, 

or social institutions), Marx's implicit moral theory might 

turn out to be a species of anyone of a number of moral 

theories. Is Marx a utilitarian, his objections to this 

school of thought and especially raking criticisms of 

Jeremy Bentham notwithstanding? If so, is he a hedonistic, 

eudaemonistic, or ideal utilitarian? Or is his moral theory 

most plausibly interpreted as prefiguring contemporary util

itarianism, which takes the satisfaction of preferences (or 

considered preferences) to be the basic non-moral good to be 

maximized? Is Marx, instead, a non-utilitarian consequen

tialist; for example, a perfectionist, a self-realization 

theorist, or a consequentialist who takes freedom to be the 

basic non-moral good to be actualized without further giving 

140 



141 

a utilitarian justification to freedom? Or does he, in

stead, hold a deontological or mixed deontological moral 

theory? If so, is he a natural law theorist, a rational will 

theorist, a Kantian, or a deontologist who takes principles 

of social justice and/or human rights as basic? 

In the present chapter, it should be noted, I am 

primarily concerned with what sort of moral theory (or set 

of moral views) Marx actually holds rather than what sort of 

moral theory Marx or Marxists should hold. These two ques-

tions are distinct -- the first is an exegetical question 

and the second a question of sUbstantive moral theory -- and 

it is quite possible for them to have divergent answers. 



Consequentialism, Utilitarianism, and Deontological 
Moral Theory 

Marx's moral perspective has been identified, at one 

time or another, with almost all of the types of moral 

theory mentioned above. In the late 19th and early 20th 

century, Eduard Bernstein, Karl Vorlander, and some of the 

other proponents of evolutionary socialism (i.e. the Social 

Democracy) found Marx to be a Kantian. Some of the "ortho-

dox Marxists" -- including the later Engels and Karl Kautsky 

-- while explicitly rejecting morality as "ideological" and 

"unscientific" can often be found to be implicitly espousing 

a not very sophisticated brand of utilitarianism. Since they 

viewed their own work as a continuation and elaboration of 

Marx's views, it seems fair to surmise that they found Marx 

to be a proponent of the same approach though, of course, 

even to suggest that Marx was operating with a moral theory 

during the height of the era of Scientific Socialism would 

have been a faux pas of major proportions • at least 

among orthodox Marxists. 

More recently, such disparate philosophers as Adam 

Schaff, Derek P. H. Allen, and Allen E. Buchanan have sug-

gested that Marx's moral evaluations are basically utilitar-

ian in nature. John Somerville, Richard Miller, and Hil-

liard Aronovitch, on the other hand, defend the view that 
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Marx is a non-utilitarian consequentialist who demands the 

maximization of all or some of the following values: self-

determination, self-realization, and mutuality (i.e. or 

human community or solidarity). Those who take this latter 

position usually see important similarities between the 

moral views of Marx and those of Aristotle. All of these 

interpretations, however, see Marx's moral views as conse-

quentialist in nature. By "consequentialism" I shall mean a 

theory of moral obligation which holds that those actions 

which maximize some specified non-moral good (or goods) are 

morally right actions and, by extension, those rules of 

actions, social policies, and social institutions which 

maximize the specified non-moral good (or goods) are not 

merely morally good but morally 'right' in the sense that 

one has a moral obligation to support and promote them. 

"Utilitarianism," as I shall use the term, is a 

consequentialist theory which specifies pleasure, happiness, 

or the preferences people have as the non-moral good to be 

maximized. There is, of course, a broader sense of "utili-

tarianism" in which it is "the view that the right act is 

the act which will actually or probably produce at least as 

much intrinsic good, directly or indirectly, as any other 
1 

action open to the agent in question," but this definition 

simply makes every form of consequential ism a form of utili-

tarianism and, by so doing, obscures certain distinctions 
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which ought to remain clear.* By restrictin9 utilitarian

ism as above we can keep those (utilitarian) moral theories 

which are exclusively concerned with producing certain de-

sirable states of mind (occurrent and/or dispositional) from 

those consequentialist theories which are not exclusively 

concerned with desirable states of mind but which, instead, 

call for the maximization of such non-moral goods as power, 

knowledge, wisdom, beauty, human perfection, the realization 

of human (or 'truly human') potentialities, or freedom. Any 

form of consequentialism calling for the maximization of one 

or more of these non-moral goods or of similar (non-mental-

istic) non-moral goods is -- in the system of classification 

adopted here -- a form of non-utilitarian consequential-

ism.** 

"Maximization" may be interpreted as the maximiza-

tion of the sum total non-moral good, of the average non-

moral good (mean or median), or any weighted alternative 

thereof. This will make no difference for our purposes. 

* As Frankena notes, "On this interpretation, tradi
tional utilitarianism is one species of utilitarianism 
that which regards pleasure as the good. Ideal utilitarian
ism, on the other hand, holds that other things besides 
pleasure are good." 2 I shall not use the term "ideal 
utilitarianism" in this work: in my system of classification 
it is a form of non-utilitari9n consequential ism. 

** There may, of course, be cases in which it is not 
clear under which category a non-moral good falls. The non
moral good of love an item which, together with plea
sure, knowledge, wisdom, and the sense of beauty is intrin
sically good in the moral theory of G. E. Moore seems 
particularly troublesome in this respect. 
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The main points we will be concerned with in judgin~ the 

various consequentialist interpretations of Marx are: (1) 

the nature of the non-moral goods to be maximized and (2) 

the strategy of maximization per se. 

Contrary to this sort of interpretation, a number of 

recent and contemporary philosophers see Marx as holding a 

deontological or mixed deontological moral theory. Sidney 

Hook made this suggestion in a work in 1933 and Eugene 

Kamenka while stressing Marx's acceptance of the values 

as freedom (as self-determination), human community and 

self-realization takes the same general position in his 

pioneering work, The Ethical Foundations of Marxism.* More 

recently, Marxist humanists of the Yugoslav Praxis group 

-- such as Svetozar Stojanovic -- have stressed Marx's com-

mitment to the concept of human dignity as well as to free-

dom (as self-determination) and self-realization, and have 

concluded that Marx is not a utilitarian but some sort of 

deontologist. George Brenkert takes a similar position and 

argues that Marx is a mixed deontologist who takes freedom 

and human autonomy as his most fundamental values. 

By a deontological moral theory I shall mean, with 

Frankena, any theory "which does not make the theory of ob-

ligation entirely dependent on the theory of value, holding 

* See Sidney Hook, Towards the Understanding of Karl 
Marx, The John Day Co., N.Y., 1933 and Eugene Kamenka, The 
EthIcal Foundations of Marxism, (Second Edition), Routledge 
and Kegan Paul, Boston, 1972. 
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that an action may be known to be right ... even though 

it does not by being performed, bring into being as much 
3 

good as some other action open to the agent." By a strict 

deontological theory I shall mean one which holds that "an 

action may be known to be right without consideration of the 
4 

goodness of anything ..• ," i.e. without bringing under 

consideration the production of any sort of non-moral good 

whatever. (This, I take it, is Kant's position even though 

in his detailed arguments for particular moral maxims he 

often does bring the production of certain non-moral goods 

under consideration.) 

By a mixed deontological theory I shall mean a moral 

theory which considers the production of the (specified) 

non-moral good as always a relevant consideration but which 

holds, nonetheless, that the right action may not be the one 

which maximizes the non-moral good. The production of the 

non-moral good may be constrained, for example, by princi-

pIes of its distribution or by other principles of right 

which are not themselves validated on the basis of their 

production or maximization of the non-moral good. John Rawls 

and William K. Frankena are examples of contemporary moral 

philosophers holding mixed deontological theories. J. S. 

Mill, on the other hand -- if we are to take his explicit 

proclamations as good coin -- is not a mixed deontological 

theorist even though his theory contains both principles 

specifying the non-moral good to be maximized and princi-



147 

pIes (of justice and human rights) which seem to govern its 

distribution. This is because his principles of justice 

and human rights, according to him, are secondary moral 

principles which are validated by the fact that, if recog-

nized and followed, they will in the long run maximize 

utility.* 

Let us first, then, examine the proposal that Marx 

is a utilitarian of one sort or another. 

* Consequently, Mill is committed to the claim that 
if such principles of justice and human rights did not, in 
fact, maximize the non-moral good over the long run, they 
would not be justified as moral principles and their 'viola
tion' would not be, as such, a moral wrong ... a thesis 
which, one suspects, would be difficult for Mill to swallow, 
despite his explicit statments. Mill -- as most sophisti
cated utilitarians -- would, of course, insist that this 
quesion is purely academic since the requirements of utility 
and those of our commonsense notions of justice do not, in 
reality, diverge. Nevertheless, if one could get Mill (or 
any other utilitarian) to take the side of the requirements 
of justice over those of utility even in purely hypothetical 
situations, one would thereby prove that he is, in reality, 
a mixed deontologist rather than a true-blue utilitarian. 
Despite his explicit proclamations to the contrary, I be
lieve a strong case could be made for the thesis that J. S. 
Mill is, in reality, a mixed deontologist in utilitarian 
clothing. 



Marx as a Utilitarian: A Critique 

As mentioned previously, many philosophers and 

thinkers take Marx to be basically a utilitarian. There does 

not, however, seem to be a consensus as to what type of 

utilitarian he is. Ignoring the differences between maximi

zing sum total utility, average utility, etc., the different 

types of utilitarianism are differentiated according to 

their specific theories of the good. Hedonistic utilitarian

ism takes pleasure to be the summum bonum, the intrinsic 

good to be maximized; eUdaemonistic utilitarianism takes 

happiness to be the highest good; and preference utilitar

ianism takes the satisfaction of preferences regardless 

of their causal connections to pleasure and pain or happi

ness and unhappiness -- to be the highest good. 

Among contemporary writers, the Polish Marxist phi

losopher Adam Schaff takes Marx to be a eUdaemonistic or, 

even, a hedonistic utilitarian. In the English-speaking 

world Derek P. H. Allen is one of the most tenacious defend

ers of the utilitarian interpretation of Marx. Although it 

is sometimes not clear whether Allen interprets Marx as a 

eUdaemonistic or a preference utilitarian, he claims (of 

Marx and Engels) that "Their arguments are the kind used by 

utilitarians although not expressed in utilitarian vocabu-

148 
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lary. •.. the arguments which support their moral judgments 
5 

are utilitarian in all but name." Examples of these utili-

tarian arguments are, according to Allen, their arguments in 

favor of free trade and in favor of certain cases of colon-

ialism. Marx and Engels were in favor of free trade (i.e. 

against national tariffs) because "The free trade system is 

destructive. It ••• pushes the antagonism of the proletar-

iat and the bourgeoisie to the extreme point. In a \Vord, 
6 

the free trade system hastens the social revolution." Simi-

larly, they were in favor of British colonialism in India 

because -- according to Allen -- the question was, for them, 

"can mankind fulfil its destiny without a fundamental revo-

lution in the social state of Asia? If not, whatever may 

have been the crimes of England she was the unconscious tool 
7 

of history in bringing about the revolution." Allen's 

reasoning seems to be that since Marx obviously believes 

that communism will satisfy more people's needs and/or pref-

erences than capitalism does or can, his decision to support 

the long term interests of the proletariat over its short 

term interests is simply a piece of utilitarian reasoning. 

That these arguments -- in and of themselves -- prove that 

Marx is a utilitarian or, more generally, a consequentialist 

is, however, dubious. 

As George Brenkert points out in his article, "Marx 

and Utilitarianism," 

the simple appearance in Marx's writings of the 



consideration of consequences is not sufficient to 
establish that Marx is a utilitarian. The crucial 
point is in what way the consequences are regarded 

He may accept principles of efficiency which 
are subordinate to a non-consequentialist determina
tion of moral ends. 8 
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In a subsequent article ("Marx's Critique of Utili-

tarianism"), Brenkert explains that 

a non-utilitarian need not reject principles of 
efficiency -- principles which approve of something 
being done because it promotes a certain end. The 
crucial point is that the end promoted is not itself 
justified simply on the basis of its consequences. 
This point can be illustrated by reference to Kant, 
whose ethics (I assume) is non-controversially non
utilitarian. In 'Perpetual Peace' Kant argued that 
governments should be representative because such 
governments are less likely to make war. This is an 
argument which takes consequences into account: but 
it does not therefore follow that the ethical theory 
which underlies Kant's views on war, governments, 
human actions, etc., is a utilitarian one. So it 
is with Marx's views. True, he does consider the 
consequences of various actions. It would be absurd 
for him not to do so. But such considerations do 
not undercut the argument •.. that Marx was not a 
utilitarian. 9 

Given that the mere fact that Marx considers conse-

quences in his moral reasoning does not settle the issue of 

whether he is a consequentialist (e.g. a utilitarian) or a 

deontologist in his implicit moral views, let us proceed 

with our examination of utilitarian inte~pretations of Marx. 

Allen E. Buchanan -- while offering a number of important 

caveats -- also gives Marx's moral theory a utilitarian 

interpretation. In considering how it is that Marx can 

condemn capitalism and commend socialism in his later works 

once he has given up the normative concept of "species-



151 

being" or "truly human nature" of his early works in favor 

of a purely descriptive "Protean core concept" of human 

nature,* Buchanan submits that 

One initially plausible answer is that the Protean 
concept focuses on the idea that human history is 
basically the activity of satisfying needs and that 
Marx's sole criterion of evaluation is simply the 
extent to which this activity is successful. On 
this interpretation, capitalism is condemned not 
because it is unjust or immoral, or because it does 
not accord with human nature, but because it fails 
at the constitutive task of all human societes: it 
fails to satisfy needs. Communism, then, is not 
superior because it better measures up to principles 
of justice, or other moral ideals, or because it 
actualizes human nature, but simply because it bet
ter satisfies needs. And progress in history in 
general is to be gauged by the same simple criterion 
of satisfaction . ..• on this interpretation, success 
in the satisfaction of basic and nonbasic needs, or 
of needs and desires, is Marx's ultimate evaluative 
yard-stick. 11 

On this interpretation, in other words, Marx is best 

reconstructed as a preference utilitarian. Buchanan goes on 

to argue that Marx favored only the satisfaction of undis-

torted preferences, that is, preferences people would have 

in a non-exploitative society in which social relations are 

* According to Buchanan, the later Marx views human 
nature as 

simply what ever it is about human beings that 
enables them to change themselves .... This Protean 
capacity (or set of capacities) is the core of being 
human -- it is constant through history and univer
sal to the species. 

It is vital to note that the Protean core con
cept itself is purely descriptive or explanantory, 
in contrast to the notion of species-being, which 
was evaluative insofar as it selected a subset of 
distinctively human capacities as truly human -- as 
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clear rather than opaque as they are in capitalism. (We 

shall return to this issue presently.) There is, however, 

one more point we should note before leaving Buchanan's 

initial analysis and turning to Marx's explicit and non-

explicit (but reconstructable) criticisms of utilitarianism. 

Buchanan's interpretation is based on attributing to Marx 

the primary demand that human needs be satisfied and, as 

Buchanan notes, 

"needs" should not be interpreted narrowly as "sub
sistence needs," for Marx makes it clear that while 
communism will do a better job of discharging the 
first task of human society its superiority is not 
limited to this. The full satisfaction of basic 
needs is for Marx only the prerequisite for the 
pursuit and satisfaction of the need for creative 
production and for the all-around development of the 
autonomous, socially integrated individual. 12 

The important point is that the concept of needs seems to 

imply a moral perspective on which it is more important to 

satisfy needs than it is to satisfy desires or preferences 

which are not needs and, if one further distinguishes 

between basic needs and nonbasic needs, that it is also more 

important to satisfy basic needs that it is to satisfy non-

basic needs. If it is the case that Marx -- on Buchanan's 

constituting the perfection or fulfillment of man. 
The Protean concept speaks only of one distinctively 
human capacity (or set of capacities). Yet this 
capacity is so broad that both the free communal 
production picked out by the concept of species 
being and the capacity for the competitive, ex
ploitative production said to be incompatible with 
the actualization of species-being are subsumable 
under it. 10 
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interpretation -- does not merely give a somewhat greater 

weight to needs but, instead, gives to them an absolute 

preference over desires £E preferences which do not qualify 

as needs, then it can not be the case for Marx that (even) a 

great number of mere desires or preferences on the part of 

some people ought to be satisfied at the cost of not satis-

fying other people's needs. If this is the correct inter-

pretation of Buchanan's interpretation of Marx then Buchanan 

may not -- strictly speaking -- be interpreting Marx as a 

utilitarian or a consequentialist because he is implicitly 

attributing to Marx a principle of distribution of the non-

moral good and not just a principle of maximization. (The 

reason I say "may not" is that one could claim that this 

principle of the priority of needs has the status of a 

secondary moral principle which, if followed, will maximize 

utility in the long run.) 

Let us retrace our steps, however, and first examine 

the claim that Marx is a hedonistic or eUdaemonistic utili-

tar ian who takes happiness as the good to be maximized in a 

narrow sense of the term, the sense indicating only satis-

faction or contentment rather than, say, human flourishing. 

Adam Schaff claims, for example, that "Marx's point of 

arrival, the object of his endeavors is man in general, the 
13 

happiness of every human individual." Marx is a humanist, 

Schaff claims, where "By humanism '!tIe mean a system of re-

flection on man which, regarding him as the supreme good, 
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aims at providing in practice the best conditions for human 
14 

happiness." In A Philosophy of Man Schaff writes that 

"Marxist theory ... leads to the general position that may 

be called 'social hedonism' -- the view that the aim of 

human life is to secure the maximum happiness for the broad-

est masses of the people, and that only within the compass 

of this aim, can personal happiness be realized . ... social-
15 

ist humanism is indeed a variety of 'social hedonism'." 

However, whether or not someone who calls for the 

maximization of happiness is a eUdaemonisitic utilitarian, 

as I am using the term, depends on whether we give a broad 

or narrow interpretation to the term "happiness." On the 

narrow interpretation, eudaemonistic utilitarianism is very 

similar to hedonistic utilitarianism. They are both con-

cerned to produce the most satisfying states of mind but 

whereas the hedonistic utilitarianism believes such states 

to consist solely of occurent states of pleasure (and the 

absence of pain), the eudaemonistic utilitarian believes 

that other states of mind besides pleasure and pain are 

intrinsically valuable and usually takes into consideration 

dispositional as well as occurent states of mind. (Hap-

piness is, after all, more of a dispositional than an occur-

ent property of persons.) 

There is, however, a broader interpretation of "hap-

piness" on which to speak of human happiness is to speak of 

human well-being or human flourishing, concepts which are 
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not completely cashable in terms of such states of mind. 

"Human flourishing" seems to indicate growth and development 

as well as satisfaction and successful or productive activ-

ity as well as desjrable states of mind. That there is such 

a broader concept of happiness is borne out by the fact that 

"eudaemonia", the term used by Aristotle to refer to activ-

ity in accordance with human virtue or excellence, can be 

translated as "happiness," "well-being," or "flourishing." 

The proposal that Marx is a hedonistic utilitarian 

or a eUdaemonistic utilitarian in the narrow sense is, 

perhaps, the easiest to refute. As we have seen, Marx 

values freedom, self-realization, and human community and 

does not attempt to reduce them to the pleasure the realiza-

tion of these values tends to produce. Marx condemns 

Fourier, for example, for attempting to reduce "free labor" 

to the notion of' ~ and claims that "Really free labour, 

the composing of music for example, is at the same time 
16 

damned serious and demands the greatest effort." 

Perhaps the hedonistic utilitarian could invoke the doctrine 

of psychological hedonism at this point and maintain that 

the composer or artist who suffers to create and even the 

stranger who rushes into a burning building to save a 

child's life are in pursuit of the greatest balance of 

pleasure over pain (once we calculate both physical and 

psychological pleasure and pain) and, thus, maintain that 
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this quote from Marx doesn't prove that Marx does not accept 

hedonism as a theory of the good. But there are two points 

to be made against this suggestion. First, the proponents 

of hedonistic psychological egoism can only remain faithful 

to their doctrine in the face of such counter-examples on 

pain of emptying their 'theory' of all empirical content. 

(What could possibly count as evidence against this theory 

if the example of the complete stranger rushing into a 

burning building in an attempt to save others does not?) 

Second, the interpretive question concerning Marx's sub

stantive moral views does not hinge on whether or not the 

composer is really doing what is going to maximize the 

balance of pleasure over pain or happiness over unhappiness 

but, rather, on whether or not Marx would hold that the 

composer's activity is commendable or laudatory ~ though 

it does not maximize pleasure or happiness. It seems quite 

clear from our previous discussions that Marx would see the 

composer's labors as laudatory or "worthy of human dignity" 

even if they did not maximize pleasure and, indeed, even if 

they created a substantial deficit of pain over pleasure or 

dissatisfaction over satisfaction in the composer's life. 

We need only remember that on Marx's concept of human nature 

the two essential (and trans-historical) human capacities 

are the capacity for free, conscious, creative activity and 

the capacity for human community and that Marx's characteri

zation of human nature is not purely descriptive, but also 
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evaluative. That is, even in his later works Marx is not 

only claiming that human beings have these two capacities 

but advocating they be realized.* (One need only review 

such passages as the passage on the realm of necessity and 

the realm of freedom in the third volume of Capital to see 

that this is true.) 

Even the attempt to reduce Marx's three primary 

values which provide the moral basis for his evaluative 

characterization of human nature or his normative concept of 

the human individual -- i.e. freedom (as self-determina-

tion) , human community, and self-realization -- to secon-

dary moral rules for the promotion of pleasure is implaus-

ible . and for the same reasons. It seems clear that 

Marx would remain faithful to these principles even if their 

acceptance and implementation would not produce the greatest 

balance of pleasure over pain in the long run. His very 

concept of human nature as a bundle of capacities or poten-

tialities which can only be objectified and realized through 

activity or praxis seems to be the antithesis of the classi-

cal hedonistic utilitarian's view of human nature as a 

collection of appetites to be satisfied. Marx writes, for 

example, " what is life but activity? In the type 

* If one wishes to hold -- with Buchanan -- that 
Marx's concept of human nature in his later works is purely 
descriptive, it must at least be admitted that Marx advo
cated (and not merely predicted) that communist man have the 
desires for autonomy, human community, and self-realiza
tion. 
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of life activity resides the whole character of a species, 

its species-character~ and free, conscious activity is the 
17 

species-character of human beings." The basic notions in 

Marx's vision of human beings are activity and realization~ 

the basic notion in the hedonistic utilitarian's vision is 

satiation. 

Marx, of course, had other, more explicitly stated 

criticism of utilitarianism (i.e. the utilitarianism of the 

French Materialists Holbach, Helvitius, et.al. and 

such late 18th century British utilitarians as Jeremy Ben-

tham and James Mill).* George Brenkert claims that Marx 

has four main criticisms: 

* As Brenkert notes: 

"Marx's criticism was made primarily against Hol
bach, Helvetius, Bentham, and James Mill. John 
Stuart Mill's work on utilitarianism, as well as his 
monograph entitled Utilitarianism, did not appear 
until long after Marx had settled his philosophical 
conscience with regard to utilitarianism. the 
utilitarianism Marx had in view was hedonistic, 
quantitative, and dependent upon associationist 
psychology for its answer to egoism." 18 

This historical fact is important because it ex
plains why Marx's criticisms are generally not telling 
against more sophisticated forms of utilitarianism. We 
might note also, at this point, that Marx was not undiscern
ing in his assessment of the various utilitarians. In 
volume 1 of Capital, for example, after calling Bentham an 
"arch-Philistine" and "that· insipid, pedantic, leather
tongued oracle of the ordinary bourgeois intelligence of the 
19th century," Marx makes quick to note that "it would be 
wrong to class [men like J. S. Mill] with the herd of vulgar 
economic apologists." 19 Marx makes this assessment after 
approvingly quoting the following passage from Mill's Prin
ciples of Political Economy: "The really exhausting and the 



(a) Utilitarianism uses an abstract principle; it 
reduces all relationships to the single relation of 
usefulness. Consequently, each relation loses its 
particular meaning and significance. (b) Utilitar
ianism is restricted to the criticism of relations 
\vithin the status quo; hence it is a conservative 
theory. (c) Uti 1 i tar ianism is an egoistic theory. 
(d) The utilitarian view of individual interests 
vis-a-vis the general interest is a mistaken, alien
ated view. 21 
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The most important and viable of these criticisms, 

it seems to me, is the last. Marx's value of human commun-

ity, as incorporated in his normative concept of human 

nature, sees as possible and recommends the transcendence of 

the individual and social interest, the private and public 

good. The sort of utilitarianism Marx was attacking in his 

works was particularly egoistic in nature but the tendency 

of even most contemporary utilitarians is, in Brenkert's 

words, to see "the relations in which individuals stand to 

one another as incidental to, rather than constitutive of, 

really repulsive labours instead of being better paid than 
other, are almost invariably paid the worst of all ..•. The 
more revolting the occupation, the more certain it is to 
receive the minimum of remuneration •... The hardships and 
earnings, instead of being directly proportional, as in any 
just arrangements of society they would be, are generally in 
an inverse ratio to one another." 20 

A comparison of the moral and social theories of 
these two great thinkers is well vlorth whi Ie. For a review 
of their probable knowledge of one another's work see Lewis 
S. Feuer, "John Stuart Mill and Marxian Socialism," Jour
nal of the History of Ideas, vol. 10 (April 1949). For a 
comparison and contrast of their moral and social theories 
see: Abram L. Harris, "John Stuart Mill's Theory of Pro
gress," Ethics, vol. 66, no. 3 (April 1956); Gerald Dworkin, 
"Marx and t4ill: A Dialogue," Philosophy and Phenomenologi
cal Research, vol. 26 (March 1966); and Graeme Duncan, 
Marx and MIll: Two Views of Social Conflict, Cambridge Uni
versity Press, N.Y., 1973. 



160 

what they are. Thus, individuals view themselves as divided 

and opposed; they do not, in general, closely identify or 

experience a harmony of interests with others; they view 
22 

others and society instrumentally." Brenkert goes on to 

claim, correctly I think, that 

as opposed to the private individual, Marx's theory 
demands a social individual whose interests coincide 
with the general good and whose affective life per
meates and is permeated by the affective lives of 
others. Marx's social or moral individual is one 
whose very existence, activity, spirit, and wealth 
are essentially bound with others and the community. 
Consequently, one's relations with others and the 
community are much closer, much more intimate, than 
on the private individual model. 23 

NOw, whether the total coincidence of the individual 

and social interest is possible is, perhaps, dubious but it 

is clear that -- to whatever extent this is possible it 

is favored by Marx. Compare, for example, the following two 

passages, the first from a 1853 New York Tribune article in 

which Marx comments on the phenomena of desperation and 

suicide in the bourgeois societies of his era and and the 

second from the Paris Manuscripts in which he reflects upon 

what for him must have been a harbinger of future coopera-

tive (i.e. communist) society: 

What sort of society is it, in truth, where one 
finds several millions in deepest loneliness, where 
one can be overcome by an irresistable longing to 
kill oneself without anyone discovering it. This 
society is not a society; it is, as Rousseau says, a 
desert populated by wild animals. 24 

When communist artisans form associations, teaching 
and propaganda are their first aims. But their 
association itself creates a new need -- a need for - ---- ---



society -- and what appeared to be a means has 
become an end. The most striking results of this 
practical development are to be seen when French 
socialist workers meet together. Smoking, eating, 
and drinking are no longer simply means of bringing 
people together. Society, association, entertain
ment which also has society as its aim, is suffi
cient for them; the brotherhood of man is not an 
empty phrase but a reality, and the nobility of man 
shines forth upon us from their well-torn bodies. 25 
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That Marx held human community or mutuality to be intrinsi-

cally valuable seems beyond doubt. 

Proponents of utilitarianism may object, however, 

that their theory does not necessarily mitigate against such 

feelings. This is perfectly true. In fact, given that such 

feelings are perhaps essential to human happiness and well-

being, the consistent utilitarian may well uphold this value 

and commend its adoption. But this does not get to the root 

of the Marxist criticism because, as Brenkert puts it: 

Whether I am a private individual who prefers to 
live emotionally and psychologically detached from 
others, who sees in the interests of others threats 
to my own interests, or a social individual who 
desires a close identification with other, who sees 
in the interests of others a fulfillment and reali
sation of my own interests, is not as such a ques
tion for utilitarianism. Whether one is closely 
identified with others or is only distantly, neu
trally, abstractly related to others through their 
products, money, etc. is indifferent to utilitarian
ism. Utilitarian theory itself does not demand that 
people identify closely with others, that they ex
perience each other such that they share enjoyments 
or share in the significance of their own creations. 
26 

Thus, although utilitarians may be willing to accept 

human community as a secondary moral value or principles of 

efficiency in the real world because as things happen to be, 
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accepting this value tends to maximize utility (pleasure, 

happiness, preference satisfaction, etc.), the point is that 

if this ~ not the case then utilitarians would not accept 

this value at all. Human community is not intrinsically 

valuable for utilitarians, only instrumentally valuable. 

But there are other objections to utilitarianism which r-larx 

and r·1arxists accept or would tend to accept if they were 

familiar with them. It is one of the most important of 

these to which we now turn. 



Capitalism, Utilitarianism, and Human Desire 

Marx and Marxists also object (or would tend to 

object) to utilitarianism on grounds that if as a matter 

of contingent fact -- people desire or get pleasure from or 

are happy due to participation in antagonistic and exploita

tive social relationships then such social relationships may 

well be morally justified on utilitarian grounds. Since, 

however, exploited persons tend not to get pleasure or 

happiness from their subordinate social positions, a more 

realistic case is the one in which the pleasure or happiness 

of those in the dominant position outweighs the displeasure 

or unhappiness of those in the exploited, subordinate posi

tions (and no other alternative set of social arrangements 

offers a greater balance of pleasure over pain or happiness 

over unhappiness). In this case such relationships of domi

nance and exploitation are -- for the utilitarian -- morally 

justified. This would obviously be an objectionable assess

ment to Marx and must, therefore, count against interpeting 

Marx as a utilitarian. 

But why is this? Why is it that Marx would find 

such an assessment objectionable? As we have already seen in 

Chapter 3 one reason is that Marx views such relations of 

dominance and exploitation as constituting violations of 

163 



164 

freedom, which is perhaps his most cherished and deeply held 

value. Another reason, I submit, is because Marx finds the 

fulfillment and, indeed, the very existence of desires for 

dominance and feelings of social superiority as morally ob

jectionable. He believes that such desires are created (or 

at least promoted) by capitalism and that such desires (for 

dominance, power over other, symbols of material wealth, 

etc.) will not be characteristic of the completely social

ized and humanized individuals he believes will populate 

communist society. Although one might be tempted to go from 

this fact directly to the conclusion that Marx denies one of 

the utilitarian's basic theses -- namely, the thesis that 

all desires are prima facie equally worthy of satisfaction 

-- one must proceed carefully at this point. There are 

actually three different theses involved here, namely: (1) 

every desire is prima facie equally worthy of satisfaction; 

(2) some desires are better than others; and (3) capitalism 

produces distorted desires and socialism (or communism) will 

produce undistorted desires on the part of individuals. 

Let us examine these three theses in reverse order. 

It is clear that Marx holds the third thesis. He believes 

the structure of capitalist society gives rise to such 

"distorted" desires as the desire for dominance and of 

symbols of material wealth. He believes that the structure 

of capitalism gives rise to the fetishism of money, commodi

ties, and capital and the associated desire to be materially 
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as opposed to 'spiritually' -- wealthy.* (Whether this 

is a purely descriptive judgment or in part an evaluative 

judgment is a matter to which we shall return presently.) 

While, for the most part, it is only Marxists and other 

opponents of capitalism who accept"this thesis, a great many 

more people accept the second. It is my contention, how-

ever, that Marx is among those who accept it. Marx writes, 

for example, that "The pleasure of all hitherto existing 

classes and estates have inevitably been either juvenile and 

tedious, or else coarse because they have always been di-
28 

vorced from the over-all life-activity of individuals." He 

also often distinguishes "animal" from "human" functions or 

desires and "civilized" from "crude" or "barbarous" needs in 

his earlier works. He claims, for example, that 

And, 

Within the system of private property needs 
become an ingenious and always calculating subser
vience to inhuman, depraved, unnatural, and imagi
nary appetites. Private property does not know how 
to change crude need into human need ..•. 29 

No eunuch flatters his tyrant more shamefully or 
seeks by more infamous means to stimulate his jaded 
appetite, in order to gain some favor, than does the 
eunuch of industry, the entrepreneur, in order to 
acquire a few silver coins or to charm the gold from 
the purse of his dearly beloved neighbor The 

*" in place of the wealth and poverty of 
political economy, we have the wealthy man and the 
plentitude of human need. The wealthy man is at the 
same time one who needs a complex of human manifes
tations of life, and whose own self-realization 
exists as an inner necessity, a need." 27 



entrepreneur accedes to the most depraved fancies of 
his neighbor, plays the role of pander between him 
and his needs, awakes unhealthy apoetites in him, 
and watches for every weakness so that later on he 
may claim remuneration for his labour of love. (em
phasis added) 30 
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It seems obvious that Marx holds that some desires 

are better than others in his later works as well (e.g. the 

desire to cooperate as opposed to the desire to dominate) 

but the question we must now ask is whether or not he holds 

the first thesis, i.e. the thesis that all desires are, 

prima facie, equally worthy of satisfaction, as well. AI-

though Marx disapproves of some desires there is, to my 

knowledge, no evidence that he thought such "distorted" 

desires hadn't even a prima facie claim to being satisfied. 

Most of these desires, of course, should not be allowed to 

be satisfied on Marx's view because this would entail harm 

to others, e.g. a limitation on the freedom of those in 

subordinate social positions. Furthermore, Marx undoubtedly 

thought that people who had undistorted as opposed to 

distorted desires are in some sense better or more worthy 

and that a society which produces individuals having undis-

torted desires is better than one which produces individuals 

having distorted desires. This does not mean, however, that 

he would have disagreed with William James' famous dictum 

"Take any demand, however slight, which any creature, 

however weak, may make. 

sake, to be satisfied? 

Ought it not, for its own sole 
31 

If not, prove why not." at 
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least when applied exclusively to human beings. 

If we take Marx to accept the first thesis, however, 

there are still two ways we can reconstruct Marx's position, 

depending on the answer we give to the second thesis -- i.e. 

the thesis that some desires are better than others. If ,<Ie 

interpret Marx as not holding this position, if we take him 

to agree with Bentham that -- all things being equal 

pushpin is as good as poetry or, more to the point, the 

desire to dominate is as good as the desire to cooperate, 

then we could, as Buchanan notes, 

evaluate a given form of society according to the 
extent to which it succeeds in satisfying the de
sires which it engenders. We judge that there is 
progress in ~istory if (in general) later social 
forms do a better job of satisfying the desires they 
engender than earlier forms did in satisfying the 
desires they engendered. On this reading, Marx 
criticizes capitalism only for its failure to satis
fy, or to satisfy fully, the desires characteristic 
of capitalist man, while he praises communism for 
its ability to satisfy fully the distinctive desires 
of communist man. 32 

But in reality, of course, Marx does not think all 

desires are equally worthy but, rather, that some desires 

are better than others. "He recognized," writes Kamenka, 

" that human demands are not ultimates: that we might as 

well judge a society by the demands it creates as by the 
33 

demands it satisfies." As Buchanan notes of the previous 

suggested strategy for evaluating societies: 

this interpretation .•. cannot be right, for it 
overlooks Marx's emphasis on the qualitative differ
ences between the desires of capitalist man and 
those said to be distinctive of communist man. The 



former Marx portrays as slavish, destructive, in 
conflict with one another, and grounded in a con
sciousness that is distorted by the alienated social 
relations of class-divided society. 34 
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But this, of course, brings us to a perennial prob-

lem with utilitarianism. As Alasdair MacIntyre puts it: 

What Benthamite utilitarianism lacked, as J.S. Mill 
saw at once, and what liberalism by becoming utili
tarian came to lack, was any critique of satisfac
tion. The ultimate criterion is "happiness" and 
"happiness" is simply that state in which people are 
getting what they avowedly want. There is no scope 
within the terms of utilitarianism for criticizing 
their preferences. 35 

In an attempt to get around this criticism of utili-

tarianism and, thus, improve the chances of successfully 

interpreting Marx as a utilitarian, Buchanan goes on to 

claim that 

A promising way of capturing Marx's emphasis on the 
qualitative differences between communist and capi
talist desires might be, then, to understand it as 
corresponding to a distinction between distorted and 
undistorted desires. Marx describes communism as a 
form of society in which relations among persons are 
no longer distorted, but rather transparent and 
thoroughly intelligible. In communism the gap be
tween the surface appearances of social life and the 
underlying reality -- the chasm Marx strives to 
bridge in Capital -- will no longer exist. Utili
zing this distinction, we might then say that for 
Marx the superiority of communism is not simply that 
it makes possible the fullest satisfaction of the 
desires it engenders, but that 

C: Communism, and only communism, makes possi
ble the fullest satisfaction of those desires which 
persons at this state of history would have or would 
develop, were their consciousness, and hence their 
desires, not distorted by the positions they occupy 
in class-society. 36 

This maneuver is, of course, the familiar one of 

attempting to save utilitarianism by qualifying the desires 
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whose satisfaction is to be maximized, but with a new, 

Marxist twist. The normal, non-Marxist version of this 

strategy is simply to qualify the desires to be maximized as 

considered or something of the sort. (This is, in fact, the 

sort of utilitarianism Derek P. H. Allen puts forward as 

being adequate to account for Marx's moral reasoning.) The 

Marxist twist added here is to demand, further, that these 

desires not be distorted by (distorting) social relations. 

To say these desires are "distorted," of course, is 

to do more than describe them; it is also to (negatively) 

evaluate them. In attributing the distinction between dis

torted and undistorted desires to Marx, we might have in 

mind Marx's normative conception of human nature so preva

lent in his early works. On this view, distorted desires 

are those which deviate from human nature and undistorted 

desires are those which conform to human nature and which, 

by so doing are 'truly human'. One might, on the other 

hand, attribute this distinction to Marx without invoking 

the notion of 'truly human' as used in his early works. But 

if this is done, one must keep in mind that -- on pain of 

attributing a particularly gross form of the naturalistic 

fallacy to Marx -- one cannot merely say that distorted 

desires are those which appear in capitalism and undistorted 

desires are those which will appear in communism. It is 

clear that "distorted" and "undistorted" are evaluative 

terms in this context and that their (negative) evalutative 
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meaning must come from something more than the mere fact 

that they are bound to appear in different forms of society. 

Perhaps the force of this strategy actually derives 

from the fact that -- if Marx's theory of fetishism in 

capitalist society and associated theories are correct 

the desires which arise in communist society come closer to 

being the product of fully effective, deliberative ration-

ality than do those which arise in capitalist society or, in 

general, in the context of "distorted" social relations. 

The former arise under conditions in which social relations 

are viewed clearly and the latter arise under conditions in 

which the nature of social relations is obscured. Still 

if one is assuming only a narrow, means-ends view of ration-

ality the fact that certain desires are arrived at more 

rationally than others cannot account for the fact that they 

are better or more worthy or more commendable something 

Marx also clearly believes. Furthermore, Buchanan's strat-

egy seems to put an immense burden on an empirical theory --

the "materialist theory of consciousness" which is to "ex-

plain both the distortions of consciousness in pre-communist 

society and the evolution of undistorted consciousness in 
37 

the transition from capitalism to communism." which has 

not even been developed. If this is the risk one must take 

in order to successfully interpret Marx along utilitarian 

lines, one naturally tends to wonder if there might not be 

better alternatives. Buchanan, for example, admits there is 
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another alternative ... one which may even be "more promis-

ing": 

Either the superiority of communism and the radical 
defects of capitalism are to be gauged by the stand
ard of the satisfaction of undistorted desires or by 
reference to a set of ideals, including autonomy and 
community, which are not reducible to the standard 
of satisfaction. The former strategy is unsatisfac
tory because it either commits us to the yet unsup
ported view that undistorted desires will turn out 
to be the very desires Marx attributes to the mem
bers of communist society or to the uninspiring 
claim that communism is superior simply because it 
maximizes satisfaction, where the qualitative char
acter of the desires is itself of no significance. 
The second strategy, though more promising, is also 
not without difficulties: it leaves us with a set 
of distinctive normative ideals which can be and 
have been challenged. To say that these ideals are 
not adequately supported by Marx is not, of course, 
to say they are unsupportable. 38 

It is this second alternative which I am putting 

forward. It remains to be seen, however, how such moral 

ideals as autonomy or freedom (as self-determination) and 

self-realization figure into an adequate interpretation of 

Marx as well as into an adequate Marxist moral and social 

theory, if these two happen to diverge. Even if we agree 

that such moral ideals are to play the roles Buchanan speaks 

of, there are still two ways they can be utilized in a 

theory of moral obligation or right action: (1) as non-moral 

goods to be maximized* or (2) as the bases for principles of 

right which are not dependent on the maximization of the 

* Except, of course, for autonomy which is a moral 
good and, presumably, the basis for the desirability of such 
non-moral goods as freedom (as self-determination). 
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non-moral good. In the next section I hope to show that the 

former (maximization) strategy will not do as an interpreta

tion of Marx's moral views and that a better interpretation 

of ~h~~, _is bhat they form a sort of mixed deontological 

moral theory. I shall argue, further, that an adequate 

Marxist moral theory cannot be a form of utilitarianism or 

(non-utilitarian) consequentialism because all forms of 

consequential ism have certain crucial faults which anyone 

with Marx's moral views would reject. 



CHAPTER 5 

FREEDOM, EQUALITY, AND HUMAN DIGNITY IN MARX 

But even if I have shown that Marx is not a utili

tarian, I have not yet shown that he is not a consequen

tialist of any sort. In the first section of the present 

chapter I argue against the thesis that Marx is a non

utilitarian consequentialist. In the second section I argue 

that Marx's concern for human dignity and his (implicit) 

demand for an equal distribution of the primary good of 

freedom make his theory a mixed deontological theory. In 

the final section I attempt to reconstruct Marx's concept 

and theory of freedom. I argue that freedom, on Marx's 

view, is .to be interpreted as the opportunity for self

determination where self-determination is taken to indicate 

both negative freedom, i.e. from the undue interference of 

others 

great 

for all 

and positive freedom, i.e. to determine -- to as 

an extent as is compatible with a like opportunity 

-- one's own life. This entails, in turn, both the 

right to equal participation in all social dec~sion-makin9 

processes which affect one's life and the right of equal 

access to the means of self-realization. (This is not to 

say that Marx explicitly takes this position but only that 

it is a reasonable reconstruction of the position he impli-
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ci tly holds.) 

Some may object to this reconstruction of Marx's 

concept and theory of freedom on grounds that it relies on 

concepts of justice (viz. a just or equal distribution of 

freedom) and rights, both of which Marx rejects. In response 

to this I ·refer the reader to Chapter 10 ("Marxism, Social 

Justice, and Human Rights") wherein I take up Marx's 

objections to the notion of justice in the distribution of 

goods in general and to human rights. There I argue that his 

objections are, for the most part, based on misconceptions 

and that they fail as indictments of any and all theories of 

social justice and human rights even though they are often 

telling against 'bourgeois' theories of justice and rights. 

In addition, I argue that -- contrary to his explicit proc

lamations -- Marx is not only concerned with a just distri

bution of freedom but with a just distribution of social 

primary goods in general (i.e. income and wealth, offices 

and opportunites, leisure time, etc.). Thus, in the present 

chapter, I lay what I hope is a sound basis for both the 

legitimacy of couching Marx's implicit moral theory partial

ly in terms of rights (namely, the right to equal partici

pation in social decision-making processes and the right of 

equal access to the means of self-realization) as well as 

the further integration of Marxism and the concepts of 

social justice and human rights into what I take to be an 

adequate Marxist moral and social theory. 



Marx and Non-utilitarian Forms of Consequentialism 

Most of those who interpret Marx's implicit moral 

theory as a form of non-utilitarian consequentialism see 

sUbstantial similarities between of Marx and Aristotle. 

John Somerville goes so far as to claim that "In a sense, 

Marx equals Aristotle minus aristocracy plus historical 
1 

science." Both Aristotle and Marx, according to Somer-

ville, agree that "value arises out of the built-in needs, 
2 

desires and potentialities of development of man " 

from Marx's standpoint ... though Aristotle under
stood correctly the relation between ethics and 
politics, value and science, social theory and so
cial practice, what Aristotle lacked was a signifi
cant theory of history, a theory about the causal 
dynamics of large-scale socio-historical changes, 
and the effect of these changes upon ethics, poli
tics, value, science, theory and practice. 3 

but 

Somerville also notes that for Aristotle "there is a 
4 

word for the overall good that everyone wants: happiness." 

From these comments we can presumably deduce that the fol-

lowing characterization of ethics is meant by Somerville to 

apply to both Marx and Aristotle: 

ethics must be a theory of how to attain human 
happiness. What human happiness is and how man can 
attain it naturally depend on the kind of being man 
is, on how man is made, on his needs, wants and 
potentialities, all of which is empirically deter
minable. Two things stand out: man is a rational 
animal, and man is a political animal. So the 
attainment of happiness depends primarily upon two 
things: the full development and application of 
man's intelligence, and the setting up of a society 
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whose institutions are deliberately geared to the 
attainment of maximum human happiness. 5 
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Somerville, at first glance, appears to be giving a 

eudaemonistic utilitarian interpretation to Marx. This 

depends, however, on whether we give a broad or narrow 

interpretation to "happiness." On the narrow interpreta-

tion, happiness is simply contentment or satiation -- a 

particular state of mind. But we must keep in mind that 

Aristotle's term "eudaemonia" can be interpreted as "well-

being" or even "flourishing" as well as "happiness." The 

point is that if we interpret Somerville to be claiming 

that Marx and Aristotle are proponents of happiness in the 

broader sense, then it is no longer clear that he is classi-

fying them as eudaemonistic utilitarians as opposed to non-

utilitarian consequentialists. At any rate, I shall group 

Somerville's interpretation with those who see Marx as an 

Aristotelian, perfectionist, self-realization theorist, or 

some other sort of non-utilitarian consequentialist. 

Alan G. Nasser sees Marx as wholly an Aristotelian 

in his ethical perspective and interprets him as having the 

postion that the actualization of whatever is, in fact, the 

'end' or 'function' of human beings is the ultimate criter-

ion of value and, thus, the ultimate determinant of the good 

for human beings. According to Nasser, we 

find both in Marx's early and mature writings a 
normative philosophical anthropology whose partial 
function is to provide a basis for his condemnation 
of the capitalist mode of production. This feature 



of Marx's critique of capitalism is firmly rooted 
in the naturalist tradition which recognizes an 
implication from human nature to morality. The form 
of reasoning employed by Marx, which I shall call 
"the ergon argument," is found in its pure form in 
Aristotle's Nicomachean Ethics, and is used by both 
Aristotle and Marx to support commendations and 
condemnations whose import is functionally ethical. 

there is an undisputably ethical component to 
Marx's critical social theory, and ... this ethical 
element is based upon a normative anthropology, a 
"concept of man which •.• serve[s] as a standard 
against which his present existence .•. [is] 
measured and criticized." 6 

But, Nasser continues 

the general notion of the human good, well-being or 
happiness, can be given a specific sense only if 
man's natural function or ergon is first identified. 
This can be accomplished, Aristotle thinks, by de
termining the kind of activity that the human spe
cies, and only the human species, can perform, 
taking into account its characteristic structural 
organization. The good for man will consist in the 
performance of his function, the exercise of his 
specifically human powers, throughout a complete 
life. This form of reasoning, the ergon argument, 
presupposes the following three claims: 1) that it 
makes sense, and is correct, to say that nature 
endows man qua man with a special function to per
form, 2) that this function can be ascertained by 
determining the kind of activity that distinguishes 
homo sapiens ••• from every other species, and 3) 
that such activity is (the moral) good for man. 7 
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Nasser concludes from this that Marx has "an histor-

ically modified self-realization theory of ethics. Self-

realization involves the 'free' and 'creative' exercise of 
8 

those powers that define man's ergon ..•• " and, furthermore, 

that it is the fact "That the continued existence of capi-

talist relations of production precludes the actualization 

of his possibility [which] is the basis of Marx's ethical 
9 

case against capitalism." 
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Now, that Marx and Aristotle have a similar view of 

human nature as a bundle of capacities whose realization 

constitutes the proper functioning and, therefore, the hap

piness and flourishing of human beings, there can be no 

doubt. But it is altogether another question whether or not 

Marx's views on morality can be completely assimilated to 

Aristotle's. It seems especially suspect that Marx would 

have been amenable to all of the metaphysical and quasi

metaphysical assumptions outlined by Nasser in the second 

passage quoted above .•• especially in his later works in 

which he had gotten away from the (Hegelian) problematic of 

essence and existence and in which he explicitly condemns 

philosophical theories of the human essence. 

mere fact that Marx would have rejected this 

ing does not prove that his views are not 

captured by it. 

Of course, the 

way of speak

actually best 

Perhaps the strongest reason for rejecting this 

strict Aristotelian interpretation of Marx's moral views is 

that the three assumptions outlined by Nasser above are not 

necessary to an adequate interpretation of Marx's views. 

They are, in fact, so much extra baggage. All one needs to 

do to reconstruct Marx's position adequately is point out 

that the capacities for free, conscious, creative activity 

and for human community are attributed by Marx to human 

beings on a species-wide basis and are, in addition, ap

proved or commended by him. This seems an adequate account 
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of Marx's views without dragging into the fray the claims 

that "nature endows man qua man with a special function to 

perform," that "this function can be ascertained by deter-

mining the kind of activity that distinguishes homo 

sapiens," and that "such activity is" -- ipso facto -- "(the 

moral) good of man." 

Furthermore, from the point of view of the adequacy 

of a moral theory, these particular assumptions and self-

realizationist theory as a whole may well be found wanting. 

In his classic article, "Alienation and Self-realization," 

Kai Nielsen points out that there is no one capacity or one 

small set of capacities which is distinctively human: 

Suppose ••• we mean by 'realizing yourself' essen
tially what Aristotle meant, namely that to realize 
yourself 1S to develop th~se capacities which are 
distinctive of homo sapiens . ..• The rub is that man 
-- if he can correctly be said to have any function 
at all -- can be said to have many distinctive 
functions: that is to say, there are many things 
which are peculiar to man -- that men and only men 
do. Even if being able to reason or more plausibly 
to carry on-rational discourse and act in accordance 
with what is deliberated upon is distinctive of the 
human animal, so is having guilt feelings, the capa
city for anguish and alienation, the capacity to 
laugh, to commit atrocities, to drive automobiles, 
to slaughter one's fellow human beings and other 
creatures with complicated weapons, etc., etc. 
There are a multit~de of things which are distinc
tive of man. 10 

Furthermore, it is of no avail to claim that the 

moral good of human beings consists in realizing their 

essential capacities or characteristics because "essential" 

here seems to be functioning as an evaluative term and this 



move, thus, begs the question: 

In defending Aristotle, people may reply to the 
above argument by saying that to find the function 
of a thing we not only need to find what is distinc
tive of it but we also need to find its 'essential 
characteristic' ..•. With respect to this argument, 
it should be noted that 'essential' in . 'essential 
characteristic' itself functions evaluatively. 
Thus, in order to specify the function of man or 
self-realization, one must invoke some unspecified 
but still more fundamental normative criterion to 
establish what counts as an 'essential characteris
tic'. There are many activities which are distinc
tively and peculiarly human but some are more impor
tant than others and thus are more essential. 
But then we still have not decided how we ascertain 
what is more or less valuable. Certainly we do not 
do it by appealing to a criterion of self-realiza
tion, for we have to know already what counts as a 
more essential and hence more valuable characteris
tic in order to know what would count as attaining 
or approximating self-realization. 11 
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Thus, the self-realization cannot be the basic in-

trinsic good because it presupposes a more basic criterion 

by which human capacities can be judged as worthy or un-

worthy of being realized.* Furthermore, besides having 

'internal' faults, self-realization theory has 'external' 

faults as well. The main one is that a self-realizationist 

* Hilliard Aronovitch thinks this objection can be 
met by specifying that an 'essential' capacity is a 'fun
damental' capacity, i.e. a capacity the fulfillment of which 
is a precondition for the fulfillment of other capacities. 
He asserts that for human beings this capacity is the capac
ity for self-determination. But breathing and rationality 
are also fundamental in this sense, so one wonders if an 
evaluation is not really being made in singling out self
determination as the capacity whose fulfillment constitutes 
human self-realization. The value of Aronovitch's article 
"Marxian Morality" is not, however, dependent upon the cor
rectness of this particular point, but lies in his de
tailed analysis (and defense) of Marx's value of freedom 
(as self-determination) which will be taken up presently. 
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account for 

considerations of justice. Interpreted as an egoistic 

theory, it is oblivious between possible conflicts between 

one's own interests and those of others. Interpreted as a 

universalistic consequentialist theory, it gives us no cri

teria for resolving conflicts of interests that are bound to 

occur between persons, each of whom is pursuing his or her 

own self-realization. In fact, if self-realization theory is 

taken to call for the overall maximization of the realiza

tion of certain human capacities or potentialities then it 

is bound to be open to counter-examples from considerations 

of justice. Those possible or actual situations where the 

maximization of the overall realization of human potentiali

ties means that some individuals will not be allowed to 

realize any of their particular potentialities or will be 

allowed to realize (or have the means to realize) only what 

is clearly an unjustly small number of them, are bound to 

run counter to considerations of justice and, thus, cast 

doubt on the viability of self-realizationist theory. 

Finally -- though I shall take this up in more 

detail later a strict form of self-realizationist theory 

which has no provisions for human autonomy or freedom (as 

self-determination) may turn out to be outrageously pater

nalistic. While it may be morally permissible for parents 

to force their children to take piano lessons, it is cer

tainly not permissible for society to force an adult human 



182 

being to engage in activities against his will on the 

grounds that by means of such activities the individual's --

and, thus, society's realization of 'human' capacities 

will be maximized. 

Hilliard Aronovitch, in his excellent article 

"Marxian Morality," also gives an Aristotelian (or quasi-

Aristotelian) interpretation of Marx's moral views, but one 

which is more sensitive to Marx's commitment to freedom (as 

self-determination) and human autonomy. 

A basis is .•. needed for arguing that a classless 
society together with its moral principles can be 
counted as morally superior alternatives. 

Marx does provide such a basis. He does so with 
his conception of human nature. That conception 
serves as the foundation of a morality of self
realization, a morality centering on the principle 

that calls for the full and free development of 
individuals. 12 

And, furthermore: 

Marx's philosophical anthropology, his conception of 
human nature, makes it possible for him to evaluate 
different social systems, patterns of social rela
tions and even individual courses of conduct by 
reference to whether and how far they manifest the 
free and consciously directed shaping by men of 
their world and themselves: Marx's philosophical 
anthropology gives him the leverage on which to 
build a system of ethics ...• the foundation for his 
theory [is] that the realization of human nature is 
the criterion of the good. 13 

Aronovitch sees Marx diverging from Aristotle, how-

ever, on two counts. The first is that "what warrants the 

demand that [some capacity] be realized by men is not that 

men must develop what is uniquely human in them but that 

they must develop that capacity without which they cannot 
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pursue the development of any other capacity." This capa-

city, according to Aronovitch, is the capacity to 

shape my circumstances and myself, [for] unless I 
realize my capacity for doing these things, I cannot 
set myself to realizing any other, further capaci
ties; whether I get to develop any further capaci
ties and which ones and to what extent -- all these 
things are then subject to the vagaries of circum
stance or the whims of others. 15 

"Another key difference between the Marxian and the 

Aristotelian kinds of self-realization," according to Arono-

vitch, is that "self-realization ••. is .•. as much a matter 

of making or constituting myself as it is of affirming a 
16 

pre-given self .... " * 

A third divergence we might note is that Marx sub-

scribes to the concepts of human dignity and the equal moral 

worth of all human beings and, thus, is committed to funda-

mental equality not only within classes but between classes. 

This presumably leads Marx to a principle of equal freedom 

(as self-determination) and, thus, casts considerable doubt 

on the interpretation of Marx as a non-utilitarian conse-

quentialist as opposed to a strict or mixed deontologist. 

These considerations lead naturally to a more de-

tailed comparison between Marx and Aristotle. Even though 

Marx -- as a champion of freedom and self-determination 

would have had no truck with such paternalistic and (presum-

ably) unjust social institutions as slavery, Aristotle would 

* See Charles Taylor, Hegel, Cambridge University 
Press, 1975, ch. 1. 
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and, in fact, did, there are still those who argue that 

both are non-utilitarian consequentialists. In "Marx and 

Aristotle: a Kind of Consequentialism, " Richard Miller 

traces out some of the similarities and dissimilarities in 

the moral theories (or perspectives) of these two great 

philosophers. "Marx, like Aristotle," Miller claims, "judges 
17 

soci~ties by the kinds of human lives they create." 

As against rights-based morality, both judge insti
tutions by the kinds of lives they promote and judge 
proposed rights by assessing the consequences of 
embodying them in institutitions. At the same time, 
their general conceptions of the kinds of lives 
worth promoting, are highly similar, and emphatical
ly opposed to utilitarianism. In short, as politi
cal philosophers they are non-utilitarian consequen
tialists. 18 

Furthermore, Marx and Aristotle have similar notions 

of what is intrinsically (non-morally) good. "Aristotle's 

main arguments appeal to the alleged superiority of self-
19 

sufficiency, intrinsic desirability, and humanity." Marx 

sees "self-expression and mutuality 
20 

as goods of great 

intrinsic importance" and one of his central concerns is 

"the promotion of self-control (i.e. control over one's 

life) and allied goods of dignity, self-expression and mu-
21 

tual respect." 

Where Marx and Aristotle most differ is on the issue 

of equality between persons. Aristotle -- as a result of 

the structure of the society in which he lived -- was an 

anti-egalitarian ... at least so far as inter-class equality 

is concerned. Although all persons within a particular 
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class must be treated equally with respect to the division 

of social goods, even here Aristotle adds that this holds 

only to the extent people are equal in relevant respects. 

Applied to the inter-class division of goods, this means 

that the upper classes -- being, on his view, inherently 

more capable of enjoying higher cultural goods and achieving 

higher levels of perfection -- are to be given the propor-

tion of social goods they need to lead the best lives they 

can, regardless of what this means for the lower classes. 

As Miller notes: 

Whether he is judging individual ways of life or 
whole societies, Aristotle employs fixed, hierarch
ical rankings of human capacities in which what is 
less than best should, so far as possible, contri
bute to the activity of the best. In the best life, 
he argues, a man subordinates everything else to the 
best activity, the contemplation of eternal truths, 
concerning things that do not change, engaged in 
without consideration of practical human con
cerns .... Very few, he concedes, can approach this 
ideal. A more feasible way of life is one in which 
non-intellectual activities, in particular percep
tual activities and the fulfillment of appetites, 
serve as means for the greatest exercise of intelli
gence in a broad sense, i.e., the capacity for 
rational and insightful thinking ...• In the Poli
tics, when Aristotle turns from individual ways of 
life to whole city-states he follows a similar pat
tern. He unhesitatingly ranks political arrangements 
according to the quality of the best lives they 
promote, quite apart from costs to the majority. 
For example, his ideal society is an aristocracy in 
which leisured philosophers, political leaders, and 
military men are provided for by the farming of 
their slaves and the handiwork of artisans and 
tradesmen who are excluded from politics •... The 
non-slave non-citizens are consigned to inferior 
lives, in part through their political exclusion, 
even though they are not innately incapable of lead
ing good lives ••.. By contrast, Aristotle ranks as 
merely the best version of a bad arrangement a 



democracy of small farmers, all of whom can exercise 
significant moral virtues even though they lack 
sufficient leisure for the best sorts of lives ..•. 22 
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Now, however Marx's commitment to equality between 

persons and to egalitarian social arrangements is ultimately 

analyzed, it is clear that he has such commitments. In 

Volume 3 of Capital, for example, he states that 

It is one of the civilizing aspects of capital that 
it enforces this surplus-labour in a manner and 
under conditions which are more advantageous to the 
development of the productive forces, social rela
tions, and the creation of the elements for a new 
and higher form than under the preceding forms of 
slavery, serfdom, etc. Thus it gives rise to a 
stage, on the one hand, in which coercion and monop
olization of social development (including its 
material and intellectual advantages) Ex one portion 
of society at the expense of the other are elimi
nated; on the other hand, it creates the material 
means and embryonic conditions, making it possible 
in a higher form of society to combine this surplus
labour with a greater reduction of time devoted to 
material labour in general. (emphasis added) 23 

It is important to realize here that Marx is not 

merely predicting this sort of social equality, but advocat-

ing it. Although -- as we have seen with reference to 

"Critique of the Gotha Program" -- he thinks that it is "in 

general a mistake to make a fuss about so-called distribu-
24 

tion and put the principal stress on it," this is only 

because "Any distribution whatever of the means of consump-

tion is only a consequence of the distribution of the condi-
25 

tions of production themselves" and, consequently, accord-

ing to Marx, "with the abolition of class distinctions all 

social and political inequality arising from them would 
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disappear of itself." Nevertheless, Marx goes on to es-

pouse principles of distributive justice for the first stage 

of socialism in this document, his only regret being that 

they may not really insure eq~ality since they still give 

advantages to those endowed with "natural privileges" which 

allow them to produce more and, thus, receive a greater 

share of the social wealth in return. (We shall return to 

this topic in Chapter 10.) But, even more importantly, Marx 

in the "Critique of the Gotha Program," primarily is consid-

ering equality of distribution in the "means of consump-

tion" and not equality in the distribution of all social 

goods or all primary social goods (in Rawls' sense). He is 

not, for example, considering the equality in the distribu-

tion of freedom. Had he been, there is no doubt that he 

would have called for its equal distribution. This is, in 

fact, borne out by Marx's call in the Communist Mani-

festo 

opment 

all. 1I 

for "an association, in which the free devel-

of each is the condition for the free development of 
- --27 

(emphasis added) 

One important distinction between Marx and Aris-

totle, then, is that even though both are concerned with 

human activity, development, and self-realization, Aristotle 

is a perfectionist and Marx is not. Aristotle holds that 

human perfection is an intrinsic good, the realization of 

which -- even on the part of a few individuals -- is of 

overriding importance. For Aristotle, the development of 
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the highest human capacities to the highest possible level 

is to be promoted regardless of the detrimental effects this 

policy may have on anyone or everyone else. The overriding 

ideal is excellence or perfection and all other consid

erations are to be subordinated to promoting this end. 

Although Marx's ideal of full human development or 

realization can only be understood in light of the high 

regard in which he holds the higher human intellectual and 

artistic activities and the cultural products to which they 

give rise,* he is not a perfectionist in the above sense 

since he does not hold human perfection as an overriding 

normative (or moral) ideal. To promote the perfection of a 

* Among the later Marxists, Trotsky expresses the 
same high regard for these sorts of cultural activities and 
products -- as well as the human individuals which excel 
with regard to them -- when in a (somewhat utopian) passage 
concerning the nature of future communist society in Litera
ture and Revolution he writes: 

It is difficult to predict the extent of self
government which the man of the future may reach or 
the heights to which he may carry his technique. 
Social construction and pscho-physical self
education will become two aspects of one and the 
same process. All the arts -- literature, drama, 
painting, music and architecture will lend this 
process beautiful form. More correctly, the shell 
in which the cultural construction and self
education of Communist man will be enclosed, will 
develop all the vital elements of contemporary art 
to the highest point. Man will become immeasurably 
stronger, wiser and subtler; his body will become 
more harmonized, his movements more rhythmic, his 
voice more musical. The forms of life will become 
dynamically dramatic. The average human ~ will 
rise to the heights of ~ Aristotle, ~ Goethe, ~ ~ 
Marx. And above this ridge new peaks will rise. 
(emphasis added) 28 
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few at the expense of the many would, in fact, be absolutely 

anathema to Marx. A major criticism he has of all past 

societies is that they allowed the promotion of human excel

lence on the part of a few (i.e. on the part of members of 

the ruling class and allied intellectuals and artists) at 

the expense of the many. This, for Marx, is quite simply 

intolerable. This is because whereas for Aristotle it is 

the development of human perfection, itself, that is of 

primary importance, for Marx it is the human individual 

which is of primary -- indeed, exclusive -- importance, and 

an essential part of his notion of the human individual is 

the intrinsic dignity of each and every human being. This 

conception of the human individual accords to each the 

respect due to him as a human individual and prohibits any 

conditions (e.g. inequalities in freedom or extreme inequal

ities of wealth) which would undermine human dignity and 

self-respect. 

The general conclusions we can reach, then, are (1) 

that Marx is committed to the equal intrinsic dignity of 

human beings and, thus, to equality in the distribution of 

freedom and (2) on these grounds he would reject any moral 

principle which would violate the principle of equal freedom 

on the part of all. This means, in particular, that he 

would reject unfettered self-realizationist or perfectionist 

theories which demand the maximization of self-realization 

or human perfection, since such a policy may benefit some at 
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the expense of others and, thus, interfere with the latter 

parties' freedom. 

Furthermore, this means that Marx would reject any 

paternalistic violation of freedom called for by such maxi-

mization principles. Derek P. H. Allen, in defending his 

interpretation of Marx as a preference utilitarian, makes 

the same point. Marx, he claims, 

believed self-development was one way of being free, 
not the only way of becoming free. Free activities 
would include, inter alia, those performed in the 
free time of post-capitalist society; and "free time 
•.. includes leisure time as well as time for higher 
activities." Activities proper to free time are 
those which individuals prefer: it is in just this 
sense that surplus-time is free. Freedom from so
cially necessary labor to do as a person desired was 
one thing for Marx, and free development another. 
Doubtless he hoped and expected they would coincide. 
But he did not require that they should do so for 
men to be free. He did think it would be best if 
free time were used "productively," in developing 
essential powers. 29 

Post-capitalist society will permit "the complete 
development of the individual"; but free, i.e., 
self-development, by creative activity, not develop
ment simpliciter, is the greatest good. This dis
tinction is crucial because in their free time men 
will be able to choose between "higher" and "lower" 
activities. Better they should choose "lower" than 
that they be forced to choose "higher." Marx would 
think it less disutile that someone freely choose 
pushpin than be afflicted with poetry. Inflicted 
poetry might cause him to develop, but not to self
develop. Better the fool satisfied than forced to 
become a dissatisfied Socrates. The point of over
throwing capitalist conditions of enslavement in 
"lower" activities is not to substitute slavery in 
"higher." If anyone prefers idleness to education, 
and if there is no evidence that he will come to 
change his mind, then there is no utilitarian justi
fication for setting him on the path to learning; 
nor, I suggest, would Marx think it justified. This 
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is how overall Marx appears to reason. And it is 
how a consistent utilitarian must reason. 30 

Thus, Allen agrees that Marx's value of self-reali-

zation would not take precedence over his value (or princi-

pIe) of freedom (as self-determination). But, perhaps con-

trary to initial appearances, I am not bringing Allen's 

arguments for interpreting Marx as an anti-paternalist to 

bear here primarily for additional support of my own thesis 

that Marx is of an anti-paternalistic bent. Rather, I bring 

them under consideration at this point to provide the back-

ground for what shall be my final and -- I hope -- decisive 

argument that Marx cannot be interpreted ~ ~ utilitarian. 

The point I want to make is that Allen's own anti-perfec-

tionist argument (which he offers to shore up his own utili-

tar ian interpretation of Marx), can be decisively turned 

against his own and, indeed, against any utilitarian or 

consequentialist interpretation of Marx. While Allen is 

correct, I think, in asserting that Marx would not find it 

morally permissible to force someone to engage in higher 

cultural activities against his or her will, it is not 

because, as Allen asserts, "Marx would think it disutile." 

For what if doing so did maximize utility? What if forcing 

someone with an abundance of musical talent to develop that 

talent did make for that individual's greatest happiness or 

greatest satisfaction of preferences and/or for the greatest 

happiness or greatest satisfaction of preferences overall? 
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Would Marx, under these conditions, claim that forcing 

someone to engage in such activities was morally permis

sible? If he really is a utilitarian, the answer must be 

Yes! In fact, on the strict utilitarian's view, it would not 

merely be morally permissible but morally obligatory to 

force people to engage in such "higher" cultural activities 

against their will under these conditions! Anyone who has 

really read and understood Marx, however, knows that Marx 

would have never submitted to this moral judgment. 

Similarly, Allen's claim that "Better the fool sa

tisfied than forced to become a dissatisfied Socrates" does 

not represent Marx's rationale behind his anti-paternalistic 

position. Marx does not object to the interference with an 

individual's freedom under these circumstances because it 

produces dissatisfied (but more cultured) individuals, but 

because such interference with an individual's freedom is 

simply intolerable. Again, we can ask "What if such a 

policy generally turned out a satisfied Socrates?" Would 

Marx, then, be in favor of such paternalistic intervention? 

Of course not! It can be deduced from these considerations, 

I take it, that Marx would not accept the moral principle 

which requires this moral judgment and is, ipso facto, not a 

utilitarian. 

Now, it might be suggested that Marx could still be 

a rule utilitarian who accepts the principle of freedom (as 

self-determination) as a general rule on the basis that 
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doing so maximizes utility in the long run but this is not 

plausible because exactly analogous counter-examples apply 

in this case. That is, we can construct a case in which 

accepting the principle of freedom (as self-determination) 

will not, even in the long run, maximize utility -- however 

one wishes to define utility -- and then ask ourselves if 

Marx would give up the principle of freedom (as self-deter-

mination) under these conditions. Again, I wish to suggest 

the answer for Marx would be an emphatic No! Furthermore, 

utilitarianism in any form -- will have these sorts of 

counter-intuitive results from Marx's point of view. 

One might attempt to salvage a consequentialist 

interpretation of Marx's moral views by suggesting that the 

sole non-moral good Marx wishes to maximize is freedom but 

this tack will not work either. Although Marx is certainly 

in favor of more freedom rather than less, he also demands 

as we have seen -- equal freedom. Thus -- although 

Marx's concept of freedom is broader than Rawls' -- he can 

be interpreted with Rawls to be demanding a maximum system 

of equal liberties (or freedoms) but he cannot be inter

preted as demanding the maximization of freedom because the 

maximization of freedom will, in some possible worlds, make 

for an unequal distribution of freedom. 



Marxism, Human Dignity, and Deontological Moral Theory 

If the arguments offered above are correct, Marx is 

not as I have defined the terms -- a consequentialist of 

any sort. He is, rather, a mixed deontologist. While he 

does think that the production of the non-moral good is 

always a relevant consideration in moral reasoning the 

primary (intrinsically valuable) non-moral goods for Marx 

being freedom (as self-determination), human community, and 

self-realization* -- he does not think that it is the only 

consideration. He also implicitly holds a principle of the 

distribution of the non-moral good or at least a principle 

of distribution of the most important non-moral good, namely 

freedom. Furthermore, the demand for equal freedom is it-

self not determined by consequentialist considerations (i.e. 

is not determined on the basis that the implementation of 

this principle will maximize some non-moral good), but flows 

from the non-utilitarian and non-consequentialist notion of 

human dignity. 

Eugene Kamenka writes that Marx "is simply not con-

cerned to portray communism as a society of plenty; he is 

concerned to portray it as a society of human dignity: a 

* The satisfaction of these values obviously de
pends on a satisfactory status in terms of human health and 
welfare. These goods (health and welfare) are, thus, in
strumentally though not intrinsically good for Marx. 

194 
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society in which labour acquires dignity and becomes free 

because it is carried out by full and conscious participants 

in a community given over to co-operation and common aims." 
31 

(emphasis added) 

As George Brenkert notes, the concept of human 

dignity is closely hooked up with the Kantian tradition of 

treating individuals as ends in themselves: "Marx conceives 

.•. communism to consist of a society of men living as men, 

as ends in themselves. That is, a central feature of Marx's 

ethics is the notion of human dignity, of man as an end in 
32 

himself." Brenkert claims, further, that "Marx does in-

deed appeal to consequences to determine certain judgments. 

But the nature and context of this appeal is within Marx's 

mixed deontological theo~y, which is centered on the notion 

of treating man as an end in himself, as having human 
33 

dignity." 

The notion of the dignity of human individuals can 

be traced throughout Marx's works. In a short essay entitled 

"Reflections of a Youth on Choosing an Occupation" which 

Marx wrote just before his graduation from the Trier Gymna

sium in 1835, he states that "Dignity elevates man most, 

bestows a high nobleness to all his acts, all his endeavors, 

and permits him to stand irreproachable Only that 

position can impart di9:nitX in which we do not appear as 

servile tools but rather create independently \,li thin our 

circle. a position without di9nitx lowers us .... Then 
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added) 

no 

"The 
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aid except in self-deception ...• " (emphasis 

most natural result " Marx writes, "is 

self-contempt, and what feeling is more painful." (emphasis 
35 

added) In a letter of 1843 he claims that "Freedom, the 

feeling of man's dignity, 
36 

again .... " 

will have to be awakened 

In his early polemic against religion as the enemy 

of humanism, Marx writes that "The social principles of 

Christianity preach cowardice, self-contempt, debasement, 

subjugation, humility, in short, all the properties of the 

canaille, and the proletariat, which does not want to be 

treated as canaille, needs its courage, its consciousness of 

self, its pride and its independence, far more than its 
37 

bread," In a famous passage in "Contribution to the Cri-

tique of Hegel's Philosophy of Right: Introduction" he 

speaks of "the categorical imperative to overthrow all those 

conditions in which man is an abased, enslaved, abandoned, 
38 

contemptible being .... " 

In the Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts he 

writes that "the more the worker produces, the less he has 

to consume, the more values he creates, the less value --
39 

the less dignity -- he himself has .... " In The Holy Family 

he speaks of "an independent moral, 
40 

based ... on the con-

sciousness of human dignity." Furthermore, in his early 

and transitional works he utilizes the term "dehumanization" 

(and its cognates) a great deal and in his later works often 



197 

speaks of not only the misery, oppression, and exploitation 

of the proletariat under capitalism but also of their degra-

dation. Both of these concepts, it seems to me, connect up 

much more readily with the concept of human dignity than 

with the a strictly utilitarian conceptual framework of 

desires and their maximization. 

Furthermore, as Brenkert suggests, Marx's concept of 

human dignity seems to be associated with the Kantian thesis 

that men ought to be treated as ends in themselves and never 

as means only. In "On the Jewish Question" Marx explicitly 

utilizes this Kantian terminology: " •.. in civil society 

[man] acts simply as a private individual, treats other men 

as means, degrades himself to the role of a mere means, and 
41 

becomes the plaything of alien powers." Furthermore, 

"contempt for theory, for art, for history, and for man as 

an end in himself is the real, conscious standpoint and 
42 

the virtue of the man of money." To treat all human beings 

as ends in themselves is, according to Kant, to be a univer-

sal and, consequently, free being and Marx seems to agree 

with this view. 

Kant, of course, was primarily concerned with free-

dom as freedom of the will in connection with his concept of 

moral autonomy. Moral autonomy is characterized, on Kant's 

view, by two sorts or aspects of freedom: the negative 

freedom from alien or illegitimate considerations in action 

and practical reasoning and the positive freedom to act in 
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accordance with the principles we give ourselves as free and 

rational beings. From these two principles flow Kant's 

demands that (1) we bar from practical reasoning consider

ations not only of self-interest but considerations based on 

desire, want, and inclination generally, i.e. that we reason 

in accord with the autonomy rather than the heteronomy of 

the will, and (2) our principles be universal not only in 

the sense that they apply to everyone but also in the sense 

that in adopting them we act as legislators not merely for 

ourselves but for humanity, i.e. that we act as legislators 

in and of the universal kingdom of ends. 

While I am not trying to make Marx out as a strict 

Kantian -- even in his early works -- the claim that Marx 

was very much influenced by Kant can hardly be doubted. Even 

though Marx -- as we saw in Chapter Two -- makes a great 

deal over the distinction between heteronomy and autonomy in 

the moral realm in his early, journalistic writings, he does 

not even then, it seems, seriously take to heart Kant's 

demand that moral reasoning be purged from all considera

tions based on desires, wants, inclinations, needs, etc. 

This is one important respect in which Marx and almost 

any other thinker who has proffered opinions on the subject 

-- differs from Kant. This is also why Marx cannot be 

classified as a Kantian or a strict deontologist as opposed 

to a mixed deontologist. He does think that the pursuit of 

the non-moral good is a relevant moral consideration. That 
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he takes Kant's second demand somewhat more seriously is 

borne out by such quotes as man "treats himself as 
43 

universal and consequently free being." 

a 

But this does not constitute even the beginnings of 

an adequate account of Marx's concept of freedom (as self-

determination) because freedom, as Kant conceives it in 

relation to moral autonomy, is a moral good, whereas most of 

what Marx has to say about freedom concerns freedom as a 

non-moral good, i.e. as a good whose description need not 

contain moral terms. It is this aspect of Marx's concept of 

freedom to which we now turn. 



Marx's Concept and Theory of Freedom: A Reconstruction 

As stated at the beginning of the present chapter, I 

wish to argue that Marx's concept (or theory) of freedom can 

be rationally reconstructed as follows: (1) freedom is 

essentially the opportunity for self-determination and is 

based, in the end analysis, on the moral value of autonomy; 

(2) self-determination entails both negative freedom (i.e. 

freedom from the undue interference of others) and positive 

freedom (i.e. the opportunity to determine one's own life -

to as great an extent as is compatible with a like opportun

ity for all); and (3) the opportunity to determine one's own 

life entails both (a) the right to equal participation in 

all social decision-making processes which affect one's life 

and (b) the right of equal access to the means of self

realization. 

Let us consider each of these claims in order. The 

claim that Marx identifies freedom with self-determination 

-- or, more precisely, with the opportunity for self-deter

mination -- can be interpreted in two ways. By "self-deter

mination" philosophers have meant either the determination 

of one's self in accordance with one's essential nature (as 

the sort of being one happens to be) or (2) the determina

tion of one's self in accordance with the laws (or impera

tives or plans) one legislates or chooses for one's self. 

200 



201 

It is important to note that while the formulation of Rous-

seau, Kant, et. al. that freedom is being determined in 

accordance with one's real rational will is a version of the 

second interpretation of self-determination, it is actually 

a version of the first. While views (1) and (2) can be 

combined, they are separate and distinct. Both views, I 

believe, are to found in Marx's earliest works, while only 

the second interpretation on which the actual, empirical 

self is the determining agent is to be found in his later 

works. Consequently, Marx is not open to the charge of 

collectivism or totalitarianism so often put forward.* 

As concerns the first view, Kamenka points out that 

"The Young Marx following a line laid down in Spinoza and 

Hegel, treats freedom as self-determination. To be free is 

to be determined by one's own nature. To be unfree is to be 
44 

determined from without." For Marx or, at least, for the 

(very) Early Marx the essential nature of human beings is 

freedom. Thus, unless the notion of freedom as man's essen-

tial nature is analyzed further, we seem to be able to 

derive from these remarks only the unenlightening and taut-

ologous claim that to be free is to be determined in accor-

dance with freedom. As we have seen, however, we can ana-

* See D.F.B. Tucker, Marxism and Individualism, St. 
Martin's Press, N.Y., 1980. Tucker argues that Marx and 
Engels are methodological individualists (as opposed to 
methodological holists) in social science and ethical indi
vidualists (as opposed to collectivists) in moral theory. 
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lyze Marx's claim that humanity's essence is freedom into 

the claim that human beings have two essential capacities: 

the capacity for free, conscious, creative activity and the 

capacity for human community (or solidarity). Thus, for 

human beings given the sort of beings they are -- to be 

self-determining is to be determined in accordance with 

these two capacities, i.e. to realize these two capacities. 

On this view, anyone who doesn't realize these two capaci-

ties is, ipso facto, not free even if they are subject to no 

constraints and have complete control over their own lives. 

But this, of course, is an abuse of the term "freedom," ... 

at least on its common meaning. 

While the (very) Early Marx, with his praise of 

Aristotle, Spinoza, and Hegel and his acceptance of the 

Hegelian problematic of essence and existence in which 

existences tend toward their essences, seems to have been 

attracted to this view of freedom, the Later Marx rejected 

the philosophical problematic of essence and existence and 

is probably best interpreted as holding only (1) the empiri

cal thesis that human beings, when not diverted from doing 

so, tend to realize the two capacities in question and (2) 

the evaluative thesis that it is good for human beings to 

realize these capacities and, even more importantly, it is 

good for human beings to be able to (i.e. to be free to) 

realize these capacities. The view I am attributing to the 

Marx of the Manuscripts and later entails that the fact that 
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someone doesn't realize these two capacities does not con-

stitute a conclusive but only a prima facie reason for 

assuming that person is not free. (If the person were free 

-- the reasoning goes -- he or she would, in all probabil-

ity, realize these capacities. The person has not realized 

these capacities. Therefore, in all probability, there is 

some liberty-limiting condition at work which prevents this 

person from realizing these capacities, i.e. in all proba-

bility, the person is not free.) 

Philosophers of the rational will tradition par-

ticularly Rousseau and Kant -- tended to identify the self 

in this context as one's "real, rational self," with the 

result that one is free (or 'truly free') if and only if one 

is acting in accord with the laws that the "real, rational 

self" would legislate for itself or if one is acting in 

accord with the choices that the "real, rational will" would 

make. This leads, of course, to the view that one's freedom 

is not violated if one is forced to do something one doesn't 

want to do, so long as it is what one's "real, rational 

will" would dictate: one can, as Rousseau claimed, be 

florced to be free. This, too, seems to abuse our common 

notion of freedom as actions (or persons) which are unco-

erced and self-determined. This is the point Isaiah Berlin 

is bringing out when he writes: 

Everything is what it is: liberty is liberty, not 
equality or fairness or justice or culture, or human 
happiness or a quiet conscience. If the liberty of 



myself or my class or nation depends on the misery 
of a number of other human beings, the system which 
promotes this is unjust and immoral. But if I 
curtail or lose my freedom, in order to lessen the 
shame of such inequality, and do not thereby mater
ially increase the individual liberty of others, an 
absolute loss of liberty occurs. This may be com
pensated for by a gain in justice or in happiness or 
in peace, but the loss remains, and it is a confu
sion of values to say that although my 'liberal' 
individual freedom may go by the board, some other 
kind of freedom is increased. 45 

204 

One can, on the other hand, accept the second inter-

pretation of freedom as self-determination and take it to 

be a matter of being determined in accord with the decisions 

or choices of one's actual, empirical self. While Marx 

seems to have been attracted to the Rousseau-Kant interpre-

tation of freedom as self-determination in his earliest 

works -- he even goes so far as to claim that "only when his 

actual actions have shown that he has ceased to obey the 

natural law of freedom, does the State force him to be free" 
46, -- -- --

(emphasis added) it seems apparent that he moved away 

from these views after his very early, journalistic period 

and, in his later works, came to view self-determination as 

being simply a matter of having control over one's life, 

i.e. having the effective power to determine the course of 

one's own existence (to the extent this is empirically 

possible) . 

Although we shall return to this matter presently, 

one might say that the main difference between the Later 

Marx and the rational will theorists on this issue can be 
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expressed in the triadic definition of freedom offered by 

Gerald McCallum -- "x is (is not) free from y to do (not do, 
47 

become, not become) z" -- as a difference concerning the 

first variable, i.e. the variable standing for the sort of 

agent one has in mind. In the rational will tradition the 

'x' is taken to stand -- not for actual, empirical indivi-

duals -- but for the real, rational will of such individuals 

which may and often does stand in opposition to their 

actual but 'merely' empirical wills. This is the reasoning 

behind Rousseau's claim that in being forced to conform to 

the laws of a (just) state, citizens are merely being 

"forced to be free." But in all but his earliest works Marx 

seems to be speaking of the freedom (i.e. the self-determi-

nation) of actual, empirical individuals, rather than the 

"real, rational will" of such individuals. In his later 

works, for example, he never speaks of forcing the bourgeoi-

sie to be free by means of the expropriation of productive 

property but, rather, speaks of "despotic inroads on the 

rights of property, and on the conditions of bourgeois 
48 

production." While Marx certainly sees such "despotic 

inroads" -- i.e. the use of the legitimate coercive power of 

the (new) state to affect this end -- as justified, he does 

not seem to conceive of the situation as one of forcing the 

bourgeoisie to be free. 

On the other hand, it is clear that it is the notion 

of freedoIT. as self-determination in the second sense that 



206 

informs Marx from his earliest works to his last. An indivi-

dual is only free, according to Marx, if he is self-deter-

mining and he is only self-determining if he is in control 

of his own life. To be free in this latter sense is to be 

autonomous; to be one's own master. "A being does not 

regard himself as independent," Marx claims, "unless he is 

his own master, and he is only his own master when he owes 

his existence to himself. A man who lives by the favor of 
49 

another considers himself a dependent being." But to be in 

control of one's own life entails both that one is not prey 

to the unauthorized interferences of other individuals and 

one can, in addition, have a significant impact or effect 

upon the direction of one's own life and the circumstances 

under which one must live. 

Self-determination for Marx, thus, entails both 

negative and positive freedom. By "negative freedom" I mean 

freedom from interference on the part of other persons or 

groups of persons (e.g. the state). By "positive freedom" I 

mean freedom to do (or become) certain things. Speaking of 

negative freedom or liberty, Isaiah Berlin in his classic 

essay, "TVlO Concepts of Liberty, "* writes that "By being 

free in this sense I mean not being interfered with by 
50 

others" and that "liberty in this sense means liberty 

* This 'essay' is actually composed of excerpts from 
his longer work, Four Essays on Liberty, Oxford University 

'Press, N.Y., 1958. 
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from; absence of interference .... " The value of negative 

liberty is based on the conviction that "there ought to 

exist a certain minimum area of personal freedom which must 
52 

on no account be violated .... " and that "we must preserve 

a minimum area of personal freedom if we are not to 'de-
53 

grade or deny our nature l
." Socially speaking, "a fron-

tier must be drawn between the area of private life and that 
54 

of public authority." 

It is often claimed that Marx had no respect for 

negative freedom, as thus defined, but this is not true. 

There are two sorts of evidence which tend to refute this 

claim. The first is the occasional statement Marx makes in 

support of negative liberty, one of the more striking exam-

pIe being his comment in the "Critique of the Gotha Program" 

that (of course!) "Everyone should be able to attend to his 

religious as well as his bodily needs without the police 
55 

sticking their noses in." The second piece of evidence is 

the simple fact that self-determination in the sense of 

having control over one's own life obviously excludes such 

unwarranted interferences of one's person and privacy and 

one's actions and activities. (Deciding on what constitutes 

a warranted intrusion, however, is one of the most important 

albeit most difficult issues in moral and social philosophy 

and the issue on which individuals most differ.) 

This sort of (negative) liberty was so obviously 

required that Marx hardly thought it worth commenting upon. 
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What Marx will not allow, however, is that this sort of 

liberty exhausts the category of freedom. It is the view 

that negative liberty does exhaust the category of freedom 

which Marx has in mind when he writes (disapprovingly) that 

"This right to the undisturbed enjoyment, upon certain con-

ditions, of fortuity and chance has up till now been called 
56 

personal freedom." It is also this narrow conception of 

freedom Marx is describing (and implicitly condemning) when 

-- at the transition point between his descriptions of the 

sphere of circulation and the sphere of production in the 

first volume of Capital -- he claims that 

This sphere that we are deserting, within whose 
boundaries the sale and purchase of labour-power 
goes on, is in fact a very Eden of the innate rights 
of man. There alone rule Freedom, Equality, Proper
ty, and Bentham. Freedom, because both buyer and 
seller of a commodity, say of labour-power, are 
constrained only by their own free will. They con
tract as free agents, and the agreement they come to 
is but the form in which they give legal expression 
to their common will. Equality because each enters 
into relation to the other, as with a simple owner 
of commodities, and they exchange equivalent for 
equivalent. Property, because each disposes only of 
what is his own. And Bentham, because each looks 
only to himself. 57 

It may be argued that Marx's normative ideal of 

individuals as communal or "species" beings contradicts the 

thesis that he was concerned with the negative freedom of 

individuals, but this is not so. Marx was not a collecti-

vist or totalitarian in this sense. His normative ideal of 

the individual as a truly social being is combined, in Marx, 

with the utmost respect for a person's individuality. In 
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the t-1anuscripts, for example, he attacks "Crude communis;n 

[which] is only the culmination of envy and 
58 

levelly down on the basis of a preconceived minimum" on 

the grounds that "This communism ... negates the personality 
59 

of man in every sphere .... " He attacks capitalism on the 

grounds that "What I am and can do is ... not at all deter-

mined by my individuality [since] What I as a man am 

unable to do, and thus with all my individual faculties are 
60 

unable to do, is made possible for me by money." In oppo-

sition to this, Marx writes: 

Let us assume man to be man, and his relation to the 
world to be a human one:- Then love can only be 
exchanged for love, trust for trust, etc. If you 
wish to enjoy art you must be an artistically culti
vated person; if you wish to influence other people 
you must be a person who really has a stimulating 
and encouraging effect upon others. Everyone of 
your relations to man and to nature must be a speci
fic expression, corresponding to the object of your 
will, of your real individual life. 61 

Nor does Marx's view that rights to such liberties 

will be an outmoded concept in communist society refute the 

thesis that he was concerned with negative liberty. r·1arx 

believed that in a full-fledged communist society indivi-

duals will have become so humanized that the occasions on 

which it is necessary for them to press claims to their 

rights to privacy, conscience, expression, etc. will simply 

not arise; therefore, the category or concept of rights (as 

well as justice) will simply be otiose. But this is not to 

say that the freedoms claimed by such rights would be vio-
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lated or the persons populating communist society will be 

bland conformists or unthinking automatons. As the above 

quotes suggest, Marx believes quite the contrary. 

Marx's concept of freedom is, however, broader than 

that of mere negative liberty. Although Hilliard Aronovitch 

uses the term "self-determination" more narrowly than I do, 

since he identifies it only with positive freedom -- whereas 

I take this term to apply to both negative and positive 

freedom -- a perspicuous explication of Marx's notion of 

self-determination is given by Aronovitch in his article 

"Marxian l-lorality": 

Self-determination is the free and conscious 
shaping of the conditions of one's life, which makes 
possible the further fr~e and conscious shaping of 
oneself through the development of this or that 
specific capacity; it is what has sometimes been 
called positive freedom, being able to do things -
those things, including effecting one'S-will upon 
circumstances, that accord with self-consciously 
arrived at choices •. Put in these terms the 
capacity for self-determination or positive freedom 
is fundamental in that without it one is not in a 
position to deliberately achieve or even aim at 
anything else. 62 

Self-determination, the free and consciously direc
ted shaping of the conditions of one's life, obvi
ously connotes freedom, and individual freedom, of a 
certain basic kind. The kind counts for very much. 
What is especially important is that freedom is 
specified not just in terms of the absence of coer
cion but in the more positive terms of actually 
being able to effect one's will, and that circum
stances are not treated as fixed things to which I 
must adapt my will and within which I must find some 
residual area of choice: rather, my freedom on this 
conception is to be measured in crucial part by the 
extent to which I can effect my will upon them. 63 

But this positive freedom, i.e. the freedom to de-
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termine one's own life has, in turn, two components. The 

first is the right to equal participation in all social 

decision-making processes -- political, educational, econo-

mic, etc. -- which affect one's life. Since, according to 

Marx, many and perhaps most of the decisions which affect 

our lives are social, as opposed to individual, decisions it 

is of the essence of the matter that these decisions be made 

on the basis of the equal participation of all. • • or, at 

least, the right of equal participation of all (since some 

might prefer not to participate in social decision-making 

processes). As opposed to the bourgeois parliamentary system 

of representational democracy, which he regards as a sham, 

Marx demands that the new society extend democracy into all 

realms of social activity (particularly, the economic) and 

make it real or effective democracy.* Individuals ought --

by the process of reaching a consensus or, if that is not 

possible, by the most democratic method available -- to 

collectively control social and economic processes rather 

than have these social and economic processes control them. 

The fact that, on his view, social and economic processes 

* It is interesting to speculate how Marx would have 
reacted to the theory and practice of workers' controlled, 
self-managing socialism- of the sort which incorporates a 
modified market economy as in the Yugoslavia. This system 
would seem to accord with his demand for self-determination 
to a greater extent than the bureaucratically run command 
economies of the Soviet Union and other state-socialist 
societies, and I believe -- considering the presently avail
able alternatives -- he would have whole-heartedly supported 
the Yugoslavian system. 
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control the lives of human beings under capitalism, rather 

than vice versa is, of course, one of the key phenomena 

described by Marx's concept and theory of alienation as well 

as if my interpretation is correct what underlies 

Marx's concept and theory of exploitation. 

Although all right-libertarians and many liberals 

deride the concept of positive freedom in this sense, an 

interesting question arises from this fact: on what grounds 

do right-libertarians and classically-oriented liberals 

defend political democracy? Speaking of negative liberty, 

Berlin writes: 

liberty in this sense is not incompatible with 
some kinds of autocracy, or at any rate with the 
absence of self-government. Liberty in this sense 
is principally concerned with the area of control, 
not with its source. there is no necessary 
connexion between individual liberty and democratic 
rule. The answer to the question 'Who governs me?' 
is logically distinct from the question 'How far 
does government interfere with me?' It is in this 
difference that the great contrast between the two 
concepts of negative and positive liberty, in the 
end, consists. For the 'positive' sense of liberty 
comes to light if we try to answer the question, not 
'What am I free to do or be?', but 'By whom am I 
ruled?' or 'Who is to say what I am, and what I am 
not, to be or do?' •.. The desire to be governed by 
myself, or at any rate to participate in the process 
by which my life is to be controlled, may be as deep 
a wish as that of a free area for action, and per
haps historically older. 64 

Be that as it may, the second component of Marx's 

concept of positive freedom, as I am attemptjng to recon-

struct his position, is the right of equal access to the 

means of self-realization. Marx demands that "man ... [be] 
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free not through the negative pm'ler to .?void this or that 

but through the posi ti ve pOvler to assert his true indi vidu-
65 

ality .... 11 (emphasis added) Insofar as this means that 

people aren't free unless they have (equal) access to the 

means of self-realization, this thesis will be even more 

noxious to the right-libertarian (and to many liberals) than 

the last. But this principle is obviously in need of further 

analysis. First off, to simplify matters and make my recon-

stucted version of Marx's theory more plausible, I propose 

to take IImeans of self-realization ll to be all social pri-

mary goods mentioned by Rawls except the good of negative 

liberty or freedom (which is covered by the above 

principle) .* 

On the other hand, I have framed this right as a 

right of equal access to the means of self-realization 

rather than as a right to equal means of self-realization to 

indicate that -- at least in the first stage of communism 

where it still makes sense to worry about principles for the 

distribution of scarce goods -- individuals have a right to 

an equal opportunity. to realize their selves (i.e. their 

life-plans) and, thus, an equal opportunity to attain the 

* The social primary goods, according to Rawls in 
A Theory of Justice, are rights and liberties, powers and 
opportunities, income and wealth, and the social bases of 
self-respect. In a subsequent article Rawls allovls that 
there may be good reasons for including leisure among the 
primary goods. See "Reply to Alexander and Musgrave,1I Quar
terly Journal of Economics (Nov. 1974). 
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means to do so, but not necessarily a right to an equal 

amount of self-realization (if it makes sense to speak this 

\'lay) or to an equal amount of the means to self-realization 

(i.e. an equal share of primary social goods). As Marx makes 

clear in the "Critique of the Gotha Program," there is not 

to be strict equality of distribution of material goods in 

the first stage of socialism and -- except for those unable 

to work -- individuals are entitled only to what they can 

attain by their own ~fforts within the (presumably fair) 

rules of the new social arrangements. The primary rules, 

according to Marx, are (1) that one person can not realize a 

profit from another's labor and (2) individuals are to 

receive back from society a share of the social wealth 

proportional to the socially useful labor they contribute to 

society. Commenting on that part of the Gotha Program which 

asserts an equal right on the part of individuals to the 

proceeds of labour, Marx writes: "no one can give anything 

except his labour and ••. nothing can pass to the ownership 
66 

of individuals except individual means of consumption" 

and, further, that 

the individual producer receives back from society 
-- after the deductions have been made exactly 
what he gives to it. The same amount of labour 
which he has given to society in one form he re
ceives back in another. In spite of this ad
vance, this equal right is still constantly stigma
tised by a bourgeois limitation. The right of the 
producers is proportional to the labour they supply; 
the equality consists in the fact that measurement 
is made with an egua~ standard, labour. 67 
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Thus, even though Marx does not fall into the cate-

gory of a proponent of the rational will version of positive 

freedom, he does accept a broader set of conditions as 

liberty-limiting than did the classical liberal or, even, 

the modern liberal and he does give a wider interpretation 

of those things people ought to be free to do (or become). 

The differences between these several positions can be per

spicuously outlined and futile debates over vaguely defined 

notions of "positive" and "negative II liberty can be avoided 

if we utilize the triadic formula of freedom developed by 

Gerald MacCallum. As MacCallum points out, there are actually 

three variables to be considered: the sort of persons we 

are ascribing freedom to, the conditions which are to count 

as liberty-limiting, and the sorts of things freedom can 

have as its end. Thus, in the formula x is (is not) free 

from y to do (not do, become, not become) z, "X ranges over 

agents, y ranges over such 'preventing conditions' as con-

straints, restrictions, interferences, and barriers, and z 

ranges over actions or conditions of character or circum-
68 

stance. II The x may stand for ourselves as we really are 

(the empirical self) or for the "real", "true", or "essen-

tial" self of the rational will tradition. The y may stand 

for the direct interference of other persons or for this 

plus any and all social and economic (or even psychological) 

conditions which limit one's choices or for anything in 

between these extremes. Finally, the z may stand for actions 
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people wish to perform or for what people do as well as what 

people can become. 

As we have seen, Marx -- or at least the Later Marx 

takes the x variable to refer to the actual,' empirical 

wills of individuals. In this he agrees with the vast 

majority of modern moral and social thinkers. But whereas 

right-libertarians and some liberals insist that the z var

iable pertains only to actions ("doings"), Marx seems to 

hold that people should be free not only to do things but to 

become things and, thus, that the z variable pertains to 

both "doings" and "becomings". Since on Marx's view, how-

ever, one only becomes something (e.g. an artist) by doing 

things (e.g. studying art, drawing, painting, etc.), it is 

not' clear that there is really much of a difference here. 

The more important difference concerns the y variable. 

Whereas the right~libertarian and some liberals 

insist that the parameters of the y variable extend only to 

the deliberate interference of other individuals (or groups 

of individuals) and, thus, contend that this sort of inter

ference consititutes the only liberty-limiting condition, 

Marx and many others reject this as overly-narrow. Al

though Isaiah Berlin is generally taken to be an opponent 

of the broader view of liberty-limiting conditions, a care 

ful reading of his "Two Concepts of Liberty" reveals that 

even such a thorough-going modern liberal as Berlin leaves 

room for the broader view. As Berlin points out: 



You lack political liberty or freedom only if you 
are prevented from attaining a goal by human beings. 
Mere incapacity to attain a goal is not lack of 
political freedom. This is brought out by the use 
of such modern expressions as 'economic freedom' and 
its counterpart, 'economic slavery'. It is argued, 
very plausibly, that if a man is too poor to afford 
something on which there is no legal ban -- a loaf 
of bread, a journey round the world, recourse to the 
law courts -- he is as little free to have it as he 
would be if it were forbidden him by law. If my 
poverty were a kind of disease, which prevented me 
from buying bread, or paying for the journey round 
the world or getting my case heard, as lameness 
prevents me from running, this inability would not 
naturally be described as a lack of freedom, least 
of all political freedom. It is only because I 
believe that ~ inability to get ~ given thi~ is 
due to the fact that other human beings have made 
arrangements vlhereby .!. am, \vhereas others are not, 
prevented from having enough money with which to pay 
for it, that.!. think myself ~ victim of coercion or 
slavery. In other words, this use of the term 
depends on a particular social and economic theory 
about the causes of .!!!l poverty or \veakness. __ .!. 
begin to speak of being geprived of freedom (and not 
simply about poverty) only if .!. accept the theory. 
If, in addition, I believe that I am being kept in 
want by a specific arrangement which I consider 
unjust or unfair, I speak of economic slavery or 
oppression. 'The nature of things does not madden 
us, only ill will does', said Rousseau. The criter
ion of oppression is the part that I believe to be 
played by other human beings, directly or indirect
ly, with or without the intention of doing so, in 
frustrating my wishes. By being free in this sense 
I mean not being interfered with by others. The 
wider the area of non-interference the wider my 
freedom. (emphasis added) 69 
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There is, of course, no reason Marxists cannot ac-

cept this analysis. If this is done, the difference between 

the Marxist and modern liberal, will not be that they accept 

different concepts of freedom or that they have different 

criteria of what constitutes a liberty-limiting condition 

but that they have different empirical views about what 
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(alterable) social conditions are, in fact, liberty-limiting 

or -- more precisely -- what (alterable) social conditions 

are unjustifiably liberty-limiting. Marx can be interpreted 

as proposing that the parameters of the y variable are any 

alterable social arrangement -- as well as the direct inter

ference of other persons -- that restrict freedom in this 

sense. Marx, of course, offers an explanatory theory and 

analysis of how it is that (alterable) social institutions 

and arrangements and, thus, indirectly people -- act as 

liberty-limiting conditions for the vast majority of people 

in capitalist society. There has been no shortage of think

ers with this view of freedom in the history of modern 

thought: the importance of Marx lies in his social-scien

tific theories which explain how it is that the social 

arrangements of capitalism and all class-divided societies 

severely limit or constrain the freedom of the vast majority 

of people and how it is that these constraints on freedom 

can be eliminated. 

But is Marx's moral theory, as I have reconstructed 

it especially his concept of freedom as self-determina

tion -- adequate? Although it is a more viable theory than 

most people are willing to give it credit for, it is not -

it seems to me -- completely adequate as it stands. For one 

thing, we need to know what would constitute a warranted or 

justifiable intrusion on personal or political freedom. Not 

all actions can be or should be permitted in a society. One 
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is not free to maim others, for example, but the fact that 

society (or the state) attaches sanctions to maimings of 

human beings constitutes an intrusion on people's freedom. 

But most or all of us would agree that this intrusion is 

warranted. Such warranted intrusions may be based on pre-

serving equal freedom (e.g. laws against selling oneself 

into slavery); on creating a maximum system of equal free

doms (e.g. laws prohibiting people from expressing them-

selves so loudly that others are disturbed in their private 

abodes and laws against slander and libel); or (possibly) on 

promoting or maximizing some other important moral value 

such as human well-being.* But Marx gives us no theory or 

criteria for deciding what could constitute a warranted 

intrusion. 

At the economic level, as Berlin points out, I speak 

of economic oppression or slavery or we can add 

* Most recent and contemporary moral and social 
theorists are willing to admit that in some cases liberty 
can be limited on the basis of considerations other than 
liberty itself. Berlin writes that "Liberty is not the 
only goal of men. To avoid glaring inequality or wide
spread misery I am ready to sacrifice some, or all, of my 
freedom .••• I should be guilt-stricken, and rightly so, if I 
were not, in some circumstances, ready to make this sacri
fice." 70 Although it is difficult to imagine concrete cases 
in which one would be morally obliged to give up all of 
one's liberty, it is commonly agreed that we are morally 
obliged to trade off some of our liberty if so doing is 
necessary to prevent pain and suffering or extreme depriva
tion on the part of others. Right-libertarians, such as 
Nozick, are among the few who refuse to admit that liberty 
can be justifiably limited on the basis of anything other 
than liberty. 
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nomic exploitation -- only "If •.• I believe that I am being 

kept in want by a specific arrangement which I consider 
71 

unjust or unfair .... " But if this is so -- which I believe 

it is -- Marx's theory, in order to be adequate, also needs 

a theory of social justice. But while the grains of a 

theory of social justice, at least as applied to the first 

stage of communism, are apparent in the "Critique of the 

Gotha Program" and elsewhere in Marx's writings, he regu-

larly condemns such concepts and theories and, thus, leaves 

us with a paradox to be solved. In Chapter 10 I attempt to 

show that Marx's reasons for rejecting all notions of jus-

tice and human rights are not well-founded. Before this, 

however, we will take up a number of important metaethical 

difficulties concerning the relationship between Marxism and 

morality in general. 



CHAPTER 6 

MARXISM, MORALI~Y, AND SELF-IN~EREST 

Having to this point described and analyzed Marx's 

moral views in considerable detail, I shall over ·the course 

of the next four chapters consider some supposed incompati

bilities between Marxism and morality. The issues involved 

here are primarily of a metaethical nature and it is through 

the use of recent and contemporary metaethical theory that I 

hope to solve (or dissolve) these purported difficulties 

and, thus, show Marxism and morality to be compatible. 

Chapter 7 ("Marxism and Moral Historicism") takes up the 

objection that morality is irrelevant because, according to 

Marxist theory, socialist revolution is inevitable. Chapter 

8 ("Morality and Ideology") takes up the objection that 

morality, on the Marxist view, is a form of ideology and is 

thus, in some sense, illegitimate. Chapter 9 ("Marxism, 

Moral Relativism, and Moral Objectivity") takes up the ob

jection that morality is relative to social classes and/or 

historical epochs and that, therefore, the task of grounding 

the Marxist's normative political positions in an 'objec

tively valid' moral theory is hopeless. 

The object of the present chapter is somewhat more 

general: namely, to consider a number of objections to the 

221 
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claim that Marx's thought and, thus, Marxism have a moral 

component. The objection I want to consider is not that the 

(supposed) moral component is not explicit but that Marx's 

thought contains neither an explicit nor an implicit moral 

component. Although this claim may strike one as absurd 

given all of the evidence to the contrary, this depends to a 

large degree on one's definition of morality. As we shall 

see, the more sophisticated versions of this claim do not 

maintain that Marx lacks a normative theory or form of 

practical reasoning but only that this theory or form of 

practical reasoning cannot be classified as moral. 

In the first section of the present chapter, how

ever, I shall take up the more radical position -- seemingly 

put forward by such thinkers as Werner Sombart, Donald Clark 

Hodges, and Louis Althusseur that Marx's thought has no 

normative component whatever. This claim is normally 

coupled with the claim that Marxism is purely scientific, 

but the only way contemporary theorists such as 

Althusseur can make this claim with any semblance of 

plausibility, I shall argue, is by the sleight of hand 

maneuver of giving a stipulative definition of "Marxism". 

If a 

given, 

this 

in the 

stipulative definition of "Marxism" is not being 

the only interesting question which remains is how 

thesis could have come to be seriously put forward 

first place. In Chapter 8 ("Marxism and Ideology") 

I shall argue that various misconceptions of morality which 
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can be found in Marx's own work are primarily responsible 

for this view. 

I shall also take up in the first section a defense 

of the thesis of "Marx's anti-moralism" based on a Marxist 

interpretation of the Freudian or psychoanalytic conception 

of morality on which morality is a system of dominance and 

oppression and, thus, a reactionary form of ideology; a 

debilitating disease with which the workers' movement ought 

not be infected. This, I shall argue, is a one-sided view of 

morality and, as such, does not defeat the possibility of 

Marxism incorporating a set of moral views or even adopting 

an explicit moral theory. Proponents of this view e.g. 

Lewis Feuer as well as Anthony Skillen and Andrew Collier of 

the Radical Philosophy group in Great Britain tend to 

claim that Marx's theory of practical reasoning is one based 

purely on considerations of self-interest, but this is a 

separate issue and, as such, is taken up in section 3. 

In the second section of the present chapter ("Moral 

and Non-Moral Evaluation in Marx") I take up another objec-

tion to the thesis that Marxism has a moral component: the 

objection that though Marx has a normative perspective or 

form of practical reasoning it is not moral in nature. This 

thesis has recently been argued for by Allen W. Wood.* 

* See Chapter 9 ("Iv1arx on Right and Justice") and 
Chapter 10 ("Morality as Ideology") in Allen W. Wood, 
Karl Marx, Routledge and Kegan Paul, Boston, 1981. 
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According to Wood, Marx's normative views fail to be moral 

views because they have as their basis only non-moral goods 

(such as pleasure, happiness, freedom, or the realization of 

human capacities) as opposed to moral goods (such as 

"virtue, right, justice, and the fulfillment of duty") and 

because they do not connect up with our "love of virtue" 

and "sense of guilt." I shall argue that Wood is wrong in 

attributing only concern for non-moral goods to Marx since 

Marx harbors notions of human dignity and autonomy and, 

more importantly, that Wood's critique is based on an exces

sively personalistic and Kantian conception of morality. 

In the third section of the present chapter I take 

up the claim that though Marx's thought has a normative 

component, the judgments and principles comprising this 

component are based wholly on considerations of the ra

tional self-interest of individuals. Thus, the argument 

continues, it cannot be construed as a moral component. 

But it is clear from Marx's writings, I shall argue, that 

his normative component or theory of practical reasoning 

is based on considerations of the good and harm of 

people in general rather than on egoistic considerations of 

the rational self-interest of individuals. In discussing 

this thesis, however, it will be important to keep three 

pairs of distinctions in mind: (1) the distinction between 

an evaluative theory which holds that individuals should act 

on the basis of their own self-interest (i.e. ethical 
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egoism) and the empirical theory which holds that individ-

uals do, in fact, act on this basis all (or almost all) of 

the time (i.e. psychological egoism) ~ (2) the distinction 

between the (empirical) thesis that human beings always 

as a matter of their basic nature -- act on the basis of 

(perceived) self-interest and the (empirical) thesis that 

only human beings in capitalist society (or in class-divided 

societies) act on this basis~ and (3) the distinction be-

tween the thesis that considerations of self-interest will 

be the only motive force on the part of the proletariat 

during socialist revolution and the thesis that such consi-

derations will be the primary or most important or causally 

sufficient motive force.* 

* The importance of keeping these various distinc
tions clear was pointed out to me by Allen E. Buchanan. 



Marxism Versus Morality 

Let us first, then, consider the claim that Marxism 

neither has nor needs any normative theory or form of prac-

tical reasoning whatever, a position seemingly expressed 

by Werner Sombart when he wrote: "Marxism is distinguished 

from all other socialist systems by its anti-ethical ten-

dency. In all of Marxism from beginning to end, there is 

not a grain of ethics, and consequently, no more of an 
1 

ethical judgment than an ethical postulate." As Robert 

Tucker notes in commenting on this passage: "The underlying 

assumption was that 'scientific socialism' as its name sug-

gests • • • was essentially a scientific system of thought. 
2 

The moral content of Marxism ••• was thought to be nil." 

This view which was quite influential in the late 

19th and early 20th Centuries -- has its origin in such 

statements by Marx and Engels as "The communists do not 
3 

preach morality at all • • • • " and "Communism is for us not 

a state of affairs which is to be established, an ideal to 

which reality will have to adjust itself. We call communism 

the real movement which abolishes the present state of 
---4 

things," as well as Marx's objection (in 1875) to the 

introduction into the party program of "obsolete verbal 

rubbish . • • ideological nonsense about right and other 
5 

trash so common among the democrats and French Socialists." 

226 
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Another quote which could be taken as evidence of 

Marx and Engels' "anti-ethical tendency" consists of their 

response to the bourgeois objection to communism (as pre-

sen ted by Marx and Engels in the Communist Manifesto) that: 

"There are, besides, eternal truths, such as Freedom, Jus-

tice, etc., that are common to all states of society. But 

Communism abolishes eternal truths, it abolishes all reli-

gion, and all morality, 
6 

instead of constituting them on a 

new baBis • " Instead of attempting to refute this 

objection and save a place for morality in their system, 

Marx and Engels merely respond that: "The Communist revolu-

tion is the most radical rupture with traditional property 

relations; no wonder that its development involves the most 
7 

radical rupture with traditional ideas" and, thus, seem to 

reject morality in general rather than just bourgeois 

morality or moral theories in particular. 

Although it might be objected here that the above 

quoted passages could be interpreted as constituting only a 

rejection of moral theory rather than normative theory gen-

erally~ it seems to be the case that such passages as these 

at least aided and abetted the latter view. The fact is that 

the view that there is not a "grain of ethics" in Marx's 

writings or thought usually goes hand in hand with the 

view that Marxism is purely scientific, that is, the view 

that not only is Marxism scientific but that it is nothing 

but scientific theory. Both doctrines were, in fact, key 
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the orthodox school of 

Marxism developed in the last part of the 19th century and 

the first part of the 20th. Besides being generally a child 

of its times -- a time when science and scientism were 

popular -- "Scientific Socialism" received support from 

Marx's seeming commitment to the inevitability of the so-

cialist revolution as well as the thesis that the revolution 

would come about largely or even entirely as a result of 

proletarians acting in their own self-interest. Both of 

these doctrines, in turn, received encouragement and support 

from Marx's collapse theory of capitalism, the theory that 

the capitalist system was bound to eventually shatter due 

to an incredible depression or else wind down and come to a 

standstill due to the falling rate of profit and the conse

quent unwillingness of capitalists to make the investments 

necessary to keep the economy going. (These matters and 

their possible links to the moral evaluation of social 

arrangements is examined in Chapter 7.) 

Thus, there are undeniably elements in Marx's 

thought that tend toward an "anti-ethical" approach. Never

theless, the review of Marx's writings already undertaken in 

Chapters 2 through 5 reveals quite clearly that his world

view contains at every stage of its development an evalua

tive, normative, and -- more specifically -- moral component 

as well as a descriptive-explanatory component. Thus, the 

thesis that Marx's world-view is purely 'scientific' or 
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purely descriptive-explanatory in nature is untenable. 

The question which naturally arises at this point is 

why Marx and Engels went to such great lengths to reject 

morality and stress the scientific status of their work. 

Besides their desire to be scientific, Marx and Engels' 

rejection of morality and moral theory seems to stem from 

certain mistaken notions they have concerning the nature of 

morality and moral theory. I shall discuss their concep

tions (or misconceptions) of morality during the course of 

the next several chapters and especially in Chapter 8, 

"Morality and Ideology". 

What I want to emphasize now, however, is that (1) 

Marx and Engels' concern that their theories be scientific 

(and be perceived as such), (2) their misconceptions of 

morality, and (3) the fact that Marx's early writings (e.g. 

the Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844) and 

even some of his middle period writings (e.g. the Grundriss) 

were not publicly available until the 1930's and 1940's, go 

a long way toward explaining the development of the doc

trines of "Scientific Socialism" and the concommitment myth 

that Marx's thought is devoid of moral content. 

The assertion that Marxism is purely scientific 

or, better yet, purely descriptive and explanatory -- is, 

however, to be distinguished from the more limited claim 

that Marxism is scientific. The latter claim merely as

serts that the descriptive-explanatory component of Marx's 
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world-view is scientific. The former asserts that the 

descriptive-explanatory component is scientific and that it 

is the only component of Marx's world-view, that is, that 

Marx's world-view contains no evaluative, normative or-

more specifically moral assertions or claims. The 

claim that Marxism is scientific -- while itself debatable 

-- is at least plausible. The claim that Marxism is purely 

scientific or descriptive-explanatory in nature is so im

plausible in face of Marx's writings that one wonders how 

it could have come about and makes one suspect that its 

proponents have either given scant attention to Marx's writ

ings and the writings of later Marxists or that, 

through some confusion or other, they simply do not 

recognize a moral claim when they see one. Let us examine 

some of the arguments offered for the view that Marxism is 

devoid of moral or normative content, a thesis I shall refer 

to as that of "Marx's anti-moralism." 

Sometimes the assertion that Marxism is purely 

scientific (or descriptive-explanatory) seems to rest on the 

Hegelian or quasi-Hegelian thesis that there is no real or 

tenable distinction between fact and value. The thought 

here is that if factual and evaluative judgments are not 

separable then Marx's descriptions (and explanations) of 

various social arrangements already contain his evaluative 

judgments which are said, by others, to depend upon 
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discernible and separable normative or, more specifically, 

moral claims and principles. 

But here we must distinguish "practically separable" 

from "logically separable". Although, as Max Weber and 

others point out, it may be exceedingly difficult and in 

some cases even impossible (as ~ matter of practice) to 

separate the factual or descriptive-explanatory elements of 

a theory or world-view from its evaluative or normative 

elements, it seems always logically possible to distin-

guish these elements. As . R. M. Hare has shown, even in 

the case of words that (normally) have both descriptive and 

evaluative meaning or force it seems always possible to 

distinguish the one from the other.* Therefore, if as 

shall be assumed for purposes of this work -- no evaluative 

conclusions can be derived from strictly descriptive 

premises, then a world-view which contains normative poli-

tical positions must have both descriptive and evaluative 

components. 

In other cases the thesis that Marxism is purely 

scientific and -- as such -- devoid of normative content 

rests on a stipulative definition of "Marxism." Louis 

Althusseur seems to take this tack. He claims, for example, 

* See Chapter 7 ("Description and Evaluation") of 
The Language of Morals, Oxford University Press, N.Y., 1952; 
Chapter 2 ("Descriptive Meaning") of Freedom and Reason, 
Oxford University Press, N.Y., 1963; and Chapter 5 ("De
scriptivism") in Essays on the Moral Concepts, University of 
California Press, Berkeley, 1973. 
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that "ethics • is in its essence ideology" and also that 

Marxism admits of no ideological elements. This would seem 

to entail that Marxism contains no ethical or normative 

elements, something which on the common understanding 

of the term "Marxism" -- is simply not the case. What 

Althusseur is really claiming, upon closer analysis, is not 

that Marxism, as commonly understood, is lacking in norma

tive content but that Marxist theory or, more specifically, 

Marxist empirical, social-scientific theory is lacking in 

normative content. But this is a rather noncontroversial 

and uninteresting claim especially since Althusseur 

does not deny that the workers' movement (and, thus, the 

practical activity of Marxists) relies upon and is motivated 

by a set of normative principles or commitments.* Althus-

seur's claim that 'Marxism' is value-free even though the 

workers' movement is inextricably wed to a set of (humanis-

tic) normative or moral views -- which is partially consti-

tutive of the "ideology" of the workers' movement -- is of 

little significance because it depends on an artificial 

separation of the descriptive-explanatory and normative com-

ponents of Marx's thought and upon a stipulative definition 

* Having distinguished between humanism as the Early 
Marx's theoretical framework and as the normative framework 
of the workers' movement, Althusseur claims that "it is 
possible to define humanism's status, and reject its theo
retical pretensions, while recognizing its practical func
tion as an ideology." 9 Therefore, Althusseur asserts, "the 
corollary of theoretical Marxist anti-humanism is the recog
nition and knowledge of humanism itself: as an ideology." 10 
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of "Marxism" as only a body of descriptive-explanatory 

theories. 

The point is that if we take "Marxism" to refer to 

Marx's world-view as a whole rather than to only its de

scriptive-explanatory component then Marxism is not purely 

scientific because even if its descriptive-explanatory com

ponent is scientific -- an assertion which is, itself, in 

need of explication and defense -- it does not consist 

solely of such descriptive-explanatory theses and theories 

but contains something more besides: namely, a set of norma

tive principles or claims. 

Perhaps reflecting upon the term "Marxist" will bring 

this point home. To correctly describe someone as a Marx

ist is to do more than ascribe certain empirical theories or 

beliefs to that person: it is also to ascribe to them 

certain values. No one will be said to be a Marxist who does 

not condemn capitalism and endorse socialism and (if it 

should be necessary) socialist revolution, even if he or she 

accepts all of Marx's empirical theory. Consider the case of 

a thoroughly reactionary (and cynical) member of the capi

talist class who accepts all of Ma~x's empirical theory 

and, let us imagine, even accepts the inevitability of 

socialist revolution but, nevertheless, applies all of 

his wealth, power, and ability to forestall the revolution 

in hopes that it will not take place within his lifetime 

or within that of his children. Would we even be tempted 
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to call this person a Marxist? Of course not! Even the 

belief that the dissolution of capitalism and develop

ment of socialism is absolutely inevitable does not entail 

that one who holds this belief must endorse or commend this 

sequence of historical events though, in these circumstanc-

es, it might be irrational to claim that things ought to 

happen differently since it is normally thought that, as 

Hume put it, "ought" implies "can". 

But that such an astute thinker as the non-Marxist, 

late 19th-Century sociologist Werner Sombart -- from whom we 

quoted earler -- could have reached the conclusion that 

Marxism is devoid of normative content is surprising even 

in face of the fact that he and other writers of this period 

did not have access to most of Marx's early works. Even in 

his later, fully mature works (such as Capital) there is 

ample evidence that Marx is not merely describing and 

explaining social phenomena but is commending and condemn-

ing various social arrangements and prescribing courses 

of action in line with these commendations and condemna-

tions. Even though -- as Henry David Aiken puts it 

Marx "Formally. • . disdained morality and professed to 

speak only in realistic and in scientific terms [and] only 
11 

about class interests and historical events," one has only 

to glance at such sections of Capital as "Machinery and 

Modern Industry," "The General Law of Capitalist Accumula-

tion," and "Historical Tendency of Capitalist Accumulation" 
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where Marx employs such terms as "misery", "agony", "slav-

ery", "ignorance", and "degradation" to describe and con-

demn the condition of the working class under capitalism, 

to ascertain that Marx is there making normative, and 

indeed, moral judgments. 

Nevertheless, there are those who even today con-

tinue to insist that Marxism is devoid of morality or, even, 

of any normative content whatever. Donald Clark Hodges, for 

example, in a well-known article entitled "Historical Mater-

ialism in Ethics," published in 1962,* claims that "few 

Marxian philosophers have accepted [Marxism's] full impli-
12 

cations for the study of ethics" and goes on to castigate 

those Marxist philosophers interested in developing and 

defending a Marxist moral theory for "their 

resurrect the dead dog of normative ethics • 

efforts 
13 

" 

to 

Since 

Hodges' defense of the thesis of "Marx's anti-moralism" is 

one of the most trenchant to be found in recent and contem-

porary philosophical literature, we will do well to examine 

* Although this is not Hodges' last word on the 
topic, I will concentrate on this particular article because 
the positions he takes and the arguments he offers therein 
are paradigmatic of contemporary Marxians who wish to uphold 
and defend the thesis of "Marx's Anti-Moralism." See also 
Hodges' "Socialists in Search of an Ethic," Studies on the 
Left, 1963; "Marx's Contribution to Humanism," Science and 
'SOcTety, vol. 29, no. 2, Spring 1965; "The Value Judgment in 
Capital," Science and Society, vol. 29, no. 3, Summer 1965; 
"Moral Progress from Philosophy to Technology," Philosophy 
and Phenomenological Research, vol. 28, no. 3, March 1968; 
and "The Economic Basis of Marx's Humanism" in Dialogues on 
the Philosophy of Marxism, (John Somerville and Howard Par
sons, ed.), Greenwood Press, Westport, Conn., 1974. 
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it in more detail. Hodges offers the following defense of 

this thesis: 

Although one of the theses of historical materialism 
is the futility of ethical controversy about right 
and justice, many Marxist philosophers continue to 
affirm the possibility of a normative science. 
their researches are blighted by: (1) a normative 
conception of ethics -- the conviction that norma
tive judgments can be true or false, whereas at best 
they have a scientific foundation without them
selves being scientific; (2) the lack of a sociolo
gical theory and dynamic approach to ethical studies 
that does not wag a philosophical tail; (3) an 
irrational belief in the possiblity of a universal 
human ethic, and not merely a partisan one, founded 
on a sociological and psychological basis; and (4) a 
confusion between the purely theoretical and strate
gical grounds of normative judgments in a positive 
science of ethics. 14 

This defense of the thesis of "Marx's anti-moralism" 

is flawed, however, by a number of confusions concerning the 

nature of morality and moral theory. By thesis 1, for exam-

pIe, Hodges seems to not merely be attacking cognitivist 

metaethical theories but the very notion that one nor-

mative view or principle can possibly be judged better or 

worse than another and, thus, seems to be committing himself 

to the untenable doctrine of normative ethical relativism.* 

This inference is confirmed by thesis 3 where the distinc-

tion between the universalizability of one's moral princi-

pIes and judgments, on the one hand, and the possibility of 

any particular set of moral or normative judgments being 

universally accepted, on the other, seem to be conflated. 

* For more on normative ethical relativism see Chap
ter 9 ("Marxism, Moral Relativism, and Moral Objectivity"). 
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Furthermore, while his second thesis is legitimate 

as a piece of advice for those interested in the sociology 

of ethics the only study of ethics Hodges believes 

legitimate to begin with his fourth thesis seems rather 

pernicious. Amplifying this view, Hodges claims that ethics 

may be needed on purely strategic grounds because "To get 

men to act, even in their own self-interest, it is frequent-

ly necessary to make use of ideological arguments and tech-

niques of moral suasion; hence the need, on purely practi-

cal grounds, of a socialist ethic of rights and duties 
15 

continuous with the body of classical ethical thought." It 

may be thought that Hodges is here proposing only a strate-

gic justification of moral or ethical means -- as opposed to 

ends -- but Hodges, himself, makes clear that this is not 

the case. He claims, for example, that 

normative judgments are nothing but technical de
vices for achieving given ends. But what about 
those ends themselves? Presumably, the science of 
social control governs ends as well as means: ends 
are themselves means for living, so that there is a 
difference in degree but not in kind between ends 
and means." 16 

Setting aside the issue of whether any sense can be 

made of the claim that ultimate normative ends are "means of 

living," let us concentrate on his claim that the only sort 

of justification any ethical (or normative?) standard can 

achieve is a purely strategic one. If we interpret Hodges 

as asserting that this applies to all normative standards or 

principles whatever -- rather than to only moral standards 
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and principles then this line of argument is either 

question-begging or circular: strategies are only intelli-

gible as devices for achieving given ends and directives to 

pursue given ends are norms: thus, "strategic" justifica-

tions of norms are, themselves, normative. If, on the other 

hand, we interpret Hodges as claiming that it is only the 

justifications of specifically moral or ethical standards 

and principles that are strategic in nature then we can give 

a more plausible interpretation of Hodges' position: namely, 

that ethical standards are justified only if they constitute 

sound strategies to pursue non-moral (e.g. prudential) ends. 

On this interpretation, the ends which the "science of 

social control" directs us to pursue constitute a normative 

but not a moral framework because the reasons given for the 

ends to be pursued are prudential rather than moral. (This 

is, in fact, precisely what is claimed by the next group of 

philosophers we shall consider.) 

Although it is not clear whether or not Marx would 

have agreed with the thesis that ultimate normative ends can 

be deduced from "the science of social control"* -- whatever 

* It is perhaps worth noting that, on Jurgen Haber
mas' terminology, this position would seem to be an excel
lent example of the domination of "communicative" action or 
reasoning by "purposive-rational" action or reasoning -- or, 
in other words, of "praxis" by "techne." Habermas considers 
this the major problem of contemporary social theory. It 
means that social scientists and social theorists in general 
are committed to reason only about means to antecedently 
given ends rather than about both the means and the ends of 
social action. To enter into the communicative mode of 
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this is supposed to be it is clear that if he had, he 

would have been open to the charge of indulging a particu-

larly gross form of the naturalistic fallacy. What is 

clear, however, is that Marx was no Machiavellian with 

respect to the ends or even the means -- of politics. 

Although Marx did not put much stock in utilizing moral 

discourse to achieve the end of replacing capitalism with 

socialism and, thus, greatly improving the human condition, 

one of the values to which he is especially committed is (as 

we have seen) that of freedom as self-determination and the 

connected ideal of persons as autonomous choosers of 

ends -- a value and ideal which would seem to be at odds 

with what Hodges writes here. This defense of "Marx's 

anti-moralism" is, therefore, not convincing. It repeats 

many of the mistakes Marx made about the nature of ethics 

-- most of which can, I believe, be attributed to the under-

developed state of ethical and metaethical theory in the 

19th Century. More importantly, there is nothing in these 

arguments which prove Marxism and morality incompatible. 

Another tack often taken by recent and contemporary 

defenders of the thesis of "Marx's anti-moralism" is to try 

action or reasoning means to reason "dialogically," i.e., to 
proceed on the basis of intersubjectively binding norms with 
the object of achieving a rational consensus. He also puts 
forward a technical concept of "discourse" which has further 
conditions designed to make sure that the consensus reached 
is a "true" or "enlightened" one. See Theory and Practice, 
Beacon Press, Boston, 1974. Habermas' views will be taken 
up in greater detail in Chapter 9 of the present work. 



240 

to drive a wedge between Marxism and morality by adopting 

a Freudian or psychoanalytic view of morality. One propo-

nent of this view is Lewis Feuer. In his well-known article, 

"Ethical Theories and Historical Materialism," published in 

1942, he explains that 

From the psychological standpoint, ethical terms may 
be described as the terms of the "superego lan
guage." The superego is made up of social values 
which are derived through the conditioning influen
ces of parents, nursemaids, teachers. Moral restric
tions are external in origin, but they are subse
quently "introjected" (in other words, "interior
ized") within the child. The source of these re
strictions is, in later years, repressed; the child 
is now swayed by the admonitions of an autonomous 
conscience, by "the man within the breast, the ab
stract and ideal spectator of our sentiments and 
conduct," as Adam Smith puts it. The superego, which 
takes over the parental function, holds aloft cer
tain ideals, and criticizes our activities. 

The function of ethical terms as the vehicles of 
social manipulation now becomes clear. The person 
who uses such terms is trying to have you identify 
him with your superego. He addresses you with a 
vocabulary which touches off tensions and anxieties, 
a vocabulary which stirs the unconscious in ways 
which you cannot cope. Disobedience to an ethical 
statement carries with it a sense of moral guilt, 
the outcome of a conflict between conscience and 
desire. 17 

The basic notion here is that morality is, as Freud 

claims, a means by which an individual's naturalistic in-

clinations are repressed in order to conform with social 

norms and is, thus, a form of social manipulation and 

control. In class-divided societies, the argument contin-

ues, it is the oppressed classes which are most deprived of 

the means and opportunities to fulfill their naturalistic 

inclinations. Thus, in these sorts of societies, morality 
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functions to make the oppressed classes accept their oppres-

sion; morality is reactionary -- or at least conservative --

form of ideology (in the narrow, critical sense of the term) 

and ought to be opposed by Marxists and all revolutionary 

socialists.* Above all, morality should not be allowed en-

trance into one's scientific views of society or into one's 

ideology (in the global sense of the term). 

Anthony Skillen and Andrew Collier also argue along 

these general lines. Skillen, for example, claims that 

Moral thought characteristically rests on an assumed 
'individualism' -- egoism, selfishness, anti-socia
bility -- at the core of human nature. Morality's 
function, then, is precisely to inhibit this natural 
selfishness and guide us in some sort of modus 
vivendi with 'others'. By virtue of our conscience 
we have a power to regulate our naturally rampant 
lower self. 18 

It was left to Nietzsche and Freud to explore this 
intra-psychic subordination more deeply. . •• consi
dered as authoritative Knower of Right and Wrong, 
the conscience is an illusion. Scientifically de
scribed, what we have here is an internalized, so
cially formed force funded by the spontaneous love 
and hate the little child feels for his needed but 
frustrating and humiliating parents. 19 

Morality in this sense then, is a sort of suppres
sion, rationalized as the necessary sUbjection by a 
higher power of what is base -- whether the enemy is 
presented as 'the flesh', 'the self', 'the false 

* For an argument for the incompatibility of 
Marxism and morality based on the good-reasons conception of 
morality and a Marxist critique of bourgeois society and 
ideology, see Michael Lerner, "Marxism and Ethical Reason
ing," Social Praxis, vol. 2, no. 1-2, 1974. Lerner's 
position seems open to many of the same objections cited 
here. See also Kai Nielsen's response to Lerner ("Class 
Conflict, Marxism and the Good Reason Approach") in the same 
volume. 
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The moral 'must' is the individualistic form of 
socially inculcated demands. 20 
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Andrew Collier endorses a similar Freudian account 

of the inculcation of moral values and the function of 

morality and then claims: 

Historical materialism must treat morality as an 
ideology with a function in any society based on 
class exploitation. Any exploiting class will bene
fit from the prevalence of an ideology which will 
reconcile the exploited to the deprivation of possi
ble satisfactions which they will suffer as a result 
of their exploitation. Hence the required ideology 
must be antagonistic to natural values (happiness, 
the satisfaction of wants) and lead its adherents to 
be prepared to sacrifice them. Its function is thus 
negative, but it must make this negative aspect 
appear as in some way a positive value. Its impera
tives must stand independently of and in opposition 
to naturalistic ones. Finally, it must persuade its 
adherents to change themselves -- abandon wants they 
have in favor of ones which can be fulfilled in the 
context of the class society in which they are 
exploited. 

A moral ideology must therefore (a) be indepen
dent of and antagonistic to naturalistic values; (b) 
be conducive to the attempt to change oneself rather 
than to change the world; (c) find a source of 
appeal other than that based on conduciveness to 
satisfaction. 21 

Assuming that Collier is taking all morality to be a 

form of ideology and is, thus, indicting morality as a whole 

rather than some subset of moral views or theories, this 

analysis is not adequate. First, although most moral theor

ies, codes, etc. seem to meet conditions (a) and (c), some 

-- e.g., strict forms of hedonistic utilitarianism -- do 

not. Furthermore, neither of these would seem to be nega-

tive features of morality or features which make' morality 
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or moral theories ideological in the negative, critical 

sense of the term.* But the most important difference 

between the moral theory Skillen and Collier are attacking 

and the form of practical reasoning they see Marx as utiliz

ing seems to be that the latter is egocentic in nature and 

the former as any moral theory -- is not. 

But it is actually quite fortunate from a Marxist 

point of view that people generally accept moral theories or 

codes which are at least to some degree antagonistic to 

natural values, which to some extent find a source of appeal 

to considerations other than personal satisfaction, and 

which are not egoistic. If this were not the case there 

quite probably would be no socialist militants and no 

revolutionary heroes because acting purely out of self

interest and on prudential considerations caluculated to 

maximize personal satisfaction or one's own naturalistic 

interests and needs -- which both Skillen and Collier en-

dorse as an alternate (non-moral) form of practical reason-

ing would much more likely lead individuals away from 

rather than toward revolutionary political activity. 

Although this issue will be taken up in greater detail in 

the last section of the present chapter ("Marx's Normative 

Views and Rational Self-Interest"), we might here note, 

* Criteria for deciding what is and 
ideological in the critical sense of the term are 
in Chapter 8. 

is not 
developed 



244 

with Kai Nielsen, that even if one accepts the satisfaction 

of people's naturalistic inclinations as the summum bonum 

for purposes of practical reasoning as well as the Marxist's 

empirical claim that socialism is more conducive to fulfil-

ling this condition than capitalism, 

puts 

There is a further question Marxists need to face. 
That socialism is in the collective interests of 
the working class does not establish that it is 
in the immediate individual interest of all mem
bers of the working class or that in all situa
tions it is in the interests of a given member 
of the working class to support or act in solidar
ity with their own class. In the struggle for 
socialism sacrifices will sometimes be necessary for 
some members of the working class and it will be 
necessary, in the attainment of class consciousness, 
for at least some individuals, immersed in the cul
ture of possessive individualism, to attain a sense 
of class sOlidarity and to move from a preoccupa
tion with the egoistic 'I' to a commitment to the 
'We'. 22 

Finally, it is simply false that feature (b) Collier 

forward in the previously cited paragraph is a 

characteristic or, rather, a defining characteristic of 

morality. It is not the case that all moral theories, 

codes, etc. are "conducive to the attempt to change oneself 

rather than to change the world" or that in this or some 

other way they always reconcile the exploited to their 

deprivation. Marx and Engels both seem to have recognized 

this fact. Engels states, for example, that 

as society has hitherto moved in class antagonisms, 
morality was always a class morality~ it has either 
justified the domination and the interests of the 
ruling class or as soon as the oppressed class 
became powerfur- enough, it has represented the 
revolt against this domination and the future inter-
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has on the whole been progress in morality 
cannot be doubted. (emphasis added) 23 
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In connection with this point, Kai Nielsen argues 

that though "Marxists and socialists are, and must remain, 

committed to a certain scheduling of values, to a certain 
24 

moral picture of the world," accepting these moral values 

[does] not at all dampen down [the socialist's] will 
to take part in the class struggle. It is only when 
some conceptions, which are quite foreign to social
ism, are attached to select parts of that moral 
picture that it has the pacifying effects of a moral 
ideology • ••• Claiming that Marxism views all moral
izing, including all talk of justice, as ideological 
twaddle can only muddy the waters intellectually 
and humanly. It is bad theory and bad practice. 25 

It may well be the case that Skillen, Collier, and 

other proponents of this kind of Freudian-Marxist approach 

to 'morality' are, in reality, using this term more narrowly 

than the rest of us. It may be that they do not take "moral-

ity" to be defined as all commendations, condemnations, 

prescriptions, etc. put forward in universalizable form and 

made on the basis of consideration of human harm and good 

(in the broadest senses of these terms). If so, their argu-

ments even if telling against the particular sort of 

morality or moral theories they have in mind certainly 

are not telling against morality or moral theory as a whole 

and certainly do not show Marxism and morality to be 

incompatible. 



Moral and Non-moral Evaluation in Marx 

Another argument for the thesis that Marx's world-

view hasn't a moral component is put forward by Allen W. 

Wood in his recently published work Karl Marx. While he 

doesn't go so far as to claim that Marx's practical reason-

ing is purely 'naturalistic' and 'self-interested' (i. e. 

prudential), Wood does claim that Marx's normative views 

are based wholly on considerations of non-moral good and 

evil and, therefore, fail to be moral views. "Marx," accord-

ing to Wood, "believes that judgments about the nonmoral 

good of men and women can be based on actual, objective 

(though historically conditioned and variable) potential i-
26 

ties, n'eeds, and interests of human beings. " Wood goes 

on to argue that the "common idea" that Marx's views on 

alienation and self-realization constitute the "moral 

foundations" of Marxism is simply wrong. There are no 

"moral foundations" of Marxism. 

we may doubt whether Marx's views about aliena
tion and self-actualization are fundamental moral 
views. But it is also questionable whether these 
are moral views. No doubt there is a sense in which 
any far-reaching views about human well-being count 
as 'moral' views, and in this sense I would not deny 
that Marx's conception of self-actualization is a 
'moral' conception. But there is a narrower and I 
think more proper sense of 'moral' in which we 
distinguish moral goods and evils from nonmoral 
ones. 27 
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Explicating this distinction, Wood claims: 

We all know the difference between valuing or doing 
something because conscience or 'moral law' tells us 
we 'ought' to, and valuing or doing something be
cause it satisfies our needs, our wants or our 
conceptions of what is good for us (or for someone 
else whose welfare we want to promote -- desires for 
nonmoral goods are not necessarily selfish desires.) 
This difference roughly marks off 'moral' from 
'nonmoral' goods and evils as I mean to use those 
terms here. Moral goods include such things as 
virtue, right, justice, the fulfillment of duty, 
and the possession of morally meritorious qualities 
of character. Nonmoral goods, on the other hand, 
include such things as pleasure and happiness, 
things which we would regard as desirable and good 
for people to have even if no moral credit accrued 
from pursuing or possessing them. 28 
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From these distinctions it follows -- according to 

that Marx's normative views are 'nonmoral' as op-

posed to 'moral' since 

Marx bases his critique of captialism on the claim 
that it frustrates many important nonmoral goods: 
self-actualization, security, physical health, com
fort, community, freedom. 29 

Marx's condemnations of capitalism are often based 
quite explicitly on its failure to provide people 
with the nonmoral goods listed above, together with 
the claim that the existing powers of social produc
tion could provide them to all members of society if 
production were organized more rationally and demo
cratically (i.e. socialistically). But Marx never 
claims that these goods ought to be provided to 
people because they have a right to them, or because 
justice (or some other moral norm) demands it •.•• 
He is evidently persuaded that the obvious nonmoral 
value of the goods to which he appeals is suffi
cient, quite apart from appeals to our love of 
virtue or sense of guilt, to convince any reasonable 
person to favor the overthrow of a social order 
which unnecessarily frustrates them and its replace
ment by one which realizes them. 30 

But here we ought to very carefully separate the 
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claim that Marx does not base his normative views on concep

tions of rights or justice from the claim that Marx does not 

base his normative views on any moral norm or norms. 

Although I shall argue in later chapters that Marx's cri

tique of rights and justice is unsound because of certain 

confusions he has concerning these concepts -- just as his 

broader critique of morality as a whole is unsound because 

of certain misconceptions he has concerning the nature of 

morality and moral discourse -- it should be noted that his 

rejection of justice and rights (so much commented upon in 

contemporary philosophical literature) is separate and dis

tinct from his attacks on morality as a whole and must be 

considered as such. Even if Marx does not base his norma

tive views on the former concepts he may -- though perhaps 

only implicitly -- base them on some other moral norm or 

norms. But 

assessment. 

claim that 

Wood would quite probably agree with this 

The bone I wish to pick with Wood concerns his 

Marx is somehow so different from other 

philosophers who explicitly claim to be offering a moral 

theory, that his form of practical reason must be designated 

"nonmoral." 

First notice that if the analysis of Marx's moral 

perspective offered in previous chapters is basically cor

rect, Marx is not exclusively concerned with the non-moral 

good, for underlying his view that freedom (as self-deter

mination) is the most important non-moral good as well as 
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his view that this non-moral good must be equally distrib-

uted is his concern for what can only be described as a 

moral good: human dignity. In addition, the very fact 

that Marx implicitly demands the equal distribution of free-

dom -- without assuming that such an equal distribution 

will maximize freedom or some other intrinsically valuable 

non-moral good -- would seem to indicate that Marx implicit-

ly harbors some notion of fairness or justice.* If this is 

the case then Wood's interpretation fails because, accord-

ing to Wood, fairness and justice are moral goods. 

Second, we should notice that -- at least at first 

glance -- Wood's argument seems to rule out as moral views 

far too much; it apparently rules out, for example, the 

utilitarianism of Bentham or J. S. Mill as well as the 

normative views of Marx. Does not utilitarianism -- which 

prescribes the maximization of pleasure, happiness, consid-

ered preferences, or some other non-moral good -- fail (on 

Wood's criteria) to be a moral view? Wood anticipates this 

objection, however, and attempts to derail it by claiming 

the utilitarianism of Bentham or Mill is distinguished from 

Marx's normative views in that the former -- unlike the 

latter -- contains a conception of the moral good and (even) 

an explicitly stated theory relating the moral and non-

* This contention is, however, quite controversial. 
I shall argue for this thesis in more detail in Chapter 10. 
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moral good: namely, that the moral good consists in the 

maximization of the (designated) non-moral good. Wood writes 

that 

The distinction between moral and nonmoral goods is 
certainly one of which moral philosophers have been 
aware. Kant is cognizant of it when he distin
guishes the 'moral from the 'natural' (or 'physi
cal') good, or the 'good' (Gut) from 'well-being' 
(Wohl). Mill acknowledges it when he distinguishes 
the 'utilitarian theory of life' (a hedonistic 
theory of the nonmoral good) from the 'utilitarian 
theory of morality' (which holds that the moral good 
consists in what is conducive to the greatest non
moral good). 31 

But what does all of this prove except that Marx 

refused to speak in terms of moral (as opposed to non-moral) 

goods or to explicitly frame his normative claims in terms 

of moral obligation or moral right? In short, what does this 

prove except that Marx refused to put forward an explicit 

moral theory ••• something agreed to on all sides. What 

is the difference between (1) condemning a social system 

on grounds that it "starves, enslaves and alienates 

people" that is, that it "frustrates human self-actualiza-

tion, prosperity, and other nonmoral goods" without using 

the word "moral" or having a philosophical theory about 

the relation of the moral and non-moral good and (2) 

condemning a social system on precisely the same grounds 

while making explicit use of this term or having an explic-

it theory relating the moral and non-moral good? The 

answer to this, I submit, is none whatsoever so long as both 
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sets of normative judgments and principles are: (1) pre

scriptive, (2) universalizable, and (3) based on considera

tions of human harm and good (in the broadest sense of these 

terms). It is certainly arguable that Marx's normative judg

me~ts meet these criteria and are, ipso facto, a set of 

moral judgments and principles. 

The point is that whether or not one has a philo

sophical theory of the moral good is plainly irrelevant to 

whether or not one's normative judgments and principles are 

moral judgments and principles. Consider the hypothetical 

case in which Bentham or J. S. Mill would have expounded all 

of their views with the exception of explicitly stating that 

they understood the moral good as consisting in whatever is 

conducive to the maximization of the non-moral good. Would 

we have been justified, under these circumstances, in con

cluding that Bentham and Mill held no moral views? Of 

course not! Yet this is precisely what Wood recommends we 

do in the case of Marx! To show Marx is not a moral philos

opher is not to show that he is not a moralist, i.e., one 

having or propounding moral judgments and views. Although I 

believe Marx differed from Bentham and Mill in that he held 

a (non-reducible) principle of the distribution of the non

moral good as well as a view of what non-moral good (or 

goods) ought to be pursued, the point is that even if Wood 

were correct in asserting that Marx's normative views are 

based soley on the "nonmoral good of men and women," i.e. on 
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"actual, objective (although historically conditioned and 

variable) potentialities, needs, and interests of human 

beings," we would not have grounds to conclude that they are 

not moral views but, rather, that for Marx -- just as for 

J. S. Mill and others the maximization of the non-moral 

good simply constitutes the moral good. 

But perhaps Wood would claim that we have not given 

sufficient attention to his distinction between "valuing or 

doing something because conscience or 'moral law' tells us 

we 'ought' to" and "valuing or doing something because it 

satisfies our needs, our wants or our conceptions of what is 

good for us (or for someone else whose welfare we want to 

promote ••• )". But what does this come to? What does it 

mean to say that 'conscience' tells us we ought to do some-

thing? What does it mean to say that 'moral law' tells us 

we ought to do something? Let us consider the latter ques-

tion first. Unless Wood is here taking the extremist Kant-

ian position that the 'moral law' requires that our moral 

judgments be based exclusively on the "autonomy" (as opposed 

to the "heteronomy") of the human will which means that 

our practical reasoning can make no reference whatsoever to 

wants, needs, desires, inclinations or (what Wood calls) the 

"nonmoral good" -- he must admit that the utilitarian's 

moral judgments can be phrased in terms of conformance to 

'moral law' every bit as easily as those of the Kantian. 

This is precisely where the traditional distinction between 
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"deontological" and "consequentialist" or "teleological" 

moral theory fails. On the traditional account, the former 

holds that actions are right or wrong according to whether 

or not they conform to moral law and the latter that ac

tions are right or wrong according to their consequences or 

effects. But unless we accept Kant's radical position that 

the 'moral law', by definition, can have nothing to do with 

considerations of non-moral goods and evils, the utili

tarian -- as Wood admits -- can claim that maximizing 

utility does conform to moral law. The supreme moral law, 

according to the utilitarian, is to maximize utility, so to 

follow this dictate is to act according to and in conform

ance with moral law. 

Vice versa, the Kantian can equally well claim (if 

he has a mind to) that actions conforming to the moral law 

(as the Kantian defines it) are morally right precisely 

because they have the consequence or effect of upholding or 

conforming to moral law or, alternately, of avoiding or 

limiting the violations of moral law. Or, to take Kant's 

more sUbstantive version of the categorical imperative that 

one is to treat persons always as ends and never as means 

only, one could say that actions are right or wrong accord

ing to the effects they have in so far as people are treated 

as ends or as means only. The orthodox Kantian would no 

doubt object to this claim on grounds that the only thing 

in the world that is truly and unconditionally good is a 
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good will and, therefore, what is really important is not 

whether or not people are in fact tre~ted as ends rather 

than as means only, but the intentions or motives of the 

persons whose actions we are considering. But this only goes 

to show that since Kant's moral theory is meant to apply 

primarily to intentions, motives, and the moral qualities 

of individuals -- as opposed to their actions per se -- it 

is often left wanting when it comes to judging actions or 
, 

social practices and institutions. 

These considerations show that Wood's distinction 

between valuing or doing something because it conforms to 

moral law and valuing or doing something because it satis-

fies needs, wants, or our conceptions of what is good for us 

or for someone else whose welfare we want to promote is, to 

put it mildly, not very useful. Futhermore, Wood's formula-

tion seems to obscure the difference between two pairs of 

distinctions, namely: (1) the distinction between doing 

something because it conforms to moral law versus doing 

something because it satisfies needs or wants and (2) the 

distinction between doing something because it satisfies 

our needs or wants versus doing something because it satis-

fies needs or wants (or our conceptions of the non-moral 

good) as applied~impartially to persons in general. That 

is, Wood seems to confuse the distinction between deonto-

logical and teleological ethical theory (as traditionally 
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conceived) with the distinction between prudential and 

moral evaluation. 

This is why so much depends upon how we construe the 

phrase "someone else whose welfare we want to promote" in 

Wood's previously quoted statement that 

We all know the difference between valuing or doing 
something because conscience or 'moral law' tells us 
we 'ought' to, and valuing or doing something be
cause it satisfies our needs, our wants or our 
conceptions of what is good for us (or for someone 
else whose welfare we want to promote -- desires for 
nonmoral goods are not necessarily selfish 
desires.) 32. 

If Wood means to limit the set of those people whose 

welfare we want to promote to ourselves, our family, and 

our friends (for example) then he is contrasting doing or 

valuing something because conscience or moral law tells us 

we ought to do it, with doing or valuing something from a 

prudential point of view. If, on the other hand, we construe 

the set of people whose welfare we want to promote to in-

clude all human beings or all rational, autonomous, and 

sentient beings (or whatever) then Wood cannot be con-

trasting doing or valuing something because conscience or 

moral law tells us we ought to with doing or valuing some

thing from a prudential point of view. To value or do some-

thing on the basis that it satisfies wants or needs or in 

some other way achieves our conception of what is good for 

people is -- so long as we give each person involved equal 

consideration and are willing to universalize our judgments 
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-- to make ~ moral judgment. The point is that even if Marx 

can be construed to be evaluating on the basis of needs, 

wants, and his conception of the non-moral good, it is much 

more problematic to construe him as recommending a purely 

prudential form of practical reasoning and -- so long as he 

is (at least implicitly) universalizing his judgments and 

giving equal consideration to the non-moral good of all 

he is, in fact, evaluating from the moral point of view and 

not from the prudential point of view. 

Even his partisanship toward the working class and 

oppressed does not prove that he was proposing that we take 

a prudential point of view as applied to classes rather than 

only to family and friends. He is partisan toward these 

groups not because he thinks we should favor their interests 

in the same prudential sense that we favor our own or those 

of our family and friends but on moral grounds. The working 

class and oppressed, on Marx's view, are the most suffering 

groups in society and the least free and -- for humanistic 

reasons -- their suffering and bondage ought to be alle

viated and/or eliminated. Furthermore, it is only by an 

unwavering partisanship toward these groups, on Marx's view, 

that we can succeed in bringing about a society in which 

their sufferings are alleviated and in which everyone is on 

an equal basis with everyone else in the sense that social 

and economic relations of dominance are eliminated. 
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Let us now consider the other side of Wood's claim 

that Marx is not valuing morally: namely, that he is not 

valuing or doing things on the basis of what 'conscience' 

tells us we ought to value or do. It is Wood's contention 

that Marx's normative judgments are not based on appeals to 

"our love of virtue" or "sense of guilt" and are not, there

fore, moral judgments. Although Wood is correct in assert

ing that Marx does not appeal to either of these subjective 

feelings as bases for his normative claims, he is wrong -- I 

submit -- in taking such a connection to be definitive of 

moral propositions or views. First, let us note that though 

our sense of guilt and conceptions of virtue are strongly 

connected with moral judgments of ~ person to person nature, 

this connection is extremely weakened -- if not eliminated 

-- when we are judging social practices or institutions 

from the moral point of view •. But even if this is the case, 

there seems little doubt that normative theories of govern

ment and society can properly be labled moral so long as 

they meet the three criteria previously listed. Are not the 

social and political philosophies of Locke, Rousseau, Kant, 

Hegel, and J. S. Mill at least in part moral theories? Would 

they not remain so even if these philosophers had been 

similar to Marx in the sense that they had not offered 

explicit moral theories which had as their focus direct, 

person to person relationships as opposed to less direct and 

intimate social relationships such as those which form eco-
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The answer to these 

questions would seem to be a resounding "yes"l 

To take an appeal to "love of virtue" or "sense of 

guilt" as a defining characteristic of moral judgments seems 

to falsely (or at least inperspicuously) demarcate morality. 

Whatever one takes as the defining characteristics of moral 

judgments or views -- prescriptivity, universalizability, 

social acceptance (either actual or hypothetical), or being 

based on considerations of human harm and good -- one will 

not normally find "invariably connected with our love of 

virtue or sense of guilt" among them • • • even if we recog

nize such a connection as a natural concommitant of moral 

judgments of a person to person nature. To insist otherwise 

would seem to indicate that one is operating with an exces

sively personalistic and Kantian (or "Protestant") concep

tion of morality. 

Since Marx is primarily concerned with evaluating 

social arrangements as opposed to personal actions, motives, 

intentions, characteristics, etc. it is not surprising that 

he is so little concerned with people's "love of virtue" or 

"sense of guilt". This lack of concern for and (even) overt 

hostility toward this sort of moralizing on a personal basis 

is even more understandable when we take into consideration 

the fact that, on Marx's view, it is often times precisely 

these sorts of mores or norms which legitimize oppressive 

social orders in the minds of both the oppressors and 



259 

oppressed and, thus, make significant social change diffi

cult to achieve. 

Nevertheless, any principle or standard by which 

social arrangements are to be judged which is (1) prescrip

tive, (2) universalizable, and (3) based on considerations 

of human harm and good is, ipso facto, a moral principle or 

standard regardless of whether those proposing them have an 

implicit or explicit conception of the moral good. Thus, 

rather than automatically taking Marx's claim that he is not 

making moral judgments or espousing moral principles as good 

coin, we ought to discern whether or not the normative 

judgments he (explicitly or implicitly) espouses conform to 

the defining characteristics listed above. If they do -- and 

it is my contention that this is the case 

ipso facto, moral judgments and principles. 

then they are, 



Marx's Normative Views and Rational Self-Interest 

Let us now consider another version of the claim 

that though Marx has normative principles and positions they 

are not moral in nature. To be distinctly moral a prin

ciple, claim, or position not only must, let us suppose, be 

universalizable and prescriptive (i.e. evaluative), but also 

must be based on considerations of human good and harm and 

general as opposed to, say, considerations of beauty or 

self-interest. Some interpreters of Marx, however, claim 

that while Marx utilizes a form of practical reasoning it is 

not a form of moral reasoning because the normative judg

ments he makes are based on egoistic considerations of the 

rational self-interest of individuals rather than on the 

universal considerations of human harm and good which lead 

to universalizable moral principles or standards. 

It has, for example, been suggested in recent philo

sophical literature that though Marxism has a normative 

component or method of practical reasoning it cannot be said 

to be a moral form of practical reasoning because rather 

than being "universalistic" and based on considerations of 

human harm and good it is individualistic in the sense of 

having the individual as its focal point and based solely on 

considerations of the "natural" self-interest of the indi

vidual. Both Anthony Skillen and Andrew Collier, in the 

260 
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journal Radical Philosophy and elsewhere,* have argued (1) 

Marx repudiates morality on grounds that it is a form of 

ideology; (2) morality in order to function as a con-

server of an established repressive social order -- must get 

the majority of individuals to renounce fulfillment of their 

natural inclinations and desires; and (3) an alternate, 

preferable form of practical reasoning from a Marxist point 

of view is one which, as Collier puts it, "involves under-

standing one's own needs, developing them in such a way that 

their most satisfying form of satisfaction is possible, 

gaining knowledge of and therefore power over the world, 

selecting the best means for the satisfaction of needs, 
33 

etc." He adds that "Practical reason in this sense is not 

universalistic in nature, i.e., it does not necessarily take 
34 

'the good of all' as its end." 

It is important to realize that Skillen and Collier 

are not just attributing to Marx the empirical thesis that 

-- at least in capitalist society -- people do act (for the 

most part) on the basis of (perceived) self-interest or the 

* See Anthony Skillen, "Marxism and Morality," 
Radical Philosophy 8, Summer 1974; "Workers' Interest and 
the Proletarian Ethic: Conflicting Strains in Marxian Anti
Moralism," Marx and Morality, Supplementary vol. 7, Canad
ian Journal of Philosophy, 1981; and Ruling Illusions: Phi
losophy and the Social Order, Humanities, N.Y., 1977 and 
Andrew Collier "The Production of Moral Ideology," 
Radical Philosophy 9, Winter 1974 and "Scientific Socialism 
and the Question of Socialist Values" which is also in the 
Marx and Morality volume. (In this last essay, it should be 
noted, Collier adds several significant caveats to his 
position.) 
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thesis that the working class will be motivated primarily 

(if not exclusively) by considerations of self-interest to 

undertake revolutionary activity in order to overthrow 

capitalism and establish a post-capitalist society. Both 

of these claims, as interpretations of Marx, are relatively 

non-controversial. The controversial claim they are making 

is that Marx endorses a form of practical reasoning based 

exclusively on self-interest or, in other words, that Marx's 

normative theory is essentially ~ form of ethical egoism. 

The notion that the normative component of Marxism 

can and should be based on the naturalistic, rational self

interest of individuals qua individuals rather than based on 

the moral point of view can be shown to be wrong-headed on 

two grounds: first, such a conception is radically at odds 

with Marx's own fundamental evaluative commitments and per

spective and, second, it simply cannot account for the 

Marxist's own evaluative judgments concerning economic con

ditions and political events. 

As emphasized previously, the appeal to self-inter

est as a moral theory is at odds with Marx's ideal of the 

"truly human" or "truly social" individual who will on 

Marx's view -- inhabit communist society in opposition to 

the egoistic, self-interested individuals who presently 

inhabit bourgeois society. While Marx believes that human 

individuals will only corne to fully embody this sort of 

social or communal consciousness in communist society, it 
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is nevertheless clear that Marx holds this sense of human 

community to be intrinsically good. While Marx is not really 

concerned to judge individuals in existing society as better 

or worse in proportion to the degree they embody the value 

of human community, he is concerned to insist that it is 

better for people to embody this value than to not embody it 

and that communism is to be preferred to capitalism (par

tially) because it allows this value to be realized whereas 

capitalism does not. 

Marx's vision of "socialized man" may in some sense 

go "beyond morality" just as his vision of communism cer

tainly goes beyond considerations of justice (since it hy

pothesizes the elimination of moderate scarcity which is, as 

Hume pointed out, a necessary condition for questions of 

distributive justice are to cogently arise). If so, how

ever, it certainly goes in precisely the opposite direction 

than the anti-moralist would like us to go in interpreting 

Marx's normative views. Whereas the anti-moralist envisions 

individuals pursuing their own naturalistic inclinations 

and looking out only for their own self-interest, Marx 

envisions individuals who have evolved such a high level of 

social consciousness that they automatically (as if by 

second nature) act in accordance with the common good. 

There could hardly be two evaluative perspectives which are 

further apart. 
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The second reason a form of practical reasoning 

based on egoistic considerations of the rational self-inter

est of individuals fails as an interpretation of Marx's 

normative views is that while it is clear that Marx and 

Marxists whole-heartedly endorse the self-realization of the 

human individual they also realize that it is, at times, 

good and, indeed, essential that working class individuals 

-- and, in fact, all individuals who have committed them

selves to the betterment of humanity -- set aside the direct 

pursuit of satisfaction for the sake of the class struggle 

and advancement of socialism. Proletarians (and others) are 

often tempted by the system in which they live to abandon 

(or to simply fail to accept) radical political goals 

and activities in exchange for a more favorable position in 

the social and economic status quo. If Marxists were to 

accept the naturalistic self-interest form of practical 

reasoning, as Skillen and Collier suggest, there would be 

no grounds for the Marxist's soundly entrenched judgment 

that people should not be co-opted in this way. In fact, 

the conclusion they would be forced to draw is the exact 

opposite: proletarians should allow themselves to be co

opted if it is to their advantage! 

There is, however, a possible rejoinder to this 

objection: namely, that the kinds of personal gains (more 

wealth, leisure, status, prestige, etc.) potentially obtain

able by the (co-opted) proletarian in capitalist society may 
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fall short of the personal gains (true human community, all

around development, etc.) which can only be attained within 

a socialist or communist society. But this rejoinder to 

the above criticism of Skillen and Collier's interpretation 

of Marx's normative views would not seem to be available to 

them. First off, this claim seems to require a qualitative 

assessment of these various types of goods so that the 

appropriate comparison can be made. But to make such 

qualitative assessments would seem to require moral 

principles of some sort be brought to bear since the mere 

satisfaction of our naturalistic inclinations seems to 

afford no grounds for making such qualitative judgments. 

If, on the other hand, one restricts oneself strictly to 

quantitative comparisons of the satisfaction of naturalistic 

inclinations a view Skillen and Collier seem committed 

to it will be difficult to prove that the proletarian's 

satisfaction will be greater in future socialist or commun

ist society than it will be if he or she allows himself or 

herself to be co-opted in a capitalist society. This is 

especially true if we are trying to convince the individual 

in question that he ought to actively support the socialist 

movement in curcumstances in which he or she may risk sub

stantial self-sacrifice or even death now in order to real

ize higher gains at ~ later period (i.e., after a suc

cessful revolution and the establishment of socialism or 

communism). But what could possibly convince the egoistic 
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individual concerned to maximize his own rational self-

interest that the "higher goods" available in post-capital

ist societies are so superior to the goods available to him 

in capitalist society that he ought to risk that which is, 

from the prudential point of view, the ultimate good (i.e., 

one's own life) ••• not to mention the goods of liberty 

(e.g. staying out of prison), wealth, leisure, etc.* 

There are two possible answers to this question. 

The first is that the risk of sUbstantial self-sacrifice 

turns out to be so low and the gains to be made by the 

individual (human community, all-around development, etc.) 

are so highy valued that the individual is willing to risk 

his or her life -- not to mention the possible loss of 

other goods in order to actively support the socialist 

movement. This answer hardly seems viable in the real 

world, however, since the risk is oftentimes not of an 

extremely low order of probability and the preference struc-

tures of individuals in capitalist socieites do not seem to 

rate such goods as human community very highly. 

* Hobbes -- a fairly consistent proponent of ration
al self-interest -- observes that from the prudential point 
of view there is no good greater than one's life. This is 
why -a-prisoner who is condemned by the state (or sovereign) 
has no obligation to not attempt to escape on his way to the 
gallows even though, on Hobbes theory of political obliga
tion, he has alienated his will to the sovereign and is, 
thus, under an 'absolute' obligation to obey him (or it) in 
all things ••• but this. See Chapter 14 ("Of the first and 
second Naturall Lawes, and of Contract"), Leviathan (C.B. 
Macpherson, ed.), Penguin Books, Baltimore, MD, 1968. But 
contrast Chapter 21 ("Of the Liberty of Subjects"). 
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Another possible answer is that by one's failure to 

actively support the socialist movement one incurs a greater 

risk of death (or other hardship) than one would incur in 

not actively supporting it. This might be the case, for 

example, if revolutionary proletarians utilized coercion 

against other proletarians in order to gain their own ends 

(e.g. concerted working class action to overthrow capital-

ism) • But, at least as an attempt to save the rational 

self-interested interpretation of Marx, this seems to fail 

because, as Allen Buchanan notes: 

Marx nowhere even suggests that the threat of 
either imminent or post-revolutionary violence plays 
a role in motivating the proletariat to action. It 
is, of course, true that Marx predicts that violence 
will be used during the revolution against the bour
geoisie and against those lumpenproletarians whom 
it hires to fight its battles. Further, his doc
trine of the dictatorship of the proletariat implies 
that for some time after it has come to power the 
proletariat will find it necessary to employ coer
cion against the remnants of the bourgeoisie or 
perhaps even against proletarians who are still 
infected with bourgeois attitudes. But Marx does 
not say or even suggest that coercion will be needed 
in order to spur the proletariat to action. 35 

Since neither of these answers is viable, there 

seems to be no good answer one could give to a rational 

egoist who wants to know why he should risk substantial 

self-sacrifice in order to actively support the socialist 

movement. (Notice, that, on the assumption that people 

should do what is in their own self-interest, the Marxist 

not only lacks an answer to proletarian who is in a position 
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to be co-opted within bourgeois society but to any indivi-

dual -- proletarian or non-proletarian -- who values tran-

quility and finds the prospect of sUbstantial self-sacrifice 

unappealing.) Yet, isn't it obvious that Marx holds the 

normative position that proletarians (and others) should 

support the movement to overthrow capitalism and establish 

socialism? The rational self-interest interpretation of 

Marx simply cannot account for this fact. 

Along similar lines, it is impossible on this view 

for the Marxist to account for his considered moral judgment 

that those who take part in the class struggle in a fasior. 

above and beyond the call of duty have done something truly 

morally commendable. It is, in short, impossible to make 

room for acts of supererogation. As Peter Binn puts it: 

within Collier's theory there is no room for 
acts of supererogation, and especially not when they 
lead to the agent's own death. If all acts are to 
be judged by the mechanical operations of Andrew's 
[i.e. Collier's] felicific calculus many of the 
courageous acts which have inspired millions of 
workers, from the Paris Commune to the 1905 Peters
burg Soviet would have been mistakes pure and sim
ple. Yet in spite of the fact that from the point 
of view of many individuals involved, 'self-inter
est' could never have justified their action, who 
could doubt [from a Marxist point of view] the value 
and the correctness of what they did. 36 

Although Marx is not a moralist in the sense that he 

preaches morality or puts forward explicit moral proclama

tions, it can be seen that if one is operating with the 

concept of morality as we have defined it, that is, the 

concept of morality wherein moral principles and standards 
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are construed as universalizable prescriptions (or condemn a-

tions, commendations, etc.) based on human ill and well-

being which are (at least under non-extreme conditions) 

considered to be binding on one's conduct, then his thought 

is absolutely and thoroughly imbued with moral judgments and 

principles. Marx's demands that alienation and exploitation 

be abolished and that a society embodying the values of 

freedom, human community, and self-realization be created 

are obviously based on considerations of human ill and well-

being and although he does not explicitly state the 

matter as such -- are demands that he thinks all individuals 

ought to strive to implement even though, on his empirical 

theory, it is inevitable in a class-divided society that 

some individuals will not accept these moral principles and 

imperatives. 

Collier and other proponents of "Marx's anti-mora 1-

ism" can, however, point to such declarations on the part of 

Marx as: 

The communists do not preach morality at all 
They do not put to people the moral demand: love 
one another, do not be egoists, etc.; on the con
trary, they are very well aware that egoism, just 
as much as selflessness, is under definite condi
tions a necessary form of the self-assertion of 
individuals. 37 

Does this not prove the anti-moralist's claim? To 

this, I think the answer is no. In the first place, it shows 

only that Marx is here utilizing an extremely limited con-

ception of morality, a conception on which morality is a 
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matter only of principles of individual action (as opposed 

to a matter also of principles by which to judge social 

arrangements) and on which the claim that moral proseletyz

ing can be a major source of social change seems to be 

presupposed. Secondly, to read this passage as an endorse

ment of egoism would, indeed, be an instance of selective 

perception: Marx does not here claim that one ought to be an 

egoist but only that egoism -- as well as selflessness is 

under certain conditions the necessary form of the individ

ual's struggle for survival. 

This brings us back to the topic of Marx's theory of 

revolutionary motivation. The interpretative question here 

is whether Marx believes that the revolutionary motivation 

of the proletariat is exclusively a matter of acting from 

self-interest or believes only that self-interest is the 

primary or most important element or that it 

in and of itself, a sufficient condition for 

constitutes, 

revolutionary 

motivation. The substantive, empirical question is which of 

these alternatives -- if either -- is a correct account of 

revolutionary motivation. Although it is clear that in 

Marx's mature works self-interest is the primary motivation

al factor in his causal story concerning social revolution, 

it is it seems to me -- by no means the exclusive factor 

on his view. In addition to the above quotation, Marx 

writes in the Preface to volume I of Capital that: "Apart 
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from higher motives • . : their own most important inter-

ests dictate to the classes that are for the nonce the 

ruling ones, the removal of all legally removable hinder-

ances to the free development of the working class." (em-
38 

phasis added) 

Marx also reveals his belief that the moral views or 

commitments of individuals will play some part in their 

motivation for political action in such programatic docu-

ments as his "Inaugural Address of the Working Men's Inter-

national Association" and "General Rules of the Interna-

tional Working Mens's Association", both written in 1864. 

Despite protestations to Engels in their private corres-

pondence,* Marx found it necessary in the former document 

to cite the "simple laws of morals and justice, which ought 
42 

to govern the relations of individuals " and in the 

latter to claim that "the struggle for the emancipati~n of 

* In a letter to Engels dated Nov. 4, 1864 in which 
he reports on the on-going efforts by socialists in London 
to write a declaration of principles and provisional rules 
for the founding of Working Men's International Association, 
Marx writes that he "was really alarmed when I heard ••• an 
appallingly wordy, badly written and quite raw preamble, 
pretending to be a declaration of principles ••. the whole 
coated over with the vaguest scraps of French socialism. c 39 
He reports, further, that after he connived to be appointed 
to "edit" this material, he " ... altered the whole preamble, 
threw out the declaration of principles and finally replaced 
the forty rules by ten." 40 He then states that "My propos
als have all been accepted by the Subcommittee. But I was 
obliged to insert two phrases about 'duty' and 'rigEt'- into 
the Preamble to the Rules, and also about 'truth, morality 
and justice '-,- but these are pla:ced in such ~ way that they 
can do ~ harm. (emphasis added) 41 
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working classes means not a struggle for class privileges 

and monopolies, but for equal rights and duties, and the 
43' 

abolition of all class rule" and, further, that "all soci-

eties and individuals adhering to [the International Working 

Men's Association] will acknowledge truth, justice, and 

morality as the basis of their conduct toward each other and 

towar.ds all men, without regard to colour, creed, or nation-
44 

ality • ." (all emphases added.) 

Now, these proclamations may well be rather bizarre 

exceptions to the overwhelming majority of Marx's remarks 

about morality, rights, and justice which view them as 

"ideological nonsense," unhelpful in the revolutionary 

struggle, or at least headed for obsolescence in coming 

communist society -- but it is most interesting that Marx 

chooses the occassions on which he has the most direct and 

immediate impact on the socialist movement to acquiesce and 

put them forward. Does this not indicate that Marx actually 

put more store in such concepts or principles as motivating 

factors than he was willing to admit? One might suggest 

that these remarks are tactically motivated, but this is 

just the point! Did not Marx think that a revolutionary 

communist party or, more specifically, an international 

revolutionary communist party, and -- in point of fact 

the international revolutionary communist party he was 

addressing was an absolutely essential component of the 
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coming world socialist revolution? If so and if, in addi

tion, he thought that it was necessary (or at least permis

sible) to couch the revolutionary struggle in terms of 

justice and equal rights and duties when addressing this 

audience, does this not go a long way toward proving that -

deep down -- Marx believed that such concepts or principles 

have at least a potential role to play in the class strug

gle? It seems to me that it does. 

But here we should carefully distinguish two ques 

tions: (1) does Marx think that there are both self-inter

ested and non-self-interested (or other-regarding) motives 

for revolutionary action? and (2) does Marx think that 

purely self-interested motives are sufficient for successful 

revolutionary action? It may well be the case that Marx 

would have answered both questions in the affirmative but, 

be that as it may, the thesis that purely self-interested 

motives are sufficient for successful revolutionary action 

seems to me extremely dubious. Even in his day, it seems 

doubtful that motives of self-interest would have been 

sufficient especially in light of the fact that the leader

ship of the workers movement was then -- as it is now 

generally provisioned from the relatively privileged layers 

of society. (One need only remind oneself that Engels was a 

big bourgeois and that Marx, Lenin, Luxemburg, and Trotsky 

were all from middle class or petty bourgeois backrounds.) 
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Furthermore, in our time -- at least in the developed capi-

talist countries where the proletariat is, materially speak-

ing, far better off than Marx ever imagined possible 

this seems even more doubtful. It may be that, as Allen E. 

Buchanan explains the scenario, 

Marx underestimated the resilience of capitalism and 
its potential for reform. Many workers have not 
become revolutionaries for the simple reason that 
their lot has improved significantly since Marx's 
day. The crushing contradictions of capitalism have 
given way to the tolerable tensions of the welfare 
state. The normative inadequacy of Marx's view 
[that proletarian revolution will be motivated sole
ly by considerations of self-interest] seems to 
follow as a matter of course: granted the proletar
iat's improved condition, it is no longer obvious 
that revolutionary activity is rational [on this 
basis]. 45 

Thus, the necessity of an explanation of the moral necessity 

of the world socialist revolution seems even more essential. 

Buchanan, however, thinks there to be "a much more 

radical objection" to the view that self-interest is a 

sufficient condition for the rationality of revolutionary 

action among the proletariat. 

Stated in the baldest and boldest form, it is the 
charge that even if revolution is in the best inter
est of the proletariat, and even if every member of 
the proletariat realizes that this is so, so far as 
its members act rationally, this class will not 
achieve concerted revolutionary action. This shock
ing conclusion rests on the premise that concerted 
revolutionary action is for the proletariat a public 
good in the technical sense. By a public good is 
meant any object or state of affairs such that if it 
is available to anyone in a group it is available to 
every other member of the group, including those who 
have not shared in the costs of producing it. 
provision of the public good is threatened by 
the free-rider problem. Each member of the group, 



if rational, will reason as follows: "Regardless of 
whether I contribute or not, either enough others 
will contribute to provide good G or they will not. 
If the former, then the good will be available to me 
free of charge and my contribution would be wasted. 
If the latter, then my contribution would again be a 
loss to me. So rational self-interest requires that 
I not contribute and go for a 'free ride' on the 
efforts of others." 46 
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For purposes of analysis, this problem can be broken 

down into an empirical and normative component. Let us 

first consider whether or not in the real world this gives 

rise to a practical problem from a Marxist point of view. 

That -- in the case of revolutionary motivation this 

is a purely intellectual and not a practical problem is 

borne out by all historical cases of revolutionary move

ments. The vast majority of those activists who work inces 

santly to bring about a revolution as well as the vastly 

greater number of individuals who are swept up by the rising 

revolutionary tide during the course of an actual revolu-

tion, almost undoubtedly do not act solely on the basis of 

a careful, rational calculation of their long-term and 

short-term self-interest. As an empirical assumption, then, 

the claim that revolutionary motivation is only a matter of 

self-interest seems impluasible and the 'free rider' prob

lem, as ~ practical difficulty, simply does not arise. 

But if the empirical thesis that revolutionary moti-

vation is purely a matter of self-interest is false and, 

thus, no practical problem arises along these lines, might 
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it nevertheless be the case that there is a normative prob-

lem here • a problem of the justification of revolution-

ary action and motivation? A normative problem would arise 

if an ethic of rational self-interest ~ the most reason

able one for people to accept or the only one they were 

capable of being governed Ez, but this also is not the case. 

Although Buchanan sees severe problem for the "Marxian who 

wishes to rehabilitate Marx's theory of revolutionary moti-

vation by conceding a significant role to moral princi-
47 

pIes," it must nevertheless be conceded that to act ration-

ally is to pursue one's ends in an efficient manner and 

that, for those who accept moral as well as prudential 

ends, to act morally -- to do what is morally required -

is, all things being equal, to act r.ationally. This, I take 

it, is at least the starting point for procuring a solution 

to the public goods problem of revolutionary activity, con-

sidered as a normative rather than an empirical difficulty. 

Be that as it may, it is interesting to note that 

the later Classical Marxists were more amenable than Marx to 

expressing the 'necessity' of socialist revolution in moral 

terms, though they --like Marx -- relentlessly pointed out 

the dangers of appealing soley to moral considerations or, 

even, of taking such considerations to be the primary 

motive force for revolutionary action. Nevertheless, Lenin, 

for example, in his "Address at [the] Congress of [the] 

Russian Young Communist League," asks 



is there such a thing as a communist ethics? Is 
there such a thing as communist morality? Of 
course, there is. It is often made to appear that 
we have no ethics of our own; and very often the 
bourgeoisie accuse us Communists of repudiating all 
ethics. This is the method of shuffling concepts, 
of throwing dust in the eyes of the workers and 
peasants. 48 

Morality serves to help human society rise to a 
higher level and get rid of the exploitation of 
labor. 49 

morality is what serves to destroy the old 
exploiting society and to unite all laboring people 
around the proletariat, which is creating a new 
communist society. 

Communist morality is the morality which serves 
this struggle, which unites the toilers against all 
exploitation .••• 50 
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It should be noted that Lenin is not here offering a 

definition of morality in saying that morality is "what 

serves to destroy the old, exploiting society and unite all 

laboring people around the pioletariat" but is, rather, 

claiming that the correct set of moral principles or views 

-- when conjoined with Marxist empirical theory -- entails 

that the old exploiting society should be destroyed and that 

everyone should support the movement to build a new 

communist (or socialist) society. This is made clear in 

another part of Lenin's address where he indicates the 

moral principle(s) which he perceives as underlying the 

socialist's commitment to socialism and to the proletarian 

movement as the only movement capable of achieving it. 

There he states that "the old society was based on the 

principle: rob or be robbed, work for others or make others 
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work for you, be a slave-owner or a slave." The society 

with which Lenin is implicitly contrasting this old society 

is obviously one which does not have these characteristics; 

one which is, rather, a society of equality; one in which 

the relationships of domination he speaks of no longer 

exist. And it is clearly Lenin's contention that we should 

support and promote the latter sort of society and not 

support and promote the former. 

Though Marx -- given his negative feelings toward 

morality -- did not put it this way, it seems clear that the 

Marxist's considered moral judgment must be that we all 

have duties to defend and promote progressive social ar-

rangements and that these duties at least sometimes override 

considerations of self-interest. Perhaps more importantly -

at least from a tactical point of view -- even if Marxists 

and socialists continue to have negative feelings toward 

morality and/or moral theorizing, it is nevertheless the 

case, as Kai Nielsen puts it, that 

whether socialists like it or not, such moral-talk 
will be in the air. A clear establishment of the 
moral viability of socialism will help in motivating 
intelligentsia into taking the standpoint of labour 
and it will provide, to the extent that these egali
tarian moral claims can be seen to be justified, an 
important weapon in ideological battles with the 
bourgeoisie. To show the reasonableness and non
ideological nature of such principles of justice, if 
this can be shown, will strengthen the case for 
socialism in such ideological battles. This may 
well be important, given the bamboozlement of the 
working class. Moreover, it can and should be 
argued both that socialism is in the interests of 



the working class and that these principles of jus
tice, embedded in socialism, are justified. There 
is no need at all to make a choice here and the 
separation of morality from questions concerning 
interests, particularly collective interest, should 
be viewed with suspicion. 52 
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What remains, then, is to ascertain what it is about 

morality -- as conceived by Marx -- that made it anathema to 

him and which, thus, laid the groundwork for the myth of 

"Marx's anti-moralism" as well as for the myth that the 

Marxist world-view is incompatible with conceptions or 

theories of justice and human rights. 



CHAPTER 7 

MARXISM AND MORAL HISTORICISM 

Even though it is apparent that Marx's thought 

contains moral judgments and at least implicitly 

moral principles, 

meet both the 

that is, judgments and principles which 

formal criteria (prescriptivity and 

universalizability) and the material criteria (pertaining to 

human harm and good) of morality, there are yet those who 

claim that all of this is irrelevant because Marx's most 

basic moral (or metaethcial) view is that whatever social 

structures evolve or whatever social structures are destined 

to evolve are, ipso facto, morally justified. This is the 

doctrine of moral historicism or moral futurism. It seems 

clear that if Marxism is committed to moral historicism, it 

is involved in a contradiction since -- as shown previously 

it is also committed to moral criteria for judging social 

institutions (namely, the moral principles of freedom, 

community, and self-realization) which are logically inde

pendent of the actual course of history and which could, 

under some conceivable circumstances, be at odds with it. 

Karl Popper explicates moral historicism (and moral 

futurism) as follows: 
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I have mentioned moral positivism (especially 
that of Hegel), the theory that there is no moral 
standard but the one which exists; that what is, is 
reasonable and good; and therefore, that might makes 
right. The practical aspect of this theory is this. 
A moral criticism of the existing state of affairs 
is impossible, since this state itself determines 
the moral standard of things. Now the historicist 
moral theory we are considering is nothing but 
another form of moral posivitism. For it holds that 
coming might is right. The future is here substi
tuted for the present -- that is all. And the prac
tical aspect of this theory is this. A moral criti
cism fo the coming state of affairs is impossible, 
since this state determines the moral standard of 
things. 1 
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In the following paragraph, Easton and Guddat 

amplify the consequences of Marx's (supposed) acceptance of 

this position:* 

Marx identified what "ought to be" with the 
dialectical movement of history. With this identifi
cation he not only deprived himself of the moral 
leverage for criticizing history which was implicit 
in his humanism, but also provided a justification 
for anything and everything that happens, no matter 
how cruel or inhuman. 3 

Although we should take the phrase "dialectical 

movement of history" here with a grain of salt, since in his 

later works Marx meant to indicate by the term "dialectical" 

* We might note here that some writers see this 
doctrine as characteristic not of Marx, himself, but only of 
a particular school or set of schools within the Marxist 
tradition. As a characterization of the Stalinist tradition 
this is quite plausible and I am not arguing that no group 
of Marxists held these views; only that Marx -and the 
Classical Marxists did not. As Alasdair MacIntyre writes: 

The Stalinist identifies what is morally right with 
what is actually going to be the outcome of 
historical development. History is for him a sphere 
in which objective laws operate, laws of such a kind 
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not the deterministic, philosophical Hegelian view of the 

development of things (i.e., the development of the Welt-

geist) but, rather, the need for a diachronic as opposed 

to a synchronic -- analysis of the development of societies, 

it is clear that if Easton and Guddat are right about Marx's 

moral historicism some dire consequences are in the offing. 

Since, as Popper points out, "it is clear enough 

that the theory depends largely on the possibility of cor-
4 

rect historical prophecy," let us first examine the claim 

that Marx (and Marxists) are committed to a rigid sociologi-

cal determinism (i.e. to the so-called "inevitability the-

sis" concerning the coming of socialism or communism) and 

then take up the claim that Marx (and Marxists) are and must 

be committed to the claim that whatever social structures 

that the role of the individual human being is 
predetermined for him by his historical situation. 
The individual can accept his part and play it out 
more or less willingly~ but he cannot rewrite the 
play. One is nothing in history but an actor and 
even one's moral judgments on historical events are 
only part of the action. The 'ought' of principle is 
swallowed up in the 'is' of history. By contrast the 
moral critic puts himself outside of history as a 
spectator. He invokes his principles as valid 
independently of the course of historical events. 
Every issue is to be judged on its moral merits. 
The 'ought'of principle is completely external to 
the 'is' of history. For the Stalinist the actual 
course of history is the horizon of morality~ that 
what belongs to the future is progressive is made 
into a necessary truth. For the moral critic the 
question of the course of history, of what is 
actually happening and the question of what ought to 
happen are totally independent questions. 2 



283 

evolve are, ipso facto, morally justified. It is my conten

tion that neither of these theses is, without qualification, 

correct. 



The Inevitability Thesis 

Support for Marx's prediction that captialism will 

give way to communism (or -- let us say, for our purposes -

at least socialism) can be found at each of several levels 

of Marx's complex, multi-layered social-scientific theory: 

namely, at (1) the level of historical materialism proper 

(the theory built around the concepts of the forces of 

production, relations of production, and the political a~d 

ideological superstructure and propounding the laws of 

technological and economic determinism) 1 (2) the level of 

the theo~y of classes and class struggle (i.e., the 

struggle of classes over the social surplus product and 

social powers, benefits, and opportunities generally) 1 and 

(3) the level of Marx's more specific analysis of the eco-

nomic and social dysfunctions of capitalism. 

At the most general or abstract theoretical level, 

i.e., at the level of the theory of historical materialism 

proper, Marx posits two important causal (or nomological) 

relations holding between the categories listed above. The 

first is that the forces of production (machines, land, 

human labor power, etc.) determine -- in some sense -- the 

relations of production (whose legal analogue is property 

relations). In particular, whenever the production relations 

284 



285 

begin to inhibit or "fetter" the forces of production they 

are "burst asunder" and new production relations ones 

which do not fetter the productive forces -- are estab-

lished. Underlying this theory is Marx's view that society 

will not allow the loss (or serious reduction) of the 

"fruits of civilization," as he puts it in The Poverty of 

Philosophy. This thesis is known as the thesis of techno-

logical determinism. 

The second nomological regularity asserted by Marx 

is that the forces of production and the relations of pro-

duction (which together constitute the mode of production) 

determine -- in some sense -- the vast political, legal, and 

cultural (or ideological) superstructure. As Marx puts it, 

"with the change of the economic foundations the entire 

immense superstructure is more or less rapidly trans-
5 

formed." This is known as the thesis of economic determin-

ism.* 

At this level, the advent of communism is predicted 

once one assumes (as does Marx) both that communism is more 

economically efficient (i.e. productive) than captalism and 

* For an excellent explication (and defense) of 
these two nomological regularities see G. A. Cohen, Karl 
Marx's Theory of History: A Defense, Princeton University 
Press, 1978. See also: John McMurtry, The Structure of 
Marx's World View, Princeton University Press, 1978; 
William H. Shaw, Marx's Theory of History, Stanford Univer
sity Press, 1978; Melvin Rader, Marx's Interpretation of 
History, Oxford University Press, 1979; and Alan Swingewood, 
Marx and Modern Social Theory, John Wiley & Sons, N.Y., 
1975. 
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that it is the only historically possible alternative to 

capitalism that is more efficient. Since Marx's theory 

predicts that -- at least in the long run -- a less 

productively efficient social system must give way to a more 

productively efficient social system, capitalism will 

(eventually) give way to communism (or, as we are supposing, 

at least to its first stage, viz. socialism). 

At the level of Marx's theory of classes and class 

struggle, it is nomologically necessary (or at least ex

tremely probable) that capitalism will give way to socialism 

because the bourgeoisie and the proletariat are the two 

remaining major classes in capitalist society and the latter 

of these classes (1) has the power, once it becomes organ

ized and motivated, to alter society to conform more to its 

own interests (i.e., to affect the transformation to social

ism) and (2) classes which are historically aligned with 

progressive economic forces generally achieve -- at least in 

the long run -- the organization and motivation necessary to 

promote their interests (i.e., the common interests of their 

members) in the struggle over the surplus social product, 

available leisure time, etc. Thus, just as the insurgent 

bourgeoisie was eventually able to usurp the landed aristoc

racy as the ruling class in the transformation from feudal

ism to the more productive economic system of capitalism, 

the proletariat is bound (or at least likely) to replace the 

bourgeoisie as the 'ruling' class in the transformation from 
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capitalism to the more productive economic system of social-

ism or communism.* 

At the level of Marx's economic theories we find the 

negative effects of capitalism which give content to both 

the above theories: capitalism is inherently unstable and 

dysfunctional because it must suffer the cyclical crises of 

overproduction. Since a planned socialist economy need not 

be unstable and dysfunctional in this respect and Marx 

implicitly assumes -- has no other overwhelming dysfunction 

which would make it even less productively efficient than 

capitalism, socialism is more productively efficient than 

capitalism and will, thus, succeed it. Furthermore, since 

socialism will benefit the proletariat and all other subser-

vient classes because of its greater productive efficiency 

and Marx, again, implicitly assumes its propensity 

toward a more egalitarian distribution of social benefits 

and decision-making power, the proletariat and its allies 

will come to strive for the abolition of capitalism and 

creation of socialism and, in all probability, will be 

successful. 

* Note, however, that a crucial difference between 
these two historical transformations is that the capitalist 
economic system developed on a large scale within feudal 
society whereas it is impossible for the socialist economic 
system to develop on a large scale within capitalist society 
because: (1) the greater efficiency and productivity of 
socialism (according to Marx and Marxists) comes into being 
only at the level of an entire society since an essential 
part of its efficiency depends on national or society-wide 
economic planning and (2) the ruling capitalist class 
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Marx actually went beyond these claims, however, in 

his view that the capitalist economy will eventually suffer 

a complete collapse due to the increasing severity of the 

crises of overproduction or if it happens to survive 

these crises for a sufficient amount of time will 

collapse due to the falling rate of profit which, in turn, 

is due to the increasing proportion of constant to variable 

capital. The question I now wish to take up is this: is 

Marx really committed at any of these levels of his theory 

to the inevitability as opposed to the mere probability 

of the abolition of capitalism and its replacement by 

socialism and, if so, is his position tenable? 

At the level of his theory of historical materialism 

proper, what we want to know is whether from either Marx's 

thesis of technical or economic determinism taken in 

conjunction with correct empirical descriptions of social 

and economic conditions we can deduce the inevitability of 

the advent of socialism. The first thing to notice, perhaps, 

being cognizant of its own historical interests will 
try to derail the development of successful worker-owned and 
controlled enterprises which could serve as a showcase for 
socialism, and are generally able to do so since such an 
enterprise will still be tied into the capitalist economic 
system as a whole and will, thus, be dependent upon the 
advancement of capital and other financial dealings which 
the capitalist class (and the power elite which serves its 
interests) are likely to make difficult. Whereas all pre
vious transformations from one socio-historical to another 
were basically invisible hand processes, "The proletarian 
movement [must be] the self-conscious, independent movement 
of the immense majority, in the interest of the immense 
majority." (emphasis added) 6 
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is that in the famous "Preface to A Contribution to a Cri

tique of Political Economy (1858-1959), Marx describes this 

theory as only "a guiding thread for my studies" and does 

not claim that it is a wholly adequate or complete theory. 

Secondly, the deterministic base-superstructure model empha

sized in the Preface is only one -- albeit, the dominant one 

of several heuristic models at work in Marx's writings. 

As Melvin Rader has recently emphasized, there can also be 

detected in his works a modified, "dialectical" base-super

structure model in which there is considerable interaction 

between base and superstructure although -- as Engels puts 

it -- the economic or material base is "the ultimately 

determining element in history," as well as an organic 

model which asserts only that "the economic movement" is "by 

far the strongest, most primeval, most decisive" among the 

various interacting economic, political, and ideological 

factors involved in historical explanation. This is not to 

say that the strict base-superstructure theory of the Pre

face is a priori untenable, only that Marx's overall ap

proach to accounting for socio-historical phenomena is much 

more complex and sophisticated than it is sometimes given 

credit for. 

Nevertheless, there are those who claim that Marx 

is committed to absolute laws of historical development and 

that it is because of this that his theory is not merely 

false but unscientific. It is on this basis, in fact, that 
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Karl Popper labels Marxism "the purest, the most developed 
7 

and the most dangerous form of historicism." 

By "historicism" in this context, Popper means "an 

approach to the social sciences which assumes that his tori-

cal prediction is their principle aim, and which assumes 

that this aim is attainable by discovering the 'rhythms' or 

'patterns', the 'laws' or 'trends' that underlie the evolu-
8 

tion of history." Marx's theory of historical materialism is 

unscientific, according to Popper, because -- like all his

toricist theories -- it confuses trends in history with laws 

of history. "The central mistake of historicism," according 

to Popper, is that 

Its 'laws of development' turn out to be absolute 
trends; trends which like laws, do not depend on 
initial conditions, and which carry us irresistibly 
in a certain direction into the future. They are the 
basis of unconditional prophecies, as opposed to 
conditional scientific predictions. 9 

historicists overlook the dependence of trends 
on initial conditions. They operate with trends as 
if they were unconditional, like laws. Their confu
sion of' laws with trends makes them believe in 
trends which are unconditional (and therefore gener
al); or, as we may say, in 'absolute trends'; for 
example, in a general historical tendency towards 
progress -- 'a tendency towards a better and happier 
state'. 10 

While it is true that Marx was most definitively a 

child of the Enlightenment and, as such, had a predilection 

to believe in the inevitable progress of humanity, it is not 

clear that he thought this progress guaranteed by "absolute 

historical laws" as opposed to discernible trends dependent 
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for their continuation on the continuing existence of cer-

tain initial conditions. Furthermore, even if Marx did make 

the mistake Popper suggests, it is even less clear that 

contemporary t-1arxists must continue to make it. 

The passage in Marx's works which Popper seems to 

see as the key to proving Harx's historicism (since he 

quotes it as evidence to this effect in both The Poverty of 

Historicism and the second volume of The Open Society and 

its Enemies) is: "When a society has discovered the natural 

law that determines its movement, even then it can neither 

overleap the natural phases of its evolution, nor shuffle 

them out of the world by a stroke of the pen. But this much 
11 

it can do: it can shorten and lessen the birthpangs." 

Even though Marx often spoke of "inexorable laws" of 

social development and of the inevitability of certain 

historical transformations (e.g., the transition from 

capitalism to communism), it seems dubious that Marx thought 

that these "laws" were absolute in the sense of not 

depending on initial conditions. In the same breath that he 

affirms the "inevitability" (for example) of "capitalist 

laws of production," he identifies these laws with tenden-

cies or trends: "It is a question of these l~ themselves, 

of these tendencie~, working with iron necessity toward 
12 

inevi table resul ts." (emphasis added) (Even though this 

seems to support Popper's absolutist interpretation at first 

glance, it is important to see that Marx may have been 
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amenable to identifying these laws with tendencies or 

trends.) It seems wildly implausible that Marx thought that 

these 'laws' or tendencies or trends would continue no 

matter what or how initial conditions changed. Even his most 

abstract and general 'laws' (viz. technical and economic 

determinism) are so obviously dependent on the continuation 

of such initial conditions as (1) the continued existence of 

the human species, 

and psychological 

(2) the continued existence of biological 

human needs that are fufilled through 

human productive activity, and, even, (3) the continued 

invention of new technology, that a person of Marx's intel

lectual stature could have hardly supposed that the postu

lated 'laws' would continue to operate in their absence. 

The fact of the matter is that Marx's theory of 

historical materialism can (and must) be thought of in terms 

of both the trends or tendencies he called 'laws' and 

certain sorts of inital conditions. Therefore, they are not 

causal or nomological laws in the absolute sense. But this 

seems irrevelant to their scientific status. If Marx claims 

that the 'law' of economic determinism is always applicable 

or that the transition from capitalism to socialism is 

"inevitable," he obviously ought to be understood to be 

asserting that not only his posited 'laws' but the initial 

conditions they depend upon are going to remain operational. 

The degree of probability that one invests in the continua

tion of these initial conditions is, of course, as important 
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for purposes of prediction as the degree of probability one 

invests in the laws or trends themselves. Whereas for Marx 

-- being happily ignorant of the possibility of the nuclear 

annihilation of humanity the initial condition of the 

continued existence of the "human species seemed assured, we 

unfortunately have reason not to assign the continuity of 

this condition as great a probability. Even if Marx's theory 

is correct, his prediction of the "inevitable" advent of 

socialism will obviously not be borne out if humanity de-

stroys itself. 

Furthermore, even Popper recognizes the legitimacy 

of explanations and predictions based on historical trends 

and initial conditions. He states, for example: 

But what about those who see that "trends depend on 
conditions, and who try to find these conditions and 
to formulate them explicitly? My answer is that I 
have no quarrel with them. On the contrary: that 
trends occur cannot be doubted. 13 

if we have reason to assume the persistence of 
the relevant initial conditions then, clearly, we 
can assume that these trends or 'dynamic quasi-laws' 
will persist, so that they may be used, like laws, 
as a basis for prediction. 14 

But even if Marx thought the laws of historical 

materialism "absolute" in Popper's sense instead of being 

dependent on the continued existence of initial conditions 

(which can include other trends, of course) -- a dubious 

claim in itself -- there is absolutely no reason that the 

contemporary Marxist cannot render the theory in terms of 



294 

trends and initial conditions as Popper demands. There is no 

reason, therefore -- at least at this level of Marx's theory 

-- to accept the claim that the advent of communism (or 

socialism) is inevitable rather than merely possible, prob-

able, or extrmely probable. But how does the inevitability 

thesis fare at the other levels of Marx's theory? 

At the level of Marx's class analysis of society, 

the inevitability thesis, as stated by Kautsky, is the 

thesis that though the advent of socialism is "certainly not 

necessary in the fatalistic sense, that a higher power will 

present [it] to us of itself," it is, nevertheless, "neces-

sary [and] unavoidable" in the sense that it is inevitable 

that 

inventors improve technic and the capitalists in 
their desire for profit revolutionize the whole 
economic life, as it is also inevitable that the 
workers aim for shorter hours of labour and higher 
wages, that they organize themselves, that they 
fight the capitalist class and its state, as it is 
inevitable that they aim for the conquest of politi
cal power and the overthrow of capitalist rule. 
Socialism is inevitable because the class struggle 
and the victory of the proletariat is inevitable. 15 

This victory of the proletariat and advent of 

socialism as stated previously -- is predicted by Marx 

and Marxists on the basis that: (1) over the long run clas-

ses achieve the motivation to promote their own interests 

in terms of promoting social arrangements that best answer 

them and (2) once the working class -- and other exploited 

classes in capitalist society achieve the motivation to 
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promote their own interests, they have the power to affect 

the transformation to the proper social arrangements (in 

this case, socialism). Now each of these premises and even 

Marx's theory of classes -- which structurally defines clas

ses in terms of their relation to production and which, on 

this basis, assigns them certain "objective" interests is 

challengeable. It seems, however, that a very strong case 

can be made for the prediction of the transition to social

ism if these premises are true and if certain initial condi

tions (or trends) -- like the continued existence of the 

human species -- continue to be met. 

While the series of successful anti-capitalist revo

lutions in this century would seem to indicate that -- at 

least under some circumstances -- the working class (in 

conjunction with the middle class intellectuals who usually 

stock the leadership positions of revolutionary parties and, 

in some cases, the peasantry) does have the power to change 

society, is it reasonable or prudent to claim that such 

anit-capitalist revolutions are inevitable and, thus, that 

the advent of socialism is necessary rather than merely 

possible, probable, or extremely probable? To claim justi

fiably that this is inevitable would mean that we can (jus

tifiably) assign a 100% probability to the claim that the 

working class will come to perceive and pursue its own true 

or objective class interests as well as to the claim that it 
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-- together with other exploited classes -- will achieve the 

organization necessary to affect the transition in question. 

But is one justified in assigning a 100% probability 

to these claims? Consider the first claim: can we be 100% 

certain that the majority of members of the working class 

in, for example, advanced capitalist societies are going to 

come to perceive their objective interests and become moti

vated to pursue them. Furthermore, can we be 100% sure that 

they will come to accept the empirical belief that socialism 

is more stable, democratic, and egalitarian and less exploi

tative than the best capitalist societies and that this sort 

of socialism is historically possible? Can we be 100% sure, 

in other words, that the working class by and large will 

develop what Marx calls "communist consciousness," i.e. will 

develop from what Georg Lukacs calls a class-in-itself into 

a class-for-itself? The answer to this, it seems to me, is 

no: even if one feels confident in making these predictions 

it would be foolish to claim for them a 100% probability, 

i.e. to claim that it is impossible for these predictions to 

not come true. 

For one thing, though capitalism does tend to radi

calize the less well-off segments of a population as well as 

some more well-off sympathizers, and revolutionary movements 

are periodically generated in most capitalist societies, 

Marx seems to have underestimated greatly the power and 

tenacity of such ideological rivals of communist conscious-
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ness as nationalism and religion. In The German Ideology, 

for example, we find Marx claiming that 

For the mass of men, i.e. the proletariat ... mass 
ever had any theoretical notions, e.g., religion, 
etc., those have now long been dissolved by circum
stance. 16 

universal competition .•. forced all individuals 
to strain their energy to the utmost. It destroyed 
as far as possible ideology, religion, morality, 
etc., and where it could not do this, made them into 
a palpable lie. 17 

In the Communist Manifesto Marx claims of the prole-

tar ian that 

modern industrial labor, modern subjection to capi
tal, the same in England as in France, in America as 
in Germany, has stripped him of every trace of 
national character. Law, morality, religion, are to 
him so many bourgeois prejudices, behind which lurk 
in ambush just as many bourgeois interests. 18 

The cruelest irony in these statements is that the 

age of nationalism -- with all its horrors was just 

beginning when they were written. Even today anyone who 

wants to approach an adequate understanding of the failure 

of socialist revolutions in the West must take into consid-

eration: (1) the continuing strength of nationalism and 

other non-class group identities as well as (2) the so-

called 'bourgeoisification' of the workers in advanced in-

dustrialized countries in the West, (3) the psychological 

and ideological effect that the identification of presently 

existing state-socialist societies with genuine socialism 

(by both sides in the East-West conflict) has had on working 

classes in the West, and (4) the interest that the state-
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socialist bureaucracies and their associated parties around 

the world have often had in preserving the local status quo 

rather than altering it. 

Even if Marx's later theory of the fetishism of 

capital, money, and commodities -- which asserts that the 

true exploitative nature of capitalist society is hidden by 

the appearance of these surface phenomena -- can partially 

account for the degree to which the proletariat around the 

world has failed to be transformed from a class-in-itself to 

a class-for-itself, there seems little doubt that it cannot 

account for the degree to which proletarians and others are 

influenced by such ideological factors as nationalism, reli

gion, and morality. Even the continuing economic and politi

cal crises of capitalism would not seem to guarantee the 

development of communist consciousness among the proletariat 

and oppressed to the degree Marx projected. (It is perhaps 

Gramsci's attempts to come to terms with this theoretical 

difficulty that have made his works so attractive to contem

porary Marxists.) 

One of the major modifications of Marxist empirical 

theory made by Lenin, in fact, is his claim that the working 

class will, in the normal course of events, develop only 

trade union consciousness. Communist consciousness -- since 

it includes the acceptance of some quite sophisticated 

theories must be brought into the proletariat from the 

outside by intellectuals and professional organizers who 
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come largely from the middle classes. But for Lenin, Luxem

burg, Trotsky and other early 20th century revolutionary 

Marxists even the fulfillment of the conditions of (1) the 

continuing social, economic, and. political crises of capi

talism and (2) the evolution of communist consciousness 

among large sections of the working class and other exploit

ed classes is not sufficient for successful socialist revo

lutions. Another necessary condition on their view is the 

existence of a revolutionary socialist party having a cor

rect political program, a correct strategy, and an astute 

sense of timing. Successful socialist revolutions occur on 

this view only if both the "objective" condition of capital

ist crisis and the "subjective" conditions of the evolution 

of communist consciousness among large numbers of the op

pressed and the existence of the right sort of revolutionary 

movement are fulfilled at the same time -- and even then it 

may take a not inconsiderable amount of luck. 

But the thesis that socialism is inevitable even 

under all of these conditions is questionable on another 

ground. Even if a transformation from capitalist to post

capitalist society is inevitable under these conditions this 

does not entail that the advent of socialism is inevitable. 

That is to say that not all possible societies that would be 

classified as post-capitalist on the basis that they have 

socialized productive property and introduced economic plan

ning will be classified as socialist societies if we take 
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socialism (i.e. the "first stage of communism") to have the 

democratic characteristics attributed to it by Marx and the 

Classical Marxists.* It may be the case that -- for reasons 

Marxists cannot explain -- only bureaucratic state-socialist 

societies rather than genuinely socialist societies will 

come into being and persist even after the world-wide aboli-

tion of capitalis~. Although Trotsky, for example, never 

gave up his belief that a world-wide genuinely socialist 

society would eventually be brought about, he was not dog-

matic enough simply to deny the possibility that all future 

post-capitalist societies will be bureaucratically deformed. 

He faced up to this disheartening possibility when toward 

the end of his life he stated: 

The historic alternative, carried to the end, is as 
follows: either the Stalin regime is an abhorrent 
relapse in the process of transforming bourgeois 
society into a socialist society, or the Stalin 
regime is the first stage of a new exploiting 
society. If the second prognosis proves to be cor
rect, then, of course, the bureaucracy will become a 
new exploiting class. However onerous the second 
perspective may be, if the world proletariat should 
actually prove incapable of fufilling the mission 
placed upon it by the course of development, nothing 
else would remain except only to recognize that the 
socialist program, based on the internal contradic
tions of capitalist society, ended as a Utopia. It 
is self-evident that a new "minimum" program would 
be required for the defense of the interests of the 
slaves of the totalitarian bureaucratic society. 19 

* By the term "Classical Marxists" I mean to 
designate Marx, Engels, Lenin, Luxemburg, Trotsky, and 
Gramsci. While any listing of the "Classical Marxists" is 
bound to be controversial, it is my contention -- which I do 
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Finally, we must keep in mind another possibility 

Trotsky constantly stressed, namely the possibility that the 

struggle between the two major contending classes in capi-

talist society (the bourgeoisie and proletariat) may end in 

their mutual destruction and a return to barbarism rather 

than to an advance toward socialism. For these reasons we 

can concluder. it seems, that though Marx's theory of class 

struggle may prove revolutionary upsurges under capitalism 

inevitable (assuming the continuation of certain initial 

conditions), it by no means proves the advent of socialism 

inevitable. 

not have the space to argue for here -- that the latter four 
early 20th Century theorists/revolutionary leaders consti
tute the major Marxist figures who remained true to both 
Marx's social theory and his revolutionary humanism, while 
avoiding both social-democratic reformism and the Stalinist 
redefinition of socialism and communism. Such contemporary 
writers as Ralph Miliband and Alan Swingewood would seem to 
agree with this thesis. See Miliband's Marxism and Poli
tics, Oxford University Press, N.Y., 1977 and Swingewood's 
MarX and Modern Social Theory, John Wiley & Sons, N.Y., 
1975. 



The Collapse Theory of Capitalism 

Are there any better arguments for the "inevita

bility thesis" at the level of Marx's more specific analysis 

of the dysfunctions of capitalism as a socio-economic sys

tem? Is the advent of socialism or (at least) the fall of 

capitalism inevitable due either to a complete and sudden 

collapse of the economic system because of increasingly 

severe crises of overproduction (i.e., depressions) or to a 

grinding halt in production due to lack of capital invest

ment resulting from the tendency toward a falling rate of 

profit? Marx, Engels, and other early Marxists seem to have 

assumed that such an economic collapse or a complete eco

nomic stagnation is inevitable. This contention, however, 

began to be challenged by Marxists around the turn of the 

century as it became more and more apparent that Marx had 

underestimated the overall resiliency of the capitalist 

system in terms of its ability to purge itself of excess 

goods as well as inefficient enterprises through reces

sions and depressions without suffering a complete 

collapse •.• though not, of course, without causing a 

great deal of suffering. As Rosa Luxemburg points out in 

Reform or Revolution, though capitalist societies have 

undergone economic crisis after economic crisis, they have 
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also exhibited an amazing ability to rebound from such 

crises -- an ability which Marx didn't foresee and which 

monopolization, Keynesian economic theory, and government 

regulation of the e8onomy have further reinforced. The 

reason usually given by contemporary Marxists for rejecting 

the collapse theory of capitalism is that there are certain 

counteractive tendencies Marx did not foresee or take suffi-

ciently into account. As the contemporary Marxist (or "Neo-

Marxist") economist Paul Sweezy puts it, 

capitalist production normally harbors a tendency to 
underconsumption (or overproduction) •••• In princi
ple this tendency may manifest itself in a crisis or 
in stagnation of production. Both are methods, the 
one sudden and perhaps temporary, the other steady 
and continuous, whereby accumulation is prevented 
from outrunning the requirements of the market for 
consumption goods. 20 

Up to this point we have neglected those forces 
which have the effect of counteracting the tendency 
to underconsumption, forces which evidently have 
been powerful enough to dominate the actual histor
ical course of ~apitalist development. In order to 
reach an answer to the question which at present 
concerns us -- is capitalism in fact headed for a 
state of chronic depression? -- we must alter this 
procedure and focus our attention on the counter
acting forces. 21 

Generally speaking, the counteracting forces may be 
grouped together into two main categories: those 
which have the effect of raising the rate of growth 
of consumption relative to the rate of growth of 
means of production, and those which deprive a 
disproportionate growth in means of production of 
its economically disruptive consequences. In the 
latter category fall (1) new industries, and (2) 
faulty investment; in the former, (3) population 
growth, (4) unproductive consumption, and (5) state 
expenditures. 22 
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On Sweezy's analysis, the last-mentioned factor 

(state expenditures) and, especially, the pump-priming of 

the economy with "money which is not taken from anyone's 

income but which is created either directly or by borrowing 

from banks" and "altering the pattern and volume of taxation 

and expenditure" can go a long way toward influencing total 

consumption and total accumulation and, thus, go a long way 

toward counteracting the tendency to underconsumption. "The 

tendency to underconsumption," according to Sweezy, "instead 

of translating itself into chronic depression at a certain 

stage of development, becomes merely a tendency to chronic 

depression which may be counteracted by a new force, the 
23 

deliberate action of the state." (Sweezy does not here go 

into the consequences of this sort of state intervention 

namely, permanent structural inflation -- but, so far as 

ameliorating the evil effects of capitalism goes, this may 

be a classic example of robbing Peter to pay Paul. The 

bourgeois economist's answer to this dilemma appears to be 

that of Keynes who noted that, "We are all dead in the long 

run.") 

Sweezy also challenges Marx's analysis which leads 

him to the law of the falling rate of profit which "to 

him," Sweezy writes, "possessed great significance. It de-

monstrated that capitalist production had certain internal 

barriers to its own indefinite expansion. On the one hand, a 

rising organic composition of capital is the expression of 
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growing labor productivity; on the other hand, the falling 

rate of profit which accompanies it must ultimately choke up 
24 

the channels of capitalist initiative." While not denying 

the existence of a trend for the rate of profits to fall 

under capitalism, Sweezy argues that Marx's deduction of the 

law is not sound. "the tendency of the rate of profit to 

fall," according to Sweezy, "is deduced by Marx on the 

assumption that the organic compositon of capital rises 
25 

while the rate of surplus value remains constant." To this 

Sweezy responds: "There seems to be no doubt about the 

propriety of assuming a rising organic composition of capi-

tal. Is it justifiable, however, to assume at the ~ time 
26 

a constant rate of surplus value?" To this he answers: 

Marx was hardly justified even in terms of his 
own theoretical system, in assuming a constant rate 
of surplus value simultaneously with a r1s1ng organ
ic composition of capital. A rise in the organic 
composition of capital must mean an increase in 
labor productivity, and we have Marx's word for it 
that higher productivity is invariably accompanied 
by a higher rate of surplus value. In the general 
case, therefore, we ought to assume that the in
creasing organic composition of capital proceeds 
pari passu with a rising rate of surplus value. 

If both the organic composition of capital and 
the rate of surplus value are assumed variable, as 
we think they should be, then the direction in which 
the rate of profit will change becomes indeter
minate. All we can say is that the rate of profit 
will fall if the percentage increase in the rate of 
surplus value is less than the percentage decrease 
in the proportion of variable to total capital. 27 

•.. there is no general presumption that changes in 
the organic composition of capital will be relative
ly so much greater than changes in the rate of 
surplus value that the former will dominate move
ments in the rate of profit. On the contrary, it 



would seem that we must regard the two variables as 
of roughly co-ordinate importance. For this reason 
Marx's formulation of the law of the falling ten
dency of the rate of profit is not very convincing. 
28 

This does not mean that there is no tendency for the 
rate of profit to fall. Not only Marx but classical 
theorists and modern theorists as well have all 
regarded a falling tendency of the rate of profit as 
a basic feature of capitalism. All I have tried to 
show is that it is not possible to demonstrate a 
falling tendency of the rate of profit by beginning 
the analysis with the rising organic composition of 
capital. 29 
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Sweezy then goes on to argue that the causal mechan-

ism behind this tendency toward a falling rate of profit is 

to be found in the process of capital accumulation. In 

addition, however, there are other social and economic for-

ces which enter into the determination of the rate of profit 

which Marx did not adequately take into account. 

These forces may be classified as those tending to 
depress the rate of profit, and those tending to 
elevate the rate of profit. Among the forces tending 
to depress the rate of profit we may mention (1) 
trade unions and (2) state action designed to bene
fit labor; among the forces tending to elevate the 
rate of profit we may mention (3) employers' organi
zations, (4) export of capital, (5) formation of 
monopolies, and (6) state action designed to benefit 
capital. 30 

Marx's complaint about capitalism as an economic 

system is not, of course, that it is bound to collapse but, 

in part, that it is dysfunctional in certain important 

respects (particularly, in the respect of allowing produc-

tive forces to lie fallow in consequence of the business 
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cycle) and that it generally functions to promote the inter

ests of capital over those of labor (particularly in its 

constant propensity to increase the degree of exploitation 

of the laboring classes and, in general, to deprive them of 

any social benefit beyond those necessary to maintain a 

functioning labor force.) For purposes of the present work, 

however, the important point is that ~ven if Marx is wrong 

in asserting that the continuing crises of overproduction or 

the tendency of the rate of profit to fall must result, at 

some point, in the collapse or complete stagnation of the 

capitalist economic system, he may well have been correct in 

enough of his empirical theory and his analysis of capital

ism to provide a reasonable ground for both the empirical 

belief that the transformation from capitalism to socialism 

is a genuine historical possibility (or even probability) as 

well as the evaluative contention that such a transformation 

is on the assumption of any humanitarian moral theory 

to be endorsed. 



Morality and History 

Having argued that no unquestionable arguments exist 

for the "inevitability thesis" at any of the levels of 

.Marx's empirical theory, let us now turn our attention back 

to Marx's supposed moral historicism and ask: even if the ---- --
inevitability thesis were correct, would Marx (and Marxists) 

be committed to the thesis that whatever social formations 

evolve (or are destined to evolve) are, ipso facto, morally 

justified? The answer to this, again, seems to be no. As 

John Somerville points out: 

If the concept of inevitability can exist side by 
side with "ethical considerations" in Spinoza, the 
Stoics, and other philosophers, why not Marx? 

Are there not at least three possibilities invol
ved? A thinker who believes that a further stage of 
society will inevitably develop might believe, 

1) that this further stage will be ethically 
worse than the present; 
2) that it will be neither better nor worse; 
3) that it will be better 

Marx clearly is in the third category. 31 

What Somerville is getting at here is that Marx and 

Marxists hold (or at, least, should hold) that socialism and 

communism are the best of all historically possible soci-

eties not because they are destined to evolve but because 

they best meet certain criteria of goodness (for example, 
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that they achieve human liberation more than any other 

historically possible society). 

Furthermore, it is immediately obvious that if "des

tined to historically evolve" is to be taken as a definition 

of "morally good", it is -- as any other naturalistic 

definition of this term vulnerable to the open question 

argument. If "morally good" means "that which evolves" then 

whether or not something which has evolved is morally good 

should not be an open question. It would be the same as 

asking whether what is morally good is morally good. But, 

since asking whether or not a social formation destined to 

evolve is morally good or morally justified is a meaningful 

and disputable question, the proposed definitions of "moral

ly good" cannot be correct. 

However, very few contemporary thinkers familiar 

with these difficulties would want to claim they are de

fining "morally good" here. Instead they would claim to be 

offering a theory of moral goodness: the theory that what

ever social formations evolve are -- as a matter of fact 

though not as a matter of logical truth -- morally good. But 

as a theory of moral goodness this is obviously wrong. In 

order for a principle of moral goodness (or theory of the 

good) to hold up it must be in agreement with our considered 

moral judgments concerning any case we can think of -- both 

actual and possible. This being the case, it is easy to see 

that "whatever kind of social formation evolves is good" is 
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not going to serve as an adequate criterion. It is logi

cally possible that a world fascist society must inevitably 

evolve, but -- obviously -- no Marxist is going to claim 

that such a society is morally justified or morally good 

simply because it happens to be inevitable. It may be inco

herent to claim that such a society "ought not to evolve" 

(since, as Hume puts it, "ought implies can") but this does 

not mean that one has to endorse it as morally justified or 

good. 

The point is that even though Marx certainly thought 

that the evolution of a Iltruly human" (i.e., morally good) 

society is nomologically necessary (at least given the per

petuation of certain initial conditions such as the contin

ued existence of the human species and continuing technolo

gical development) there is no evidence at all that Marx is 

committed to the thesis that this is logically necessary. 

Given his values, Marx naturally views socialism and com

munism (as he conceives them) as morally superior to capi

talism or any other form of society he thought historically 

possible. Since it is logically although not nomologi

cally possible (given Marx1s empirical theories and as

sumptions) that a world fascist society should evolve, it 

would be absurd for Marx or any Marxist to commit themselves 

to the doctrine of moral historicism. If the question were 

put to Marx in this way and after making these distinctions, 

it is inconceivable -- assuming Marx understood what we were 
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saying -- that he would have accepted the doctrine of moral 

historicism. 

Although Marx may be committed to the thesis that a 

particular society cannot be judged just or unjust by any 

but its own (internal) standards as, for example, Tucker and 

Wood suggest, it is nevertheless clear that Marx can and 

did make moral assessments of both actual and possible sets 

of social arrangements and that these assessments are both 

trans-historical and logically independent of considerations 

of which social arrangements have evolved or are bound to 

evolve. 

Perhaps what has bothered Marx and Marxists, to 

reiterate the point, is that if a certain state of affairs 

or set of social institutions is inevitable or, at any rate, 

unalterable then it serves little purpose to condemn them as 

immoral. As George Panichas writes: 

••• it serves little purpose, on Marx's view, to 
refer to a state of affairs (or set of relation
ships) as morally condemnable if that state of af
fairs is unalterable or unavoidable. While Marx's 
views on this matter are complicated and cryptic 
(especially his view on whether something is immoral 
even if it serves no purpose to describe it as 
such), it appears that Marx maintained the position 
(a Marxist variant of the Kantian "ought not" 
implies "might not") that it serves little if any 
purpose to morally criticize some state of affairs 
if, at the time when such a criticism is to be 
offered, that state of affairs cannot be reasonably 
expected to be alterable or avoidable (where avoid
able does not preclude terminable. 32 

There is a problem, however, in deciding what is and 

what is not to count as "unalterable". While there are 
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paradigmatic cases of alterable and unalterable states of 

affairs, there are many cases that are not so clear. If some 

one (for some bizarre reason) offers the moral judgment that 

"pigs ought to be able to fly" or that "human beings should 

not be required to suffer pain of any sort (ever)" or that 

"human beings ought to live in complete harmony and never 

come into conflict with one another," we would say that he 

or she is violating the "ought" implies "can" criterion 

because the states of affairs in question unalterable. On 

the other hand, such judgments as "abortions ought not to be 

allowed" or "infanticide ought not to be allowed" or "sla

very ought not to be allowed" clearly do not violate this 

criterion because they are concerned with states of affairs 

which are clearly alterable. (This does not entail, of 

course, that all cases of abortion, infanticide, or slavery 

can be prevented because there are social sanctions against 

them, but it certainly seems possible, by means of social 

sanctions, to either allow or not allow them to become 

general practices.) 

But consider now the case of the claim "slavery 

ought not to be allowed" made, let's say, in Rome in 70 A.D. 

around the time of the Servile Wars. Does this moral judg

ment violate the condition that "ought" implies "can"? The 

answer to this question is far from clear since it is far 

from clear that slavery at this time was either alterable or 

unalterable as a social institution. It was not, of course, 
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impossible at this time for individuals to escape the social 

position of slavery. Many escaped and were able to live as 

non-slaves elsewhere and some (such as the great Stoic 

philosopher Seneca) were legally elevated from this posi

tion. So, if one interprets the claim "slavery ought not to 

be allowed" as entailing both the claim that "slavery as a 

social institution ought to be abolished" and "individual 

slaves, wherever possible, ought to be freed" then whether 

or not slavery as a social institution was alterable one 

would still have an obligation to free slaves if and when

ever one was in a position to do so. 

But the primary question is whether or not slavery 

as a social institution was at that time unalterable. Pre

sumably, most Marxists would hold that it was not alterable 

(i.e., eliminable) at that time because the forces of pro

duction were not yet ripe enough to force or allow a change 

in the relations of production which, of course, the elimi

nation of slavery would be. But even if this were true at an 

international level, it does not seem impossible that if 

such slave rebellions as that led by Spartacus had suc

ceeded, a slavery-free enclave could have been carved out of 

part of the Roman Empire. This is not, of course, to say 

that all relations of exploitation could have been abolished 

in such a society. No one, perhaps, would disagree with the 

Marxist's claim that a complex society under conditions of 

relative scarcity and a very low level of development of 
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productive forces -- such as that which existed on the 

Italian peninsula around 70 A.D. could not have become a 

classless society, i.e. a society without a ruling class 

which in some way extracted surplus value from a ruled (or 

exploited) class or group of classes, but whether or not one 

of the primary class relations had to be that of slavery 

seems at least debatable if not indeterminable. 

But even if slavery as a social institution was 

unalterable in Rome in 70 A.D. or for the next several 

hundred years thereafter, does this mean that the moral 

judgment "slavery ought not to be allowed" made at that time 

violates the "ought" implies "can" maxim? After all, slavery 

was not an unalterable state of affairs under any and all 

historical conditions, as the elimination of slavery in 

later historical epochs has proven. What we need, it seems, 

is a number of distinctions concerning the ways in which 

states of affairs are unalterable. This would include states 

of affairs which are logically impossible to alter ("squares 

ought to be round"), those which are physically impossible 

to alter ("pigs ought to be able to fly"), those which are 

for social-scientific reasons -- impossible to alter in 

any historical epoch ("people ought to live in complete 

harmony and never come into conflict with each other"), 

and those which are -- for social-scientific re~sons 

only impossible to alter within a particular historical 

epoch or within a particular existing set of social arrange-
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ments ("slavery ought not be allowed ll , ~s said in Rome in 70 

A.D. or earlier). 

Although I do not pretend to have a completely 

worked out theory concerning this issue, it seems that given 

these distinctions the moral judgment "slavery ought not be 

allowed ll when made during an historical epoch in which it is 

not possible to abolish slavery as a social institution 

would be a violation of Hume's "ought" implies "is" maxim if 

it were meant to apply to the immediate present or within 

the historical epoch generally, but would not count as a 

violation if it were meant to apply to the indefinite fu

ture, i.e., not only to the current historical epoch but to 

future ones as well. 

Be this as it may, even if "oughtll implies "can" (as 

Hume puts it) or "ought not" implies "might not" (as Kant 

puts it), what follows is not that one cannot morally criti

cize or condemn an unalterable state of affairs but only 

that in so doing one is making an aretaic judgment (i.e., a 

judgment of moral worth) as opposed to a deontic judgment 

(i.e., a judgment of moral obligation). We obviously cannot 

be obligated to change what cannot be changed but we can 

judge a situation as morally good or bad, better or worse -

at least in comparison to other logically possible worlds. 

These distinctions seem to lead to the conclusion 

that the Marxist (or anyone else, for that matter) need not 

morally approve or disapprove of a society just because it 
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is historically inevitable (which, perhaps, none are), but 

if he or she makes a deontic judgment that some society or 

other ought to exist (a judgment which presumably entails 

certain obligations), then in order not to violate the 

"ought" implies "can" maxim, the society in question must be 

historically possible. Conversely, to make the judgment that 

a particular society ought not exist, it must be possible 

for the society in question not to exist. Thus, if Robert 

Nozick were secretly convinced that some sort of post

capitalist society (state-socialist, socialist, or commu

nist) is inevitable then even though he can make the aretaic 

judgment that it is not good that such a society come about, 

he can not -- on pain of violating the negative version of 

the "ought" implies "can" maxim -- make the deontic judgment 

that it ought not to come in to being or that we ought to 

prevent it from coming in to being. 

Furthermore, to be clear as to whether one is viola

ting this maxim or not one must make clear whether one is 

claiming that a particular society is possible in the pre

sent historical epoch or only in some future historical 

epoch. Thus, if Spartacus had conceived of Marx~s vision of 

communism in 70 A.D. (which, of course, he couldn't have 

done) and proclaimed that communism ought to exist he would 

be violating the maxim in the first case but not in the 

second. Naturally, some of the most important political 

disagreements we can have will be disagreements over pre-
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cisely this issue, i.e., whether or not a particular sort of 

society is possible and, if so, whether it is possible in 

this historical epoch or only in some future historical 

epoch. Thus, given the Marxist's perspective, the claim that 

we ought to have a world-wide federation of democratic, 

self-managing socialist societies in this historical epoch 

does not constitute a violation of Hume's maxim since, on 

the Marxist's view, it is possible to have such a society in 

this historical epoch. On the other hand, given the anti

Marxist perspective that it is impossible to have such a 

society in this or any other historical epoch, this moral 

judgment does constitute such a violation. That Hume's maxim 

is violated is, of course, not the important issue here. The 

important issue is the empirical, theoretical disagreement 

over whether or not such a society is historically possible. 

The answer to this question determines radically different 

sets of social and political obligations. 

Before we take up Marx's critique of justice, how

ever, there are two more issues having to do with the rela

tion between Marxism and morality we must first resolve: 

namely, (1) the claim that morality is ideology and, there

fore, must be repudiated and (2) the claim that Marx's 

social theory commits those accepting it to one form or 

another of moral relativism and that, therefore, Marxists 

cannot claim any sort of objectivity for their moral views 

or normative political positions. 



CHAPTER 8 

MORALITY AND IDEOLOGY 

A paradox in Marx's thought (and for Marxism in 

general) is that while Marx's writings .abound in moral 

judgments (i.e., in commendations, condemnations, prescrip

tions, etc., made on the basis of a concern for human ill 

and well-being), they contain, at the same time, the claim 

that morality is ideology or, to say the same thing slightly 

differently, that morality is ideological. In the present 

chapter I shall first distinguish between a global and non

global concept of ideology and then attempt a detailed 

analysis of Marx's non-global (critical) conception of ide

ology in order to ascertain whether or not morality (i.e., 

all moral judgments, principles, theories, etc.) turns out 

on his criteria -- to be ideological. Finally, I shall 

explore ~arx's objections to morality which seem to have led 

him to view all morality as ideological (in the non-global, 

critical sense of the term) and seek to ascertain if such 

moral theories as those of Robert Nozick and John Rawls turn 

out to be ideological on the (reconstructed) Marxist concept 

of ideology. 
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Global and Non-Global Conceptions of Morality 

To claim that morality is ideology is one thing; to 

say exactly what this comes to is something else again. On 

most interpretations of the Marxist concept of ideology, to 

say of some X that it is ideological is to impute to it the 

characteristic of being somehow illegitimate and constitutes 

at least a prima facie case for the conclusion that is 

cannot be part of a true theory or of an adequate world

view. Beyond this point, however, things are less clear. 

There are an almost bewildering number of different charac

teristics attributed to ideology, all of which -- supposedly 

-- account for the fact that every X that is ideological is, 

ipso fact, somehow illegitimate and ought to be eliminated 

from or not admitted to one's theory or world-view. 

In the writings of Marx and Engels -- as well as the 

writings of later Marxists one finds the following fea

tures of theories or sets or ideas spoken of as defining 

characteristics of ideology, i.e., as the necessary and 

sufficient conditions a theory of set of ideas must fulfill 

in order to be properly labeled "ideology" or "ideological": 

that it (1) generated within a class society or by a member 

of a class or social group which is generally sympathetic 

to the ruling class and/or the social status quo; that it is 
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(2) unscientific, (3) illusory, (4) an inverted ("upside-

down" or "topsy-turvy") representation of reality, (5) a 

result or component of "false consciousness," (6) systemati-

cally misleading, (7) socially mystifying; that it (8) re-

presents the interests of a ruling class as the common 

interest of soc(9) serves to justify the social status 

quo and/or the interests of a ruling class, and (10) func-

tions to maintain the social status quo and/or defend the 

interests of a ruling class. 

The fact that Marxists and other writers are divided 

on the question of which of these characteristics are defin

ing (or "essential") characteristics of ideology, together 

with the fact that a similar ambiguity plagues the term 

"morality" in the literature, makes the claim that morality 

is ideology a most troublesome one. The object of this 

chapter is to determine, on the supposition that Marxist 

empirical thevry is basically correct, whether or not this 

claim is true. Obviously, such a determination will involve 

an examination and, possibly, a rational reconstruction of 

the Marxist concept of ideology and a similar (if not as 

detailed) analysis of the concept of morality.* 

* Though some would object to this strategy of 
conceptual analysis and, especially, to the procedure of 
attempting to elicit the defining characteristics of an X on 
methodological or epistemological grounds, I can only say 
that whatever it is that philosophers do when they engage in 
conceptual analysis -- whether it really is discovering the 
defining characteristics of an X or merely recommending 
certain changes in our belief system (as Quine suggests) --
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Notice that, on the assumption that "X is ideologi-

cal" entails "X is somehow illegitimate and ought to be 

eliminated from or not admitted .to one's theory or world-

view," the claim that morality is ideology (or ideological) 

has quite significant consequences for Marxism. If it is 

true it necessitates that morality as a whole, i.e., all 

moral judgments, principles, theories, and codes even 

moral discourse itself -- be given up, repudiated, elimi-

nated from the Marxist (or any adequate) world-view. If 

this is the case then it becomes impossible for the Marxist 

to condemn capitalism on grounds, say, that it perpetuates 

poverty, war, and other major social problems and, thus, 

perpetuates human misery or that it restricts human freedom, 

curtails human self-actualization, and makes the attainment 

of genuine human community and solidarity impossible. Simi-

larly, it becomes impossible for the Marxist to commend or 

prescribe socialism and/or communism on grounds that these 

forms of society will eliminate poverty, war and other major 

social problems, expand the boundaries of human freedom, be 

conducive to human self-actualization and the development of 

human culture, and make the attainment of real human commu-

nity and solidarity a genuine possibility. It would become 

it does help to refine and systematize our theories and 
world-views and is, thus, a legitimate and valuable 
enterprise. Such questions as whether concepts really exist 
and whether one can really ascertain the defining character
istics of an X are beyond the purview of ~~is essay. 
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impossible for the Marxist consistently to make these 

claims for the simple reason that they are moral claims, 

i.e., claims which primarily function to evaluate and pre-

scribe rather than describe or explain, which are universal-

izable in the sense that they must be taken to apply to all 

persons and situations which are relatively similar, and 

which are based on considerations of human ill and well-

being (in the broadest sense of these terms).* 

Some Marxists have just bitten the bullet at this 

point and accepted the consequences. But, as seen in 

previous chapters, this extreme position is neither in 

accord with the ethic of human freedom, community, and self-

fulfillment implicit in Marx's writings nor with Marxist 

practice. Marxist political practice does not rely simply on 

predicting the abolition of capitalism and the advent of 

socialism and/or communism nor in explaining how and why 

this is bound (or at least extremely likely) to occur; nor, 

even, does it rely solely on the above propositions plus 

appeals to the self-interest of workers and other oppressed 

segments of the population. Marxists, in addition to all of 

the above, also appeal to workers (and to people ,in general) 

on the basis that socialism is better (i.e., morally better) 

* The clause "in the broadest sense of these terms" 
is added in order to make clear that I am not here prejudg
ing the case in favor of utilitarian or consequentialist as 
opposed to the deontological or mixied deontological moral 
theories. As is made clear in Chapters 2 through 5, on my 
interpetation of Marx he is a mixed deontologist. 
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than capitalism: on the basis, for example, that it promotes 

freedom, community, self-actualization, and human well-being 

in general better than any form of capitalism or, for that 

matter, any form of state-socialism, does or can. 

The correct way out of this paradox of Marxist 

ethics, I shall argue, is to reject the claim that morality 

(as a whole) is ideology in the negatively critical sense of 

this term. It is my contention that a correct understanding 

(or interpretation) of the concepts of ideology and morality 

will make it clear that such is not the case. The claim that 

morality (as a whole) is ideology (or ideological) gains 

credence, I shall attempt to show, only when one is operat

ing with muddled or bogus concepts or morality and/or ide

ology. 

Before taking up the matter of deciding which among 

our several candidate characteristics (if any) are defining 

characteristics of ideology, it is important to distinguish 

between what I shall call the global conception of ideology 

and the non-global conception, both of which are to be found 

in the writings of Marx and other Marxists though they, 

unfortunately, do not generally distinguish between them. 

Briefly stated, the difference between these two conceptions 

is twofold: (1) the global conception is wider in its appli

cation than the non-global and (2) the global conception is 

used as a purely descriptive expression while the non-global 

conception is used as a (negatively) evaluative expression. 
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Plamenatz is describing the global conception of 

ideology as found in the writings of Marx and Engels when he 

states: "Sometimes, when they speak of ideology, they seem 

to have in mind the entire system of ideas which men use to 

describe the world and to express their standards, feelings, 

and purposes. This is so when Marx and Engels are most self-

consciously materialistic, when they are concerned to show 
1 

how men come to have ideas at all." This conception of 

ideology is so general as to label all the contents of human 

belief and value systems "ideology." Unlike the more narrow, 

non-global conception of ideology, it denotes both ideas and 

theories concerning non-human events and affairs as well as 

ideas and theories concerning specifically human (or "so-

cial") affairs; it denotes true theories and perspicuous 

views as well as theories which are false and views which 

are misleading or inperspicuous; it denotes views and theo-

ries which promote social progress as well as views and 

theories that militate against human well-being. 

This distinction between the global and non-global 

conceptions of ideology is, oddly enough, brought to the 

fore by the term's adjectival form. Whereas the nominal form 

-- "ideology" serves indiscriminately to denote either 

(1) any general set of ideas and/or values (the global 

conception) or (2) some set of ideas and/or values which we 

wish to indict on one ground or another (the non-global 

conception), the adjectival form -- "Ideological" -- auto-



325 

matically communicates the fact that some sort of negative 

assesment is being made. 

The fact that the terms "ideology" and "ideological" 

differ in this respect has often puzzled people. Once one 

distinguishes between the global and non-global senses of 

the term "~deology," the puzzle disappears. The term "ide

ological" is the adjectival form of "ideology" in the non

global (critical) sense, and thus conveys that a negative 

assessment of some sort is being made. The global sense of 

"ideology" has no such adjectival form. Thus, though Classi

cal Liberalism and Marxism are both ideologies on the global 

conception of ideology, Classical Liberalism is ideological 

and Marxism is not -- at least, that is, if we assume Marx

ist empirical theory to be basically correct. On' this 

assumption, though Classical Liberalism can properly be 

characterized as ideological, Marxism cannot be socharac

terized. The point is simply that we cannot properly call a 

system of ideas and/or values of which we intend no criti-

cism "ideological," even though this system of ideas 

values can be properly referred to as "id~ology" 

global sense. 

and/or 

in the 

In deciding the issue of whether or not morality is 

a form of ideology, I shall be concerned only with ideology 

in the narrow, non-global sense for the simple reason that 

the claim that morality is ideology is significant only if 

the term "ideology" is being used in this sense. For if it 
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is being used in the global, non-critical sense the sense 

in which any set of ideas and/or values can be properly 

described as an ideology the claim that morality is 

ideology is trivially true and thoroughly uninteresting. The 

philosophically interesting claim is that morality is ide-

ology in the non-global, critical sense of the term. This is 

the claim being made by Marxists and others when they are 

attacking morality as a form of ideology. Conflating these 

two senses of the term has, of course, engendered confusion, 

not least of all in the works of Marx and Engels. 

* To make matters even worse, a third concept of 
ideology can be found in the literature, a concept on which 
ideology is defined as normative or practical discourse, 
claims, or theories. On this concept of ideology, ideology 
cannot be part of a causal theory but can be and, indeed, of 
necessity is part of an adequate over-all world-view. This 
concept is the basis for Louis Althusser's claim in "Marxism 
and Humanism" that humanism (as a system of values) is 
ideology and, thus, must be expunged from historical 
materialism though it can be accepted as the "ideology" of 
the worker's movement. For an analysis of Althusseur's views 
on this matter see Chapter 6 of the present work, pp. 231-
233. 



The Marxist Concept of Ideology 

There are three major positions taken on the issue 

of morality and ideology in recent and contemporary philo

sophical literature, to wit: 

1. morality is ideology and, therefore, must be 
repudiated, 

2. morality is ideology but need not be repu
diated, and 

3. morality is not ideology and, therefore, need 
not be repudiated. 

It would seem possible to elimnate perfunctorily the second 

position from the competition and concentrate our attention 

on the first and third. This is so because it would seem 

possible to make sense of the second position only on the 

condition that the global, non-critical conception of ideol-

ogy is being employed. If the non-global, critical concep-

tion of ideology is being utilized, the statement is neces-

sarily false. Since "X is ideological" entails, on its non-

global meaning, "X is illegitimate and, therefore, ought to 

be repudiated," the statement "morality is ideology but need 

not be repudiated" would corne to the necessarily false 

statement "morality is illegitimate and ought to be repu-

diated, but it need not be repudiated."* 

* Kai Nielsen in his essay, "Marxism, Ideology, and 
Moral Philosophy," (Social Theory and Practice, vol. 6 
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Lest it be thought that this objection to position 

two can be circumvented by claiming that the Marxist might 

mean by this only that morality must be eliminated from 

Marxist empirical (i.e., scientific) theory but not neces-

sarily from the Marxist world-view as a whole -- a position 

taken by Althusser and many other Marxists -- one need only 

realize that if this is what one is claiming then one is not 

claiming that morality is ideology, for to claim "X is 

ideological" entails on the analysis offered here, "X ought 

to be eliminated from one's world-view" and not just "X 

ought to be eliminated from one's empirical theories." Why 

this should be so becomes clear if one assumes, as will be 

argued here,_ that the defining characteristic of ideology is 

the functional characteristic, viz., the characteristic that 

ideology functions to maintain the social status quo and/or 

defend the interests of a ruling class. If this is true, 

then it is clear that both the empirical-theoretical compo-

(1980), tentatively endorses position 2 -- morality is ideo
logy but need not be repudiated -- by (apparently) holding 
that "X is ideology" establishes only a prima facie case in 
favor of eliminating X from one's theory or world-view, a 
case which may be overridden by other considerations. 

Though I readily admit this way of con$truing the 
concept of ideology is not totally implausible, it is not, I 
think, the best way to go ... especially since I am not 
convinced that all moral ideologies (in the global sense of 
the term) are "touched by the distortion" that reflecting 
class interests (supposedly) involves. At any rate, Nielsen 
has since given up this tentative defense of position 2 in 
favor of position 3. His new position is recorded in his 
essay "Justice and Ideology: Justice as Ideology," Windsor 
Yearbook of Access to Justice (1981). See also pp. 244-245 
and pp. 278-279 of the present work. 
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nent and the evaluative or normative component of a world-

view can be ideological because it is clear that views taken 

from either of these components can perform this function. 

Therefore, those wishing to maintain that morality must be 

eliminated from Marxist empirical theory but need not be 

eliminated from the Marxist world-view as a whole are not 

proponents of the second position but of the third. 

Since we are interested only in those claims about 

the issue of morality and ideology which utilize the non-

global, critical conception of morality, we are faced with 

choosing between the first and third positions. The first 

position -- that morality, as such, is ideology and therefore 

ought to be repudiated -- is the position taken by Marx and 

Engels, by their more orthodox followers, and, in the recent 

and contemporary philosophical literature, by (among others) 

Lewis Feuer, Donald Clark Hodges, Andrew Collier, and 

Anthony Skillen. I shall refer to this position as the 

orthodox Marxist position.* 

The third position that morality is not ideology 

and therefore need not, as a whole, be repudiated though 

not often defended by Marxists in its explicit form, can be 

expected to find favor among those Marxists and left-leaning 

philosophers who are concerned to argue for a Marxist ethic 

or from the position of a Marxist ethic or Marxist moral and 

* See the first and third sections of Chapter 6 of the 
present work. 
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social theory to other (e.g., practical or political) con-

clusions. 

Most arguments for the orthodox Marxist position are 

of the form: 

1. X is the defining characteristic of ideology, 

2. morality (i.e., all moral concepts, principles, 
theories, codes, etc.) has characteristic X, 
therefore, ---- ._- - .. 

3. morality is ideology. 

On the assumption that the non-global, critical 

conception of ideology is being used, we could then conclude 

that morality must be eliminated from or refused entry into 

oneis world-view (if that world-view is not to be judged 

inadequate) • I should like to argue, however, that in all 

such arguments either the first or second premise is false 

and the argument is therefore unsound. 

A classic example of an argument of this form with a 

false first premise appears in Lewis S. Feuer's "Ethical 

Theories and Historical Materialism." Feuer first quotes 

Engels' statement that "ideology is a process accomplished 

by the so-called thinker consciously, indeed, but with a 

false consciousness. The real motives impelling him remain 

unknown to him otherwise it would not be an ideological 
2 

process at all," and uses it as a definition of ideology. 

He then gives the Freudian analysis of the function of 

ethical terms -- i.e., of morality -- quoted in Chapter 6 
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of the present work* and concludes that all ethical theories 

and views are ideological. 

It is important to bear in mind the social psychol
ogy of ethical terms because we are thus enabled to 
unaerstand the ideological character of ethical 
theories •.•• such theories are elaborated within a 
"false consciousness," •.• they are propounded with 
an ignorance as to the underlying motives •••• 3 

Though Feuer hints at another characteristic which 

might be defining of ideology when he speaks of "ethical 

terms" being "vehicles of social manipulation," the main 

thrust of his analysis of ideology is that being a result of 

"false consciousness," on Engels' and Feuer's definition, 

it is only necessary that one should be ignorant of the 

underlying motives one has for having accepted it. Adopting 

a Freudian analysis of the inculcation of mores or moral 

values Feuer argues, in short: 

1. Being a result of false consciousness is the 
defining characteristic of ideology. 

2. Morality ("ethical theory") has the characteris
tic of being a result of false consciousness, 
therefore, 

3. morality is ideology. 

But this argument is unsound. Being a result of 

"false consciousness" is not the defining characteristic of 

ideology. To say a characteristic is the defining charac-

teristic of an X is to say that it constitutes the necessary 

and sufficient conditions something must fulfill in order to 

* See p. 240. 
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be properly labeled an X. But being a result of "false 

consciousness" is neither a necessary nor a sufficient con-

dition for something being properly labeled "ideology" (or 

"ideological"). It is not a necessary condition because 

some views or theories are ideological even though they lack 

this characteristic. Since the Freudian theory of inculca

tion is primarily concerned with evaluative attitudes rather 

than factual beliefs, any descriptive-explanatory view or 

theory which is ideological (for example, 'vulgar' economic 

theory) seemingly would lack this characteristic. 

Furthermore, it is at least logically possible that 

a person should be perfectly cognizant of all the underlying 

motives and psychological factors that cause him to accept a 

certain set of mores or moral values so that it could not be 

said they were the result of 'false consciousness' and yet 

for this set of mores or moral values to be ideological. 

This set of values would still be ideological -- at least on 

the Marxist view -- if it was the same as or similar to, 

say, Classical Liberalism, Burkeian Conservatism, or the 

'moral' ideology of fascism all of which function to 

preserve the social status quo and defend the interests of 

the ruling class in capitalist society. 

Nor is "being a result of false consciousness" a 

sufficient condition for an X being properly labeled "ide

ology." There are views which have this characteristic but 
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which seem, nevertheless, not to be ideological; for exam

ple, the view that property rights are not as important from 

the moral point of view as people's basic well-being (e.g., 

sustenance) and that, therefore, if the two are (in the 

real world) incompatible, the former consideration must give 

way to the latter. Even if it were a result of "false con-

sciousness" this view is not ideological. It is not ideo-

logical, I suggest, because it does not function to maintain 

the social status quo and/or defend the interests of the 

ruling -- in this case, capitalist -- class. 

Similarly, all of the other characteristics 

ously listed except for the last -- are not 

previ

defining 

characteristics of ideology because it is possible in each 

case to produce counter-examples to either the claim that 

the characteristic is a necessary condition for something 

being properly labeled ideological or to the claim that the 

characteristic is a sufficient condition for something being 

properly labeled ideological. The last characteristic list

ed the characteristic that X functions to maintain the 

social status quo and/or defend the interest of the ruling 

class -- is, I contend, the defining characteristic of the 

Marxist concept of ideology or, at any rate, a good first 

approximation of it. The rest of the characteristics or, at 

least, those which prove viable at all are merely ways in 

which ideas, theories, or views generally fulfill the 
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function of maintaining the social status quo and/or defend

ing the interests of the ruling class. 

For purposes of analysis we can group characteris

tics 1 through 9 -- as listed above -- into three sets. The 

first set consists only of characteristic 1. This charac

teristic is the least viable of any of the proposed defining 

characteristics of ideology and the easiest to eliminate 

from serious consideration. It can even be eliminated as a 

way in which ideas and theories are generally ideological, 

i.e., as a cause of ideas and theories being ideological. 

The second set is composed of characteristics 2 through 7. 

These characteristics represent ways in which descriptive

explanatory ideas or theories (as opposed to evaluative 

ideas or theories) go wrong and, as a consequence, tend to 

lead away from a correct understanding of human beings and 

their societies and, thus, away from effective political 

action and, thus, function to maintain the social status 

quo. 

The first characteristic -- that X be generated 

within a certain class society or historical epoch or by a 

member of the ruling class or a member of a class or social 

group which is generally sympathetic to the ruling class 

and/or the social status quo -- translates into the proposi

tion that "an X is ideological if and only if it meets one 

of these conditions." The fact is, however, that these 

conditions are neither necessary nor sufficient for an X 
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being ideological and, thus, this characteristic is not a 

defining characteristic. 

The thought behind the first part of this charac

teristic is that the ideas or theories generated within a 

particular class society or historical epoch will bear the 

mark of that society or epoch and will be supportive of the 

existing status quo. Though Marx does sometimes speak 

loosely about such connections (especially when on the glo

bal conception of ideology) he recognizes the fact that not 

all ideas and theories a given society or historical 

produces are supportive of the social status quo. 

epoch 

The 

"communist consciousness" which, according to Marx, is pro

duced among the working class or at least some of its mem

bers (and even among members of other classes "through 

the contemplation of this class"), together with his own 

theory and view of society (which, in part, embodies this 

"communist consciousness") provide at least for the 

Marxist conclusive counter-examples to the thesis that 

all theories and views generated within a particular class 

society or historical epoch are supportive of the existing 

social statue quo. 

The second part of this characteristic is no more 

plausible than the first. Though there is certainly an 

empirical trend that views and theories produced, accepted, 

and supported by the ruling class and by other "sympathetic" 
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classes and social groups* be supportive of that ruling 

class and the social status quo there is always a minority 

of theoreticians from these classes whose theories and views 

do not support the social status quo. Again classical 

Marxism affords a perfect example: among its progenitors 

Engels was, on Marx's structural criteria of class and class 

membership, a member of the middle bourgeoisie and Marx, 

Lenin, Luxemburg, and Trotsky were all from petty bourgeois 

or middle 'class' backgrounds. Nevertheless, their theories 

and views do not function to maintain the social status quo 

or defend the interests of the ruling class. Characteristic 

1 is neither a defining characteristic of ideology nor even 

a characteristic cause of theories being ideological. 

Our second set of characteristics (2 through 7) is 

more important to our analysis. Though some of these char-

acteristics are more useful or perspicacious than others, 

they all represent ways in which a theory or view can have 

epistemic failings and, for this reason, be ideological. 

The presupposition here is that there is a strong tendency 

for descriptive-explanatory theories or views concerning our 

* By "sympathetic classes and social groups," I 
have in mind classes and groups which are relatively privi
leged in a society and whose privileges are more or less 
tied up with the social status quo and, thus, the interests 
of the ruling class. In feudal society, the clergy is an 
example of such a sympathetic social group. In contemporary 
capitalist societies, the better-off segments of the petty 
bourgeois (i.e., small businessmen), the power elite, and 
the professional 'classes' generally constitute such sympa
thetic classes or groups. 
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social world which are false or misleading to serve the 

interests of the ruling class and/or function to maintain 

the social status quo. 

However, the fact that X is false or misleading is 

not absolute proof that X is ideological. In order to 

fulfill the function of maintaining the social status quo 

and/or defending the interests of the ruling class X must 

be importantly misleading; it must either directly or indi

rectly have a significant impact on social and political 

circumstances. A perfect example of a descriptive-explana-

tory view about our social world which is false but not 

importantly misleading is the 'vulgar'interpretation of the 

labor theory of value, namely, the proposition that the 

exchange value of a commodity (i.e., the price of a commod-

ity in equilibrium market conditions) is determined by the 

amount of human labor which went into its production. This 

proposition is false according t'o Marx and other proponents 

of the labor theory of value.* It is not ideological be-

cause it does not meet the requirement of functioning to 

maintain the social status quo and/or defend the interests 

* The Marxist view, of course, is that it is the 
socially necessary labor time (at any particular time in the 
development of society's productive forces) which determines 
the price of a commodity in market equilibrium conditions 
and, thus, its value. But even this technical thesis of the 
labor theory of value has come under heavy attack by Marx
ists as well as non-Marxists. See G. A. Cohen, "The Labor 
Theory of Value and the Concept of Exploitation," Philoso
phy and Public Affairs, vol. 8 1 no. 4 (Fall 1979). See also 
pp. 137-139 of the present work. 
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of the ruling class. The wide acceptance of this proposi-

tion in a capitalist society, in fact, may even function to 

destabilize the social status quo and work against the 

interests of the ruling class. 

For the Marxist, paradigmatic examples of a descriptive

explanatory theory or view being ideological on account of its 

epistemic features (i.e., on account of the fact that it is false 

and/or misleading) include: 

1. religious and 'philosophical' (e.g., Hegelian) 
world-views which misrepresent our social world and 
the ways in which it is and can be changed, 

2. theories and propositions concerning society, 
history, human nature, etc., which are importantly 
misleading, for example: 

a. 'bourgeois' economic theory or, at least, 
those 'bourgeois' econom~c theories which 
manifest what Marx called the fetishism of 
capital (the claim that the investment of 
capital ~ capitalists is a necessary condi
tion for carrying out production in an indus
trialized society); 

b. the interest group/power politics theories 
which deny that the Marxist class analysis of 
society has any validity at all; 

c. the claim that the state in capitalist socie
ties functions as a neutral arbitrator between 
socioeconomic classes; 

d. the claim that virtually anyone with a modicum 
of intelligence can make a 'success' of them
selves in a capitalist society if they have 
enough initiative and drive (the Horatio Alger 
myth) • 

If Marxist empirical theory is basically correct all 

of these theories or views are false and, more importantly, 

misleading and -- to the extent they are accepted can 
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be expected to function to maintain the social (capitalist) 

status quo and (though perhaps unintentionally) to defend 

the interests of the ruling (capitalist) class. 

Of this set of characteristics (i.e., characteris

tics 2 through 7), the two worthy of special note are the 

sixth and seventh, viz., the characteristic of being system

atically misleading and of being socially mystifying. These 

characteristics represent the two sorts of ideology Marx was 

most concerned to combat in his writings. The characteris

tic of being systematically misleading is especially appli

cable to religious and 'philosophical' conceptions of man

in-society or man-in-the-world. Such theories or views not 

only radically misjudge human nature and mislocate the 

springs of social and political action but also eschew the 

scientific, empirical approach to theory and practice, an 

approach shared by Marxists and 'bourgeois' social scien

tists and theorists alike. 

Among those theories and views which are in this 

broad sense. 'scientific' -- and, thus, not systematically 

misleading, though they may still be importantly misleading 

Marx recognized as ideological both theories which are 

socially mystifying and theories which are importantly mis

leading but not socially mystifying. Socially mystifying 

theories or views are theories or views which hide the real 

nature of social relations within a society by cloaking them 

with a misleading or 'mystifying' surface description or 
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explanation of social phenomena. The fetishism of money and 

commodities which, according to Marx, cloaks the fact that 

labor is the sole creator of exchange value and the fetish-

ism of capital, which cloaks the fact that the capitalist 

class extracts unpaid labor from the working class in the 

form of surplus value, are, of course, the paradigmatic 

examples of theories or views which are socially mysti-

fying.* By hiding the real nature of social relations 

within a society such theories and views obscure the vision 

that 'subordinate' or 'ruled' or 'exploited' classes have of 

what is in their own self-interest, stop up the springs of 

social and political action on the part of these classes, 

and thus function to maintain the social status quo and 

defend the interests of the ruling (capitalist) class. 

Of our second set of characteristics, systematically 

misleading and socially mystifying though not defining 

characteristics of the concept of ideology indicate the 

major ways in which, on Marxist theory, a descriptive-

explanatory theory or view can be ideological. The rest of 

the characteristics can either be discarded completely as 

* See Marx' chapter on the fetishism of money and 
commodities in Capital, volume 1 and his chapter on the 
Trinity Formula in Capital, volume 3. See also Norman 
Geras, "Essence and Appearance: Aspects of Fetishism in 
Marx's Capital," New Left Review 65 (1971); John Mepham, 
"The Theory of Ideology in Capital," Radical PhilosophX 2 
(1972); John Maguire, "Marx on Ideology, Power and Force," 
Theory and Decision, vol. 7 (1976); and Chapter 5 of G. A. 
Cohen, Karl Marx's Theory of History: A Defense, Princeton 
University Press, Princeton, N.J., 1978. 
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not even good candidates for the ways in which desQriptive-

explanatory theories can be ideological or subsumed under 

the two above-named characteristics. 

As our earlier discussion of 'false consciousness' 

in the context of Lewis Feuer's argument for the proposition 

that morality is ideology should have indicated, the charac-

teristic of "being a result or component of false conscious-

ness" (characteristic 5) is neither a defining characteris-

tic of ideology nor an important way in which theories and 

views can be ideological. Being a result of 'false con-

sciousness,' in the Freudian or quasi-Freudian sense Feuer 

and others intend, is not a good indication that a theory or 

view is ideological because all moral theories and views or, 

at any rate, the moral values or evaluative attitudes which 

underlie them, are a result of 'false consciousness' in this 

sense but yet a great many of them do not support the social 

status quo. Some systems of moral values and principles 

such as that which is implicit in Marx's writings and even, 

I would argue, the core of Rawls' theory of social justice* 

actually function to promote the cause of socialism: at 

* By Rawls' "core moral theory," I mean to desig
nate his basic moral assumptions -- e.g., that human auton
omy is the paramount value and that the Kantian conception 
of human beings as free and equal persons requires a pre
sumption in favor of equality in all senses unless good 
moral reasons can be found to deviate from such equality 
as well as his material principles of social justice: (1) 
maximum equal liberty, (2) equal opportunity, and (3) the 
maximin principle (i.e., that social inequalities are to be 
allowed if and only if they benefit the least advantaged. 
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least when combined with Marxist empirical theory of society 

and analysis of capitalism. 

Being a component of "false consciousness" is no 

more a sign that a theory or view is ideological than being 

a result of "false consciousness." In fact, for Marx and 

Engels -- for whom the term "false consciousness" had no 

Freudian connotations -- to say that a theory or view is a 

component of "false consciousness" is to say no more than 

that it is wrong or false. 

Characteristic 2 that of being unscientific 

is, at first glance, a more viable candidate for the impor

tant ways in which a theory or view can be ideological, but 

it too must be rejected. The problem here is that the term 

"scientific" is often used in a peculiar way by Marxists to 

mean, approximately, "that which is in agreement with Marx

ism" or "that which is in agreement with my (or our) inter

pretation of Marxism." If this persuasive definition is 

being used then the proposition "X is unscientific" is 

roughly equivalent to the proposition "X is not in agreement 

with Marxism," a most uninteresting claim. 

On the broader definition of 'scientific' as that 

which is based on or in accordance with the principles and 

methods of science where "the principles and methods of 

science" will be interpreted as having primarily to do with 

a reliance on empirical evidence as the basis for confirming 

or, more realistically, disconfirming theories and proposi-
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tions but not interpreted so narrowly as to rule out all 

systematic theory concerning man's social world on the basis 

that it is not directly testable or easily falsifiable 

it must be allowed that a considerable number of theories 

which are ideological are also scientific. On the above 

definition of 'scientific' and on the assumption that Marx

ist empirical theory is basically correct, it is the 

case that most systematic theories found in 'bourgeois' 

social science are ideological (because they are false and, 

more importantly, seriously misleading) but, nevertheless, 

scientific. More to the point, on this definition of 'sci

entific,' to say that X is unscientific is to say that X is 

a descriptive-explanatory theory or view which lies outside 

the bounds of rational empirical investigation and confirma

tion and this can best be subsumed under the characteristic 

of being systematicallly misleading. 

Similarly, to the extent they are useful at all, the 

characteristics of being illusory (characteristic 3) and 

being an inverted representation of reality (characteristic 

4) can be subsumed under either the characteristic of being 

systematically misleading or the characteristic of being 

socially mystifying. 

When Marx is speaking of religious and 'philosophi

cal' illusion and, in particular, when he is polernicizing 

against the Hegelian and neo-Hegelian world-view or theory 

of history, the characteristic of being illusory is best 
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subsumed under the characteristic of being systematically 

misleading. When he is speaking of political illusion or of 

illusion in the realm of the social sciences, the character-

istic of being illusory is best subsumed under the charac-

teristic of being socially mystifying. 

That Marx distinguishes between these two basic 

sorts of illusion is borne out in The German Ideology: 

"While the French and the English at least hold by the 

political illusion, which is moderately close to reality, 

the Germans move in the realm of 'pure spirit,' and make 
4 

religious illusion the driving force of history." 

Such illusory and systematically misleading theories 

as the historical theory of the Hegelians tend to function 

to maintain the social status quo and/or defend the inter-

ests of the ruling class, because seeing history as deter-

mined in accord with the (Hegelian) Idea or in accord with 

peoples' ideas or consciousness not only obscures the truth 

of social and political processes but leads to the conserva-

tive and misleading strategy of improving human conscious-

ness in order to improve the human condition: 

The Old Hegelians had comprehended everything as 
soon as it was reduced to an Hegelian logical cate
gory. The Young Hegelians criticized everything by 
attributing to it religious conceptions or by pro
nouncing it a theological matter. The Young Hege
lians are in agreement with the Old Hegelians in 
their belief in the rule of religion, of concepts, 
of an abstract general principle in the existing 
world. Only, the one party attacks this dominion as 
usurpation, while the other extols it as legitimate. 

Since the Young Hegelians consider conceptions, 



thought, ideas in fact all the products of con
sciousness, to which they attribute an independent 
existence, as the real chains of men (just as Old 
Hegelians declared them the true bonds of human 
society) it is evident that the Young Hegelians have 
to fight only against these illusions of the con
sciousness. Since, according to their fantasy, the 
relationships of men, all their doings, their 
chains, and their limitations are products of their 
consciousness, the Young Hegelians logically put to 
men the moral postulate of exchanging their pres
ent consciousness for human, critical or egoistic 
consciousness, and thus of removing their limita
tions. This demand to change consciousness amounts 
to a demand to interpret reality in another way, 
i.e., to accept it by means of another interpreta
tion. The Young Hegelian ideologists, in spite of 
their allegedly "world-shattering" statements, are 
the staunchest conservatives. 5 
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When Marx uses "illusion" language in talking about 

bourgeois economic and sociological theory, the characteris-

tic of being illusory is best subsumed under the character-

istic of being socially mystifying. Speaking of the fetish-

ism of capital, Marx speaks of the "complete mystification 

of the capitalist mode of production • this false ap-

pearance and illusion" and "the world of illusion" from 

which even the classical bourgeois economists such as Smith 
6 

and Ricardo could not escape. 

It should be noted here that this form of ideology 

the mystification of social relations -- is for Marx, 

the most pernicious form. It is the most pernicious form 

because, on Marx's view, it is the most difficult to "see 

through." 

To sum up our assessment of the second set of char-

acteristics (characteristics 2 through 7), we can state that 
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(1) they all involve epistemic failings of descriptive

explanatory theories or views which, purportedly, make such 

theories or views ideological, (2) none is a defining char-

acteristic of ideology, and (3) only two - the characteris-

tics of being systematically misleading and socially mysti-

fying -- are important ways in which a theory or view can be 

ideological. 

Our last set of characteristics -- characteristics 8 

and 9 represent ways in which evaluative theories or 

views can be ideological. Characteristic 8 -- the charac-

teristic that a theory or view represents the interests of 

the ruling class as the common interest -- has its genesis 

in Marx's remark that 

each new class which puts itself in place of one 
ruling before it, is compelled, merely in order to 
carry through its aim, to represent its interests as 
the common interest of all the members of the soci
ety, put in an ideal form; it will give its ideas 
the form of universality, and represent them as the 
only rational, universally valid ones. 7 

Since there are many theories and views which lack 

this characteristic but are, nevertheless, ideological, this 

characteristic is not a defining characteristic. It is, in 

fact, but a specific form of characteristic 9, -the charac-

teristic of justifying the social status quo and/or the 

interests of the ruling class. This characteristic is, I 

submit, a third major way in which theories or views can be 

ideological. Whereas the characteristic of being systemati

cally misleading and socially mystifying are major ways in 
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which a descriptive-explanatory theory or, better, the de

scriptive-explanatory component of a theory or view can 

function as ideology. 

Besides a theory or view representing the interests 

of the ruling class as the common interest of society -- of 

which the claim often made in capitalist society that the 

institution of private property is in everyone's interest is 

a good example -- there are many other ways in which a 

theory or view can justify the social status quo and/or the 

interests of the ruling class. Such justifications can ap

peal either to prudential considerations (i.e., considera

tions of self-interest) or to moral considerations. The 

claim that the interests of the ruling class are the common 

interests of society is a factual claim which, if accepted 

as true, functions to get people to accept that society as 

'justified' at least so far as judging the prudential 

point of view. This judgment may, of course, be taken as 

grounds for judging a particular society morally justified 

as well, but its primary thrust is based on considerations 

of self-interest. 

Theories or views which provide moral justification 

for the capitalist social status quo and/or the interests of 

the ruling capitalist class are multitudinous. The paradigm 

case of such theories is the moral and social theory of 

classical liberalism -- the theory of Hobbes and Locke, in 

particular -- and its most backward Twentieth century 
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descendant -- right libertarianism -- which is best repre-

sented in the work of Robert Nozick, John Hospers, Milton 

Friedman, and, at the level of popular exposition, Ayn 

Rand.* 

Normative views or theories which justify the social 

status quo and/or the interests of a ruling class whether 

they are as sophisticated as the view that property rights 

are indefeasible before any and all other moral considera-

tion or as unsophisticated as the view captured by the 

phrase "my country right or wrong" -- obviously have a 

strong tendency to function to maintain the social status 

quo and/or defend the interests of the ruling class and, 

thus, be ideological. Characteristic 9 is not, however, the 

defining characteristic of ideology because having this 

characteristic is not a necessary condition for a theory or 

view being ideological. A theory or view can also be ideo-

logical on account of the fact that its descriptive-explana-

tory component is seriously misleading. 

To sum up our analysis of the concept of ideology we 

can say -- at least as a first approximation -- that the 

defining characteristic of ideology is characteristic 10 

(the characteristic of functioning to maintain the social 

* See Robert Nozick, Anarchy, State, and Utopia, 
Basic Books, N.Y., 1974; John Hospers, Human Conduct, Har
court,Brace, and World, N.Y., 1961; Milton Friedman, Capi
talism and Freedom, University of Chicago Press, 1962; Ayn 
Rand, et al., Capitalism: The Unknown Ideal New American 
Library, N.Y., 1966. 
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status quo and/or defend the interest of the ruling class) 

and that the characteristics of being systematically mis

leading, socially mystifying and justificatory of the social 

status quo and/or the interests of the ruling class (i.e., 

characteristics 6,7, and 9) are the main ways in which 

theories or views meet this criterion and are, thus, ideolo

gical. 

On further reflection, however, it is clear that 

this definition of the Marxist concept of ideology is still 

not wholly adequate. This is so because it is not the case, 

for Marx and Marxists, that a theory or view which functions 

to support the social status quo and/or defend the interests 

of the ruling class (sic) in the context of a socialist 

society is ideological. This is so because though few if 

any Marxists consciously realize it -- the real (but sub

merged) defining characteristic of the Marxist concept of 

ideology is the characteristic of militating against human 

well-being or, more grandly, against the amelioration and/or 

the improvement of the human condition. (Let us call this 

characteristic, characteristic 11, or alternately, the "nor

mative characteristic.") 

The reason that Marxists have not generally distin

guished characteristic 10 from characteristic 11 is that, on 

the Marxist's empirical theory concerning society and his-

tory, 

that 

the way in which theories and views are ideological, 

is, the way in which theories and views militate 
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against human well-being (or the amelioration and/or im

provement of the human condition) is that they function to 

maintain capitalist societies and/or defend the interests of 

ruling capitalist classes. Assuming that Marxist empirical 

theory is basically correct -- that, for example, Marx's 

analysis of the class dynamics of capitalist society and his 

theses that, (1) planned socialist economies are more effi

cient (in terms of the utilization of available natural and 

human resources) than capitalist economies and (2) civil 

liberty and political democracy are, under favorable circum

stances, perfectly compatible with socialist property rela

tions are basically correct -- it would seem the case that 

socialism is preferable to capitalism on almost any major 

moral theory concerning social arrangements. The only nota

ble exceptions that corne to mind are right-libertarianism 

and the moral theory of fascism'-- if such can be said to 

exist. And, if it is true that socialism is morally prefera

ble to capitalism and that this is so because socialism is 

much more conducive to human well-being, i.e., to the ame

lioration and/or improvement of the human condition, then 

those theories and views which function to maintain capital

ist societies and/or defend the interests of capitalist 

classes (i.e., those theories and views conforming to char

acteristic 10) pretty much constitute the set of theories 



351 

which are ideological.* Characteristics 10 and 11 are, for 

the Marxist, in presently existing historical circumstances 

pretty well co-extensive. 

However, in the context of a genuinely socialist or 

communist society (should one exist), the empirical (nomo-

logical) link between characteristics 10 and 11 is broken. 

If Marxist empirical theory is basically correct, theories 

or views which maintain the socialist social status quo 

(against capitalism and other historically regressive forms 

of society) and defend the interests of the 'ruling class' 

of a socialist society (i.e., the only class of a soc{alist 

society, viz., the working class) are not ideological be-

cause it is not the case that such theories and views are a 

(nomologically) necessary condition for the general amelio-

ration and improvement of the human condition. 

Under these circumstances, however, it is easily 

understandable that characteristic 10 has generally been 

taken to be the defining characteristic of the Marxist 

concept of ideology (both by Marxists and non-Marxists) 

rather than the submerged normative (or moral!) characteris-

tic which underlies it, viz., characteristic 11. But the 

* Notice, however, that not all ideology that func
tions to maintain bourgeois society is bourgeois ideology. 
Though religious ideology functions to maintain the status 
quo 1n bourgeois societies, religious ideology is not bour
geois ideology. It seems as though the criteria of individ
uation for kinds of ideology -- feudal, bourgeois, petit 
bourgeois, etc. -- has to do with the conditions of their 
historical genesis or with their content or both. 
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fact that theories and views exhibiting characteristic 10 in 

preference to a socialist society do not -- assuming Marxist 

empirical theory to be'basically correct -- qualify as 

'ideology' or as 'ideological,' counter-example to the 

thesis that characteristic 10 is the defining characteristic 

of the Marxist concept of ideology. 

We can summarize this analysis of the Marxist con-

cept of ideology by noting that characteristic 11 is the 

defining characteristic of that which is ideology or that 

which is ideological but that characteristic 10 is the major 

way in which theories and views are ideological in this and 

other pre-socialist historical epochs and, further, that 

characteristics 6, 7, and 9 are the primary ways in which 

theories and views fulfill the conserving function put for-

ward in characteristic 10. That is to say that (a) being 

systematically misleading, (b) being socially mystifying, 

and (c) justifying the social status quo and/or the inter-

ests of a ruling class, are the main ways in which theories 

and views (d) function to maintain the social status quo 

and/or defend the interests of the ruling class and that 

this is the main way, under present historical circum-

stances, that theories and views (e) militate against human 

well-being and the amelioration and/or improvement of the 

human condition.* 

* A more adequate rendering of the concept of 
ideology would probably apply to ruling castes and classes. 



Morality, Ideology, and Moral Theory 

The question with which we are now faced is: does 

morality ~ a whole have any of these first three character

istics mentioned above (being systematically misleading, 

socially mystifying, or justifying the social status quo 

and/or the interests of the ruling class) or in some way 

conform to characteristic 10 (functions to maintain the 

social status quo and/or the interests of the ruling class) 

and, thus, to characteristic 11 (militates against human 

well-being and the amelioration and/or improvement of the 

human condition)? For the orthodox Marxist claim that 

morality is ideology to be correct, the answer to this 

question must be "yes." 

Notice that to falsify position 1 (morality is ide

ology and, therefore, must be repudiated) and make position 

3 (morality is not ideology and, therefore, need not be 

repudiated) the most reasonable to accept, there need only 

be one moral theory which does not meet these conditions. 

The most obvious candidate moral theory for ·a counter-

example to position 1 is the moral theory (or set of moral 

values and principles) implicit in Marx's writings and 

world-view. That moral values and principles are implicit 

in Marx's writings is evidenced by all of the moral 

353 
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judgments -- i.e., all of the commendations, condemnations, 

prescriptions, etc. -- about human beings and their social 

arrangements made on the basis of a concern for human ill 

and well-being to be found there. 

But how, then, are we to account for the fact that 

theoreticians of the intellectual stature and sophistication 

of Marx and Engels took the position expressed by 

proposition 1, viz., that morality is ideology and, there

fore, must be repudiated? Assuming that Marx and Engels 

were, for the most part, operating with a concept of ideolo

gy similar to that which we rendered previously, we can only 

conclude that Marx and Marxists generally have been operat

ing with concepts of morality which are to one degree or 

another, in one way or another muddled. 

That this should be the case is, of course, no great 

mystery. It has not been until relatively recently -- the 

last several decades, in fact that philosophers have 

begun to really get a handle on the nature of morality, 

i.e., the nature and function of moral discourse. In Marx's 

day, the concept of morality must have still seemed puzzling 

and mysterious; not only had the techniques and methods of 

analytic-linguisitic philosophy that would prove to be 

fruitful in the analysis of morality not yet been invented, 

but the questions which constitute the subject matter of 

metaethics had not even been formulated. It is, thus, small 

wonder that Marx, Engels, and all other pre-Twentieth 
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Century philosophers and social theorists harbored somewhat 

muddled conceptions of morality. 

The two most important misconceptions of morality 

Marx and Engels exhibit have to do with the supposed facts 

that: (1) the use of moral discourse, i.e., the making of 

moral judgments etc., commits one to unacceptable ontologi

calor epistemological positions, positions not in line with 

the sort of rational, scientific, and materialistic world

view to which Marx and Engels were committed, and (2) the 

use of moral discourse, i.e., the making of moral judg

ments, etc., commits one to the view that the propagation 

and inculcation of moral theories or principles is the 

primary or, at least, one of the most important ways to 

attain the amelioration and/or improvement of the human 

condition. 

The first misconception of morality exhibited by 

Marx and Engels -- that the use of moral discourse or 

making of moral judgments commits one to unacceptable onto

logical or epistemological positions seems to have had to do 

with the fact that Marx and Engels could not find a place 

for evaluative discourse in their materialistic and scien

tific oriented world-view. If a statement such as IX is 

just l does not refer to some observable property of X, does 

not describe or explain, then -- their assumption seems to 

have been -- it is superfluous and ought to be eliminated. 

If, on the other hand, a statement such as "X is 
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just" does describe or explain, it must do so -- they seem 

to have assumed by means of the term "just" referring 

to some unobservable, non-material entity or property or 

principle. The term "just" would (purportedly) refer to 

some "eternal, immutable, entity" or to some "transcendent" 

moral principle (as in "the word of God ll or IInatural law"), 

or to some moral principle immanent in world history or the 

development of the World Spirit (as the Hegelians put it). 

Examples of each of these concerns can be found in the 

writings of Marx and Engels. The objection that to indulge 

in moral discourse is, ipso facto, to accept the existence 

of transcendent moral entities is found, for example, in the 

Communist Manifesto when they are considering 'bourgeois' 

objections to their doctrines: 

"Undoubtedly,1I it will be said, IIreligious, moral, 
philosophical and juridical ideas have been modified 
in the course of historical development. But reli
gion, morality, philosophy, political science, and 
law, constantly survived this change. There 
are, besides, eternal truths, such as Freedom, Jus
tice, etc., that are common to all states of soci
ety." 8 

Their answer to this is, in part, the claim that all 

past societies have one characteristic in common -- "the 

exploitation of one part of society by the other" -- and 

that this accounts for the similarities in moral ideology 

pointed out by their opponents. Another part of their 

answer consists in claiming that -- as all ruling classes in 

the past -- the bourgeiosie have been induced, by their 
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selfish misconceptions, "to transform into eternal laws of 

nature and reason, the social forms springing from [their] 

present mode of production and form of property .•.• " (em-
9 

phasis added) 

Later on, in the course of a polemic against the 

liberal humanist Heinzen, Engels writes: 

Herr Heinzen appears to be alluding •.• to the fact 
that Communists have made fun of his sternly moral 
demeanor and mocked all those sacred and sublime 
ideas, virtue, justice, morality, etc., which Herr 
Heinzen imagines form the basis of all society. We 
accept this reproach. The Communists will not allow 
the moral indignation of that honourable man Herr 
Heinzen to prevent them from mocking these eternal 
verities. The Communists, moreover, maintain that 
these eternal verites are by no means the basis, but 
on the contrary the product, of the society in which 
they feature. 10 

In Anti-Duhring Engels again has at such "eternal 

verities." Speaking for the Communist movement, he claims 

that "We. reject every attempt to impose on us any 

moral dogma whatsoever as an eternal, ultimate, and forever 

immutable moral law on the pretext that the moral world too 

has its permanent principles which transcend history and the 
11 

differences between nations." 

A large part of their worry here, of course, is of a 

political rather than a metaphysical nature. They undoubted-

ly are concerned that the view that moral truths are "eter-

nal" and universally valid will playa conservative social 

and ideological role since the more well established (and 

conservative) moral principles -- such as the (supposedly) 
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immutable right to private property (both personal and 

productive) would seem to stand to gain more from its 

acceptance than less well established and more radical moral 

principles and precepts. Nevertheless, there is still a 

strong hint of metaphysical concern. How can' such nonmater

ial entities exist to begin with, let alone be eternal and 

immutable, seems to be the question which is lingering near 

in these discussions. For the hard-headed 19th Century 

materialist there seems to have been no way to account for 

the timeless quality of moral principles, so they tended to 

simply deny their 'existence' -- and hence their validity 

or applicability all together. This is an objection to 

morality which one can suppose to have been at the back of 

many a Marxist's mind. 

Moral principles which are supposedly immanent in 

history are treated~ by Marx and Engels, with similar dis

dain. Although it is rare today to have this position 

seriously put forward, this was, of course, Hegel's view and 

that of many of his followers so it is not surprising to 

find Marx and Engels still combating it. An example of this 

can be found in The Poverty of Philosophy, Marx's 1846 cri-

tique of Proudhon. According to Proudhon, society in all 

its historical manifestations is governed by what he vari

ously refers to as "Social Genius," "General Reason," or 
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"Human Reason" whose telos or goal is equality. For Proud-

hon, Marx claims, 

the good side of an economic relation is that which 
affirms equality; the bad side, that which negates 
it and affirms inequality. Every new category is a 
hypothesis of the social genuis to eliminate the 
inequality engendered by the preceding hypothesis. 
In short, equality is the primordial intention, the 
mystical tendency, the providential aim that the 
social genius has constantly before its eyes as it 
whirls in the circle of economic contradictions. 12 

In a letter written just prior to Poverty of Philo-

sophy, Marx gives this account of his objections to Proud

hon's general approach: 

M. Proudhon sees in history a series of social 
developments; he finds progress realized in his
tory; he merely invents the hypothesis of the 
universal reason revealing itself. Nothing is easier 
than to invent mystical causes, that is to say, 
phrases which lack common sense. In short, it 
is not history but old Hegelian junk, it is not 
profane history -- a history of man -- but sacred 
history -- a history of ideas. From his point of 
view man is only the instrument of which the idea or 
the eternal reason makes use in order to unfold 
itself. The evolutions of which M. Proudhon speaks 
are understood to be evolutions such as are accom
plished within the mystic womb of the absolute 
idea. 13 

Although Proudhon believed the Social Genius to 

demand equality and, thus, according to Proudhon, the aboli-

tion of capitalism and the establishment of a communal 

society of petty commodity producers, Marx knew quite well 

that a "Social Genius" or any moral principles that it might 

postulate may just as easily perhaps more easily '--
support the existence of capitalism and, thus, play a 

conservative rather than a progressive role in the class 
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struggle.* Hegel, for example, had proposed that Freedom, 

i.e., the ethical component of the absolute idea, had embod-

ied itself in the State and, in particular, the consitu-

tional monarchy. 

The point is that the existence of either transcen-

dent or immanent moral principles of the eternal, immutable 

variety is obviously noxious to hard-nosed materialists like 

Marx and Engels and, thus, the most reasonable thing for 

them to do was to repudiate morality and moral discourse. 

To accept morality or engage in moral discourse under these 

circumstances, they must have thought, would be tantamount 

to accepting systematically misleading views into one's own 

theoretical fold and, thus, indulging ideology. 

The misconception of morality involved here is the 

basic one of taking evaluative discourse to have the same 

structure and function as descriptive-explanatory discourse 

and, more specifically, of taking statements of the form "X 

is just" to be attributing the property of being just to X 

just as "X is red" attributes the property of being red to 

X. But the real function of statements such as "X is just" 

is not to describe so much as to commend or prescribe. For 

this reason, were Marx and Engels alive today and familiar 

* Marx naturally regarded Proudhon's vision of 
socialism as a society of small craftsmen, shop keepers, and 
farmers as utopian and reactionary. The only way forward, on 
Marx's view, is through expanding large-scale industry, not 
through abolishing it. 



361 

with recent and contemporary metaethical theory, they would, 

I think, be much less likely to insist that morality is 

systematically misleading or ideological or that it must, on 

these grounds, be repudiated. If one distinguishes between 

description and evaluation as two logically separable modes 

of human discourse and repudiates the view that making moral 

judgments of the form "X is good" or "X is right" or "X is 

just" commit one to recognizing "eternal verities" or tran-

scendent or immanent moral principles, there is absolutely 

no reason to continue to reject morality as a whole on 

grounds that it is ideological.* 

The second sort of misconception of morality -- that 

making moral judgments entails that one accepts the notion 

that the propagation and inculcation of moral values and 

principles is a good way to attain the amelioration and/or 

improvement of the human condition -- seems to be behind 

Marx and Engels claim in The Holy Family that morality "is 

'impotence in action'. 
14 

Every time it fights a vice it is 

defeated," as well as behind Marx's vehement attack on a 

* Though I am here presupposing a noncognivitist 
or at least prescriptivist metaethics, I don't think this 
affects the conclusions drawn because contemporary cognitiv
ist and descriptivist metaethical theories would, so far as 
I can see, reach the same conclusion, viz., that Marx was 
mistaken in thinking that moral judgments of the form "X is 
good" commit one to recognizing "eternal verities" or tran
scendent or immanent moral principles. That is to say, 
cognitivist/descriptivist metaethical theories no more com
mit one to a non-naturalistic ontology than do noncognitiv
ist/prescriptivist metaethical theories. 
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passage in the Gotha Programme which speaks of "a fair 

distribution of the proceeds of labor." 

What a crime it is to attempt ••. on the one hand, 
to force on our Party again, as dogmas, ideas which 
in a certain period had some meaning but have now 
become obsolete verbal rubbish, while again pervert
ing, on the other, the realistic outlook, which it 
cost so much effort to instill into the Party but 
which has now taken root in it, by means of ideolod
ical nonsense about right and other trash so common 
among the democrats and French Socialists. (Emphasis 
added.) 15 

The doctrine that moral preaching can cause funda-

mental social change and, thus, a fundamental betterment of 

the human condition was characteristic of the utopian so-

cialists as well as of religious and other traditional 

moralists. As Sidney Hook once pointed out, 

All his life Marx was compelled to take a stand 
against abstract ethical idealism, not only as a 
consequence of his social theories but as a neces
sity of revolutionary practice. In every country 
eloquent voices were preaching a new social evangel
ism in the name of justice, love and brotherhood. 
Weitling, Feuerbach and the wahre Socialisten in. 
Germany, St. Simonians and Proudhonians in France, 
Owenites and Pre-Raphaelites in England, Christian 
Socialists everywhere -- were making impassioned 
pleas for social reform. All the saints and rebels 
in the calendar of history were invoked in appeals 
to such diverse things as conscience, reason, mercy, 
social consciousness and God •••. In combating the 
excesses of ineffective and sentimental "moralising" 
Marx leaned so far backward that, soon after his 
death, the myth became current that he had no place 
for any ethics in his philosophy of social activ
ity. 16 

Marx thought this doctrine -- which, following 

Svetozar Stojanovic, I shall refer to as "moralism" -- was 

importantly misleading and that its acceptance functioned to 
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maintain the social status quo and, thus, defend the inter-

ests of the ruling class.* As Stojanovic says of Marx: 

There are two principal characteristics of the mor
alism that Marx opposed: 

1. the use of moral language which is indepen
dent from cognitive language and which achieves 
primary importance in comparison with cognitive 
language to criticize the existing morality and 
simultaneously to preach the new "true" morality; 

2. the belief that significant moral change and 
reform can be effected in this way. 17 

instead of putting his hopes into moral preach
ing, he insisted on the need of changing social 
conditions resulting in immorality; to acquire the 
knowledge for these conditions he plunged into the 
scientific investigation of the existing social 
reality, its supporting forces, its tendencies and 
laws, possibilities for and carriers of its eventual 
change and so forth. That was the only way of 
breaking into the causes of the existing immoral 
order. Utopian socialism tried to deal primarily 
with the effects instead of causes. That is why it 
was powerless, inefficient and naive. 

Against this background it is not difficult to 
understand why cognitive language became of primary 
importance to Marx. In the forefront was his effort 
to show the necessity and lawfulness of replacing 
capitalism with socialism. The ethical criticism of 
capitalist reality was only of secondary importance 
to him. And the explicit ethical justification of 
socialism as his cause was the least important for 
him. These have misled some of his interpreters who 
have corne to the wrong conclusion that there neces
sarily was no place for ethical ideas in Marx's 
theory. 18 

However, the doctrine of moralism when incorporated 

into the concept of morality renders a misconception of 

* Marx's rejection of moralism in this sense, how
ever, should not be confused with the thesis of "Marx's 
anti-moralism" discussed in Chapter 6 of the present work. 
The latter thesis is that Marx's views have no moral con
tent, a view having no connection with Marx's rejection of 
moralism in the present sense of the term. 



364 

morality. There is absolutely no contradiction in accepting 

morality (and utilizing moral discourse), on the one hand, 

and rejecting the doctrine of moralism, on the other. 

Therefore, the doctrine of moralism cannot be a part of the 

concept of morality or of a correct theory about morality or 

moral discourse. Though the doctrine of moralism is, on 

Marxist empirical theory, undoubtedly ideological, morality 

does not entail and need not accept this doctrine and, thus, 

is not (for this reason, at any rate) ideological. 

This does not mean, of course, that no moral theo

ries, codes, principles, etc., are to be rejected as ideo

logical. A great many -- perhaps the vast majority -- of 

moral theories will probably still turn out to be ideologi

cal on the criteria developed in the previous section. 

On the other hand, it is crucial that Marxists not 

reject moral theories simply because they have been devel-

oped by thinkers who are not Marxists or socialists. Fur-

thermore, one must separate the moral component from the 

empirical component of moral and social theories in order to 

be able to judge the merits of each. It is not always the 

case that both components of a moral and social theory are 

ideological when the moral and social theory as ~ whole is 

ideological. 

Finally, let us see how two major contemporary 

Anglo-American moral and social theories -- those of Rawls 
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and Nozick -- fare on this analysis of ideology. Robert 

Nozick's moral theory is, I believe, on this analysis, ideo-

logical and John Rawls' moral theory, contrary to what many 

Marxist and left-leaning philosophers maintain, is not. 

According to Robert Nozick's moral theory, "Indivi-

duals have rights, and there are things no person or group 
19 

may do to them." These rights apparently are only the 

Lockeian rights to one's life, health, liberty and posses-

sions. All of these rights are, according to Nozick, 

absolutely indefeasible before any and all other moral con-

siderations. Concerning social arrangements Nozick states: 

Our main conclusions about the state are that a 
minimal state, limited to the narrow functions of 
protection against force, theft, fraud, enforcement 
of contracts, and so on, is justified; that any more 
extensive state will violate persons' rights not to 
be forced to do certain things, and is unjustified 

two noteworthy implications are that the state 
may not use its coercive apparatus for the purpose 
of getting some citizens to aid others, or in order 
to prohibit activities to people for their own good 
or protection. 20 

Though Nozick's theory is certainly at odds with the 

welfare-state which is characteristic of most contemporary 

capitalist societies, it is not at odds with the basic 

social status quo, viz., capitalism. His theory is, in 

fact, perhaps the most hard-nosed and sophisticated moral 

justification of capitalism ever to reach print. Obviously, 

then, this theory falls under characteristic 9 ("serves . to 

justify the social status quo and/or defend the interests of 

the ruling class") which is, in turn, one of the three 
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major ways in which a theory or set of ideas can function to 

maintain the social status quo and/or defend the interests 

of the ruling class (characteristic 10). And if Marxist 

empirical theory is basically correct, having character is-

tic 10 is the major way of militating against human well-

being or the amelioration and/or improvement of the human 

condition. 

In addition to his moral theory being ideological, 

many of the empirical theses utilized in his moral and 

social theory are, assuming that Marxist empirical theory is 

basically correct, false and importantly misleading and, 

therefore, ideological. Furthermore, at least part of his 

empirical theory would seem to fall under the category of 

socially mystifying (characteristic 7 and one of the three 

main ways a theory or set of ideas can function to maintain 

the social status quo). As Robert Paul Wolff puts it: 

The real problem -- indeed, the underlying problem 
with all of Anarchy, state, and Utopia -- is 
Nozick's persistent failure to take account of the 
nature of social reality. Nozick's models, methods, 
and arguments all treat social relationships as 
transparent rather than as opaque. He portrays 
social interactions as marginal to the existence, 
integrity, and coherent identity of the individuals 
who participate in them, rather than as central and 
constitutive The demystification of social 
reality, which ought to be set as a major task for 
social theory and social practice, is simply as
sumed by Nozick as a given presupposition of his 
analysis. 21 

Many Marxists and leftists of various sorts also 

have passed off Rawls' theory as an ideological defense of 
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the status quo, viz., the modern capitalist welfare state.* 

A cursory knowledge of his theory may well lead one to this 

conclusion. After all, while not explicitly attacking prop-

erty rights and capitalism he gives a moral justification 

for welfare transfers a theory tailor-made for the 

modern capitalist welfare-state. A more thorough acquaint-

ance with his work, however, will raise doubts. This 

analysis is too quick and simple. Though he does not explic-

itly attack property rights, his theory is not an ideologi-

cal justification for property rights nor any form of 

capitalism, and his theory of justice has certain very 

radical ramifications. 

The principles of freedom, equal opportunity, and 

distributive justice are basic to Rawls'theory, not property 

rights. Whether or not these principles can best be met 

under capitalism or socialism is not decided by Rawls' 

theory. This, according to Rawls, is an empirical question. 

Whatever social system best meets the proposed moral princi-

pIes is the one we ought to have. Which social system best 

meets these criteria depends on such factors as (1) which is 

more efficient in its production, (2) which can allow best 

for a correct distribution of goods and services, and, (3) 

* For an analysis and critique of most of the left
leaning objections to Rawls' moral and social theory see 
Chapter 6 ("Marx and Rawls") of Allen E. Buchanan's 
Marx and Justice: The Radical Critique of Liberalism, Row
man and Littlefield, Totowa, N.J., 1982. 
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which can best allow for freedom (civil liberties) and 

democracy. 'I'hough Rawls seems to think welfare-state 

capitalism can best meet the proposed criteria, his theory 

-- in and of itself -- does not choose one system over 

another. Though Marxists and other thinkers may want to 

challenge Rawls' theory, or certain parts of it, on one or 

another theoretical or practical ground, it is certainly 

dogmatism of the first order to dismiss the entire theory as 

mere "bourgeois ideology." 

Rawls' moral theory i.e., his core moral assump-

tions and the principles of social justice -- which forms an 

integral part of his overall moral and social theory is 

not, I contend, ideological.* This is not to say that many 

* For a defense of the view that Rawls' moral 
theory or, at least, his moral and social theory, is ideo
logical see: David Gauthier, "Justice and Natural Endowment: 
Toward a Critique of Rawls' Ideological Framework,~ Social 
Theory and Practice, Vol. 3, no. 1 (Spring 1974) and "The 
Social Contract as Ideology," Philosophy and Public Affairs, 
Vol. 6, no. 2 (Winter 1977); Gary Young "Justice and Capi
talist Production: Marx and Bourgeois Ideology," Canadian 
Journal of Philosophy, Vol. 8 (Spring 1978); C.B. MacPherson 
"Class, Class Consciousness and the Critique of Rawls," 
Political Theory, Vol. 6, no. 2 (May 1978) and "Rawls on Man 
and Society," Philosophy of the Social Sciences, Vol. 3, no. 
4 (December 1973); Elizabeth Rappaport "Classical Liberal
ism and Rawlsian Revisionism," New Essays On Contract Theo
El, (Kai Nielsen and Roger Shiner, ed.), Canadian Asso
ciation for Publishing in Philosophy," Guelph, Ontario; and 
the following articles by Kai Nielsen: "Morality, Marxism, 
and the Ideological Functions of Morality: A Theory of Jus
tice as a Test Case," The Occasional Review, Issue 8-9 (Au
tumn 1978); "Marxism, Ideology and Moral Philosophy," Social 
Theory And Practice, Vol. 6, no.1 (May 1980); "Rawls and the 
Left: Some Left Critiques of Rawls' Principles of Jus
tice," Analyse & Kritik 2 (1980), "Morality and Ideology: 
Some Radical Critiques of Rawls," Graduate Faculty Philoso-
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of the empirical assumptions (e.g., his non-Marxist analy

sis of social classes) are, if Marxist empirical theory is 

basically correct, importantly misleading and, thus, ideo-

logical. Furthermore, though the limitations he places on 

his moral and social theory (e.g., that it is to be applied 

only at the national and not at the international level of 

social organization) as well as his almost exclusive preoc-

cupation with welfare-state capitalism as a possible form of 

the just society may well tend to skew the impact of his 

work toward functioning to maintain the social status quo 

and, thus, indirectly to defend the interests of the ruling 

class, his moral theory, in and of itself, does not exhibit 

this tendency and is, therefore, not ideological. The fact 

is that this moral theory will, when conjoined to Marxist 

sociological theory, generate the conclusion that socialism 

is preferable to capitalism in any of its forms and, I 

think, that socialist revolution -- if necessary to affect 

the transition from capitalism to socialism -- is morally 

justified. Rawls seems to recognize at least the first part 

of this claim. He writes that 

phy Journal (forthcoming), "Justice and Ideology: Justice as 
Ideology," Windsor Yearbook of Justice 1, 1981; "Ideologi
cal Mystification and Archimedian Points," Revue Interna
tionale du Philosophie, Vol. 10 (1980); "Rawls and Classist 
Amoralism," Mind, No. 341 (Jan. 1977); and "On the Very 
Possibility ora-Classless Society," Political Theory, Vol. 
6, no. 2 (May 1978). 
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Later in the same chapter he states of the choice 

between democratic forms of capitalism and socialism, that 

The theory of justice does not 
either form of regime. As we have 
as to which system is best for a 
pends upon their circumstances, 
historical traditions. 23 

by itself favor 
seen, the decision 
given people de
institutions, and 

Furthermore, the basic moral presupposition to be 

found in Rawls' A Theory of Social Justice, namely, that 

"All social primary goods liberty and opportunity, in-

come and wealth, and the bases of self-respect -- are to be 

distributed equally unless an unequal distribution of any 

or all of these goods is to the advantage of the least 
24 

favored," and his specific principles of social justice, 

namely, that: 

1) each person is to have an equal right to the 
most extensive total system of basic liberties com
patible with a similar system of liberty for all, 
and 

2) social and economic inequalities are to 
ranged so that they both: 

a) are to the greatest benefit of 
advantaged, and 

be ar-

the least 

b) be attached to offices and 
all under the conditions of fair 
tunity, 25 

positions open to 
equality of oppor-

are not in the least incompatible with socialism (Le. , 

democratic, self-managing socialism) or, so far as I can 

see, Marx's own implicit moral theory. That Rawls' moral 
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theory if abstracted from his empirical assumptions 

concerning capitalism and society in general and conjoined 

with Marxist sociological theory chooses socialism as 

the type of society that best meets the requirements of 

social justice seems to be conclusive evidence that this 

moral theory, in and of itself, does not function to main

tain the capitalist social status quo and, thus (given the 

Marxist's empirical assumptions) that it is not ideology or 

ideological. 

This analysis, previously stated, is based on the 

presupposition that Marxist sociological theory is basically 

correct and, thus, that a non-totalitarian, truly democratic 

form of socialism is historically possible. This, of 

course, is quite controversial. Notice, however, that even 

if Marxist empirical theory is not basically correct, the 

Marxist concept of ideology on the analysis I have given 

it -- is not, thereby, vitiated. Although certain of the 

ways in which a theory or view can be ideological may be 

vitiated and though the penultimate criterion of supporting 

and defending the social status quo may fall, the ultimate 

(normative) criterion of militating against the amelioration 

and/or improvement of the human condition will still remain. 

Thus, if Marxist empirical theory is way wide of the mark 

and capitalism is the best way of ameliorating and/or im

proving the human condition, then Marxism itself -- as its 

bourgeois opponents have long contended -- will turn out to 



372 

be ideological and, indeed, a major, world-historical form 

of ideology (in the negatively critical sense of the term). 

That my analysis of the Marxist concept of ideology allows 

for this possibility, I take to be a strength rather than a 

weakness of the theory. Being self-sealing or auto-justifi

catory is certainly no advantage for a theory, and, in fact, 

constitutes a cardinal theoretical vice. 

But even if Marx's works abound with moral judgments 

and principles, not all moralities or moral theories are 

ideological in the narrow, critical sense of the term, and 

Marxist empirical theory is basically correct. What are we 

to make of the objection that Marxists can not claim any 

sort of objectivity or validity for their moral judgemnts or 

principles since historical materialism entails some form or 

other of the doctrine of moral relativism? This is the 

issue to which we now advance. 



CHAPTER 9 

MARXISM, MORAL RELATIVISM, MORAL OBJECTIVITY 

The final claim concerning the cogency of the 

relation between Marxism and morality I shall consider is 

that Marx and Marxists are committed to some form or other 

of moral or ethical relativism, i.e., to the claim that 

there are no "absolute" or absolutely objective moral prin-

ciples (or standards) and, consequently, that all moral 

judgments -- including those underlying the Marxist's nor-

mative political positions are equally well-founded or 

unfounded or equally right or wrong. I hope to show that 

though Marx and -- especially Engels sometimes speak 

as though they accept this thesis, once one distinguishes 

ethical relativism proper (i.e., normative ethical rela-

tivism) from descriptive or sociological ethical relativism, 

on the one hand, and metaethical (or metaevaluative)* rela-

tivism, on the other, it is not clear that they do. What is 

clear, I hope to show, is (1) descriptive ethical relativ-

ism is true but uninteresting, (2) normative ethical rela-

* The concept of metaevaluative relativism is 
introduced in this chapter in order to distinguish between 
two forms of relativism which are usually both included 
under the term metaethical relativism. Both concepts will 
be explicated as we go along. 
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tivism is an untenable position, and, most importantly, (3) 

no matter what position Marx and Engels can be construed as 

taking on the issue of metaethical or metaevaluative rela

tivism, it does not vitiate their sUbstantive moral critique 

of capitalism (and of exploitative, oppressive, inhumane 

social institutions in general), nor their sUbstantive moral 

commendations of socialism and communism. 

In addition, in the second section of the present 

chapter I shall take up the related question of the justifi

cation of moral judgments and principles or what is 

sometimes called the question of "moral objectivity." This 

will necessarily lead us to a consideration of what is 

perhaps the most sophisticated recent attempt at an answer 

to this question; namely, to a consideration of John Rawls' 

two-pronged approach of (1) the method of reflective 

equilibrium and (2) the strategy of the original position. 

(a species of hypothetical choice strategies). Certain 

objections to both methods or strategies will be considered 

and an attempt will be made to determine if either method 

(or both in conjunction) can assure the objectivity of our 

moral judgments and principles, where "objectivity" is in

terpreted as unanimous intersubjective agreement or 

consensus. Finally, the implications of distinguishing the 

possibility of a theoretical (i.e., hypothetical) consensus 

from a practical (i.e., actual) consensus on such matters 

are brought out. 
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In considering the possibility of arriving at such a 

consensus when limiting ourselves to individuals who can be 

considered to be within the framework of rational, secular 

(or, at any rate, non-theocratic), and at least moderately 

humanistic thought concerning ethics and politics which 

includes, for example, contemporary liberals, libertarians, 

social-democrats, socialists (i.e., Marxists), and even most 

conservatives -- I shall concentrate on the issue of whether 

or not we could attain a unanimous consensus (theoretical or 

practical) on the moral claim that a virtually 'unqualified 

right to ~ and control private property (productive as 

well as personal) is not admissible as a basic moral princi

ple and, in fact, that if Marxist empirical theory is basi

cally correct the right of individuals to own and control 

productive property should not be recognized at all. 

The opposition which I am in effect setting up here 

is between, on the one hand, the libertarian (or, more 

properly, right-libertarian) like Robert Nozick who believes 

that this sort of property right is admissible as a basic 

moral principle and, on the other hand, those liberals, 

social-democrats, and socialists who deny this thesis. Al

though I do not argue the point here, I am presuming that 

contemporary liberals (of whom I take John Rawls to be a 

paradigm example), social-democrats, socialists -- and even 

some conservatives -- will want to deny that such a strong 

right to own and control property is indefeasible before any 
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and all sorts of moral considerations (e.g., considerations 

of utility, social justice, or -- perhaps for a conservative 

the conservation of traditional values).* I am presum-

ing, further, that on the assumption that Marxist empirical 

theory is basically correct, contemporary liberals, social 

democrats, and socialists will agree that no right on the 

part of individuals to own and control productive property 

should be recognized at all. (This does not mean, of 

course, that a right to own and control personal property 

should not be recognized. John Rawls, for example, takes 

the latter right but not the former to be a basic liberty 

and holds, further, that the question of rights to own and 

control productive property i.e., the question of whether 

private or social ownership of productive property is moral-

ly required or permitted -- is a question which can only be 

decided once we bring considerations of political economy 

and political sociology to bear.) 

Most contemporary liberals, social-democrats, and 

socialists (or Marxists) will, it seems to me, reach these 

* This is not to claim that the right~libertarian 
finds such a right to private property absolutely inviola
ble. Libertarians might see certain restrictions on this 
right as morally justified, but if they do it will be only 
on grounds that such restrictions are required for the 
protection of other basic liberties (e.g., freedom from 
arbitrary arrest or execution, freedom of speech, etc.) or 
on grounds that such restrictions are necessary to maximize 
the system of basic liberties as a whole. 
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conclusions on grounds of their commitments to social jus

tice but I shall not here argue for this claim either. For 

a refutation of the objection that Marxists, at any rate, 

cannot reason in this manner because Marxism and justice are 

incompatible, see the following chapter ("Marx's Critique of 

Justice and Rights"). 



Marx, Engels, and Moral Relativism 

Is Marxism committed to some form of ethical rela-

tivism? If so, the argument goes, the Marxist can not 

claim that his moral judgments or the normative political 

positions they underlie and uphold are objective. And if 

these judgments or principles are not objective, the argu

ment continues, there is no reason for any rational person 

to consider himself bound by them. 

To answer this objection is no simple matter. We 

shall first have to distinguish the various forms of ethical 

relativism -- descriptive, normative, and metaethical -- and 

then ask: (1) to which forms (if any) is the Marxist commit-

ted; (2) 

viable, 

which forms (if any) are viable; and if any are 

(3) which of these (if any) are really destructive 

of moral objectivity and, thus, destructive of the Marxist's 

(and, presumably, everyone else's) ability to justify his or 

her moral standards or principles. The answers to these 

questions will show, I hope, that though there may be some 

form of metaethical or as I shall call it -- metaevalua

tive relativism which is ultimately irrefutable, this does 

not mean that our considered moral judgments and principles 

are necessarily irrational, subjective or arbitrary and 

that -- perhaps more importantly for our purposes those 

378 
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who accept Marx's empirical theories and evaluative frame-

work are not, thereby, worse off for it in putting forward 

and defending their moral judgments and principles. 

The problem of ethical relativism is more obviously 

a difficulty for Marxism than most other schools of social 

and political thought, however, because Marxism seems com-

mitted to a strong deterministic relation between the moral 

views of a society and its socio-economic structures. This 

relation between the socio-economic base and social con-

sciousness or ideology in general is alluded to in the 

Communist Manifesto when Marx asks "Does it require deep 

intuition to comprehend that man's ideas, views, and concep-

tions, in a word, man's consciousness, changes with every 

change in the conditions of his material existence, in his 
1 

social relations and in his social life?" 

Nevertheless, we should not make too much of this as 

a difference between Marxist and non-Marxist social theory. 

After all, virtually all schools of social theory recognize 

some sort of causal relation between social and economic 

structures, on the one hand, and ideologies or social con-

sciousness, on the other.* 

* Marx, of course, was one of the key sources of 
these commonly accepted views. As Svetozar Stojanovic notes: 

Marx correctly stressed the influence of the eco
nomic, especially of the class-economic, position of 
man upon his morality. One's moral views often 
really are ideological rationalizations of his eco
nomic class interests. If today we try to penetrate 
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Furthermore -- as mentioned in the previous chap-

ters -- there are in Marx's writings three distinguishable 

models of the relation between the socio-economic base and 

poiitical and ideological superstructures of societies: (1) 

the strictly deterministic base-superstructure model; (2) 

the "dialectical" model wherein base and superstructure 

mutually interact with the base being only as Engels puts 

it -- "ultimately determinate"; and (3) the organic model 

wherein base and superstructure are not only mutually 

interactive but co-determinate. Engels' caveats concerning 

this aspect of the theory of historical materialism in his 

later correspondence are also well-known. They tend to 

support the "dialectical" model of base-superstructure 

interaction and allow considerable latitude for an indepen~ 

dent development of the ideological sphere. 

But that Marx's theory of ideology (on the global, 

non-critical sense of the term) applies ·to morality as well 

as other areas of human culture and cognition and that this 

raises suspicions concerning its validity or objectivity is 

and formally identify different contents expressing 
and rationalizing different social interests, it is 
at least partially due to the impact of Marx. His 
idea of the ruling morality as the ruling class 
morality may also be fruitful. All these ideas are, 
in my opinion, important for ethics and particularly 
for the sociology of morals. It may be that they are 
commonplace now. If they are, it is to Marx's 
credit. 2 
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confirmed, among other places, in Anti-Duhring where Engels 

states: 

If we have not made much progress with truth and 
error, we can make even less with good and bad. 
This antithesis belongs exclusively to the domain 
belonging to the history of mankind, and it is 
precisely in this field that final and ultimate 
truths are most sparsely sown. The conceptions of 
good and bad have varied so much from nation to 
nation and from age to age that they have often been 
in direct contradiction to each other. But all the 
same, someone may object, good is not bad and bad is 
not good~ if good is confused with bad there is an 
end to all morality, and everyone can do and leave 
undone whatever he cares. 3 

In the next paragraph he states that 

when we see that the three classes of modern 
society, the feudal aristocracy, the bourgeoisie and 
the proletariat, each have their special morality, 
we can only draw the conclusion, that men conscious
ly or unconsciously, derive their moral ideas in 
the last resort from the practical relations on 
which their class position is based -- from the 
economic relations in which they carryon production 
and exchange. 4 

Speaking for those who accept historical material-

ism, Engels concludes that: 

We therefore reject every attempt to impose on us 
any moral dogma whatsoever as an eternal, ulti
mate, and forever immutable moral law on the pretext 
that the moral world too has its permanent princi
ples which transcend history and the differences 
between nations. We maintain on the contrary that 
all former moral theories are the product, in the 
last analysis, of the economic stage which society 
had reached at that particular epoch. And as soci
ety has hitherto moved in class antagonisms, moral
ity was always a class morality ...• 5 

But to what sort of ethical relativism-- if any 

does this commit Engels? Here we must distinguish three 

sorts of ethical relativism: descriptive, normative, and 
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metaethical. Descriptive ethical relativism is simply the 

doctrine that moral codes differ from person to person, 

society to society, culture to culture, or historical epoch 

to historical epoch. Since this is a thesis which almost no 

one wishes to deny and since it apparently does not entail 

any normative thesis concerning what really is right and 

wrong or what the criteria for right and wrong are, it is 

-- from a philosophical point of view thoroughly unin

teresting. The reason that this thesis does not entail 

normative ethical relativism -- i.e., the thesis that the 

criteria for right and wrong really can differ such that 

what is right for one person can be wrong for another in 

exactly similar circumstances, according to the criteria 

they happen to accept -- is that the mere fact of disagree

ment does not prove that one position is not objectively 

correct. 

This point can be brought out by turning our atten

tion to descriptive discourse. Not everyone, even today, 

is conviced that the earth is round or, if you prefer, an 

oblong spheroid. Apparently, members of the Flat Earth 

Society still believe it is flat. But no one thinks this 

lack of unanimity makes the statement "the earth is round " 

any less true or correct. Similarly, lack of agreement on 

moral principles does not, in and of itself, prove that 

there are no true or correct moral principles. There may 

yet be a case for some sort of ethical relativism but it 
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can not be directly deduced from this rather banal sociolog-

ical or anthropological observation. 

But is Engels or any Marxist committed to normative 

ethical relativism? This doctrine, as said above, is the 

thesis that what really is right and wrong can differ 

between persons. Versions of the doctrine differ in terms 

of whether reference is made only to the criteria of moral 

goodness or rightness held by persons per se or to the 

criteria of moral goodness or rightness accepted by the 

cultures or societies in which they live. In the first 

case, one and the same action (for example) can be right 

for one person and wrong for another even within the same 

culture or society depending on the criteria of moral right-

ness or principles of moral relevance they happen to ac-

cept. In the second case, one and the same action can be 

right and wrong only with reference to persons belonging to 

different cultures or societies whose criteria of moral 

rightness differ. Among contemporary Anglo-American philos-

ophers, Gilbert Harmon can be pointed to as a proponent of 

the first position and members of the so-called Swanzei 

School of ethical theory (D. Z. Phillips, H. O. Mounce, 

R. W. Beardsmore, et. al.) as proponents of the latter.* 

* See Gilbert Harmon, "Moral Relativism Defended," 
The Philosophical Review, vol. 84, (Jan. 1975); R. W. 
Beardsmore, Moral Reasoning, Schocken Books, N.Y., 1969; and 
D. Z. Phillips and H. O. Mounce, Moral Practices, Schocken 
Books, N.Y., 1970. 
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Disregarding this difference for our present pur-

poses, we can say that normative ethical relativism is the 

theory that whether or not a moral principle is correct 

depends on one's point of view. A particular moral princi-

pIe can be correct for some and not correct for others and 

no one can meaningfully assert that his principle is correct 

and his opponent's principle wrong. They are both correct 

on this view. Consequently, one and the same moral princi-

pIe -- for example, that causing innocent persons pain 

for no good reason is morally wrong -- can be both true and 

false, correct and incorrect. This ?osition seems absurd, 

but it nevertheless has been held by a great many theorists 

who were determined not to accept the view which portrays 

morality as eternal, transcendental, and in some sense be-

yond both nature and humanity. 

Among Marxists, for example, Karl Kautsky seems to 

endorse this postion when he states: 

As all morality is relative, that which is called 
immorality is simply a deviating kind of morality 

so far as moral standards are concerned, there 
is just as little an absolute morality as an abso
lute immorality .... It is thus nonsense to declare 
particular moral principles of any people or class 
which are recognized as such, to be immoral simply 
because they contradict our moral code. 6 

Although as we shall see shortly -- it does not 

seem that Marx or Engels subscribed to the doctrine of 

normative ethical relativism, if they had we should have had 

to say that they, like Kautsky, were mistaken; mistaken not 
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because there exists a transcendent realm of eternal values 

which people intuit or in some way have access to, but 

because it is simply part of the logic of moral and, in 

general, evaluative discourse that we cannot meaningfully 

claim that a moral judgment or principle is both correct and 

incorrect. This is simply a consequence of taking moral 

judgments to have the formal property of what R. M. Hare 

calls "universalizability". As Bernard Mayo explicates 

this principle in Ethics and the Moral Life: 

A moral judgment must be universalisable, firstly, 
in the sense that it applies not to a particular 
action, but to a class of actions; this is involved 
in the meaning of 'principle' or rule. Secondly, it 
must be universalisable in the sense that it applies 
not only to me but to you; not only to you but to 
me; not only to us but everybody; this is involved 
in speaking of moral principles as opposed to maxims 
or private policies. And thirdly, a moral judgment 
must be 'universalisable' in the sense that others 
besides the speaker are assumed to share it. To 
illustrate: when I say 'It was wrong of you to 
torment that animal', I must be prepared to extend 
my judgment to all cases of tormenting animals 
(universalisability 1); I must be prepared to apply 
the principle, not only to give a verdict on your 
action, but also upon my own, and to come to deci
sions in the light of it (universalisability 2); and 
I must expect, or at least invite, assent to the 
principle on your part, and on the part of an indef
inite community of moral beings like ourselves. 7 

But here a brief explanatory note concerning Mayo's 

"universalisability 3" is necessary. Although Mayo's 

"universalisability 3" may seem to add social acceptance as 

a defining characteristic of moral principles, a closer 

reading of this passage reveals that such is not the case: 

he is not claiming, as some do, that social acceptance is a 
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defining characteristic of moral principles per se but only 

that when one makes a moral judgment or asserts a moral 

principle one must "expect £E. at least invite" assent to the 

judgment or principle in question "on the part of an indefi

nite community of moral beings like ourselves," which is 

altogether different. On Mayo's position it still makes 

sense to speak of an idiosyncratic moral principle (i.e., 

one held by only one member of a community) as being 

nevertheless -- a moral principle and, possibly, even a 

correct moral principle, whereas on the position that takes 

social acceptance to be a defining characteristic of moral 

judgments or principles, it does not. (This matter is taken 

up in more detail in the following section of the present 

chapter. ) 

The point to be noted here is that according to the 

thesis of universalizability when one makes an evaluative 

judgment it must apply, at least prima facie, to all cases, 

both actual and possible, that are similar in the relevant 

respects; that is, to all relevantly similar agents in 

relevantly similar circumstances. Thus, if I judge someone 

to be morally good on the basis that he respects the rights 

of others and heartily strives to build a better society and 

improve the human condition then, by the very logic of 

evaluative discourse, I am required to judge all exactly 

similar persons as morally good. If I subscribe to the 

moral principle that economic exploitation of human beings 
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is bad, then the principle applies, for me, at all places 

at all times, even if the people of that place or time do 

not see such situations as morally evil. And if a person 

asserts a contradictory principle, e.g., that it is morally 

good or at least permissible economically to exploit people 

I am forced, by the logic of evaluative discourse by the 

fact that evaluative statements are universalizable to 

deny that his principle is correct or true. The thesis of 

universalizability asserts that if I make a statement which 

I am not willing to universalize in the above sense, then, 

ipso facto, it is not an evaluative statement: it is perhaps 

a report of my subjective preferences or the preferences of 

some other person or group of people but this is something 

quite different from an evaluative statement. 

The point is that if the thesis of universalizabil-

.ity is true, if this is a correct characterization of the 

logical structure of moral discourse, then normative ethical 

relativism is ruled out. We simply cannot accept the 

statement that two contradictory moral jUdgments or princi

ples are both true or correct. If we do we are no longer 

playing the moral language game we have left the realm of 

moral discourse. This conclusion, it should be noted, holds 

true for both cognitivists and noncognitivists, for both 

descriptivists and prescriptivists, so long as they accept 

universalizability as a formal property of moral judgments. 
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To forestall a confusion which is bound to arise at 

this point, however, we should note that contrary to what R. 

M. Hare claims, there is a distinction between accepting the 

logical thesis of universalizability as just described and 

the thesis that in making a moral judgment one must take 

everyone's interests equally into consideration. While most 

of us will accept this latter thesis as a constraint on what 

we take to be considered moral judgments, there is no rea

son, it would seem, to conclude that taking every person's 

interests equally into consideration is a defining charac

teristic of moral judgments per se. After all, there are 

many judgments which do not meet this condition which we 

would normally refer to as moral judgments. Here I have in 

mind the judgments made by racists and bigots in general 

which obviously exclude such an equal consideration of in

terests. The racist who claims that Blacks or other minori

ties do not deserve the same sort of treatment as whites, 

the Nazi who claims that Jews ought to be exterminated, and 

the religious fanatic who shouts "Death to infidels" or 

"Heretics to the stake" would all seem to be making moral 

judgments, albeit moral judgments which very few.of us would 

consider either well-considered or correct. 

The underlying point to be made is that the reason 

the principle of equal consideration of interests is not 

part of and does not automatically follow from the logical 

thesis of universalizability is that in designating the 
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relevant similarities of cases we must designate the rele

vant characteristics of the agents as well as the relevant 

characteristics of the situations in which these agents find 

themselves. We must, in other words, designate what is to 

count as a morally countable individual as well as relevant

ly similar external circumstances. 

As Don Locke points out in his article, "The Triv

ialization of Universalizability," one can always choose 

to limit morally countable individuals, i.e., choose to 

limit the moral community, to any subset of persons one 

wishes • including the ultimately limited case of the 

subset of one -- namely, one's self -- without necessarily 

being irrational. Hare's initial response to this criticism 

was to insist that moral principles be phrased in general 

rather than in specific terms but, as Locke points out, one 

can easily circumvent this condition by using definite de

scriptions to designate the one morally relevant individual 

or the one set of morally relevant individuals. For exam

ple, one might put forward the moral principle that "For all 

individuals standing 5'-10", having a patch over his right 

eye, and a scar running down their left cheek it is morally 

permissible to rob and pillage." It seems undeniable that 

this principle meets Hare's demand for expression only in 

general terms as well as the demands of the formal thesis of 

universalizabity, at least if it is meant by the speaker 

to apply to all relevantly similar individuals in relevantly 
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similar circumstances. It just so happens that he (i.e., 

the speaker) is the only individual meeting these conditions. 

Now, it is true that hardly anyone -- except for 

the hypothetical pirate stating it -- will find this an 

acceptable moral principle but this misses the point. The 

point is that the logical thesis of universalizability en

tails only the moral judgments applying to classes of ob

jects or actions -- the class of objects or actions similar 

in the relevant respects -- and that moral judgments are not 

subjective reports about our personal preferences or mere 

emotings but claims which we take to hold, ceteris paribus, 

for all relevantly similar agents at all times in all 

places. Hare's second sense of universalizability, namely, 

that we ought to imagine ourselves in others' positions vis

a-vis a proposed action or principle of action and, in this 

manner, give equal consideration to everyone's interests in 

determining whether the action in question is right or 

wrong, acceptable or unacceptable, makes the principle of 

universalizability more than a purely formal moral prin

ciple. 

Now we may want to endorse the principle that one 

ought to give equal consideration to everyone's interests 

when making moral judgments but if we do we are making a 

SUbstantive moral judgment rather than merely elucidating 

the defining characteristics of morality or moral principles 

or -- at the very least -- we are designating what we take 
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to be a considered moral judgment rather than a moral judg

ment simpliciter. But even if the logical thesis of univer

salizability makes it impossible to admit that what one 

defines as exactly similar actions can be both right and 

wrong or what we define as exactly similar agents or inten

tions both good and bad and, thus, vitiates normative ethi

cal relativism, does not the real problem yet remain, 

namely, the problem that different individuals, societies, 

or cultures can and, in fact, do accept different sets of 

fundamental moral principles or, even, different views on 

what constitutes a basic good-making or right-making charac

teristic in moral contexts? 

To point out that different people or cultures ac

cept different fundamental moral principles, of course, does 

not entail metaethical relativism. As it stands, this is 

simply the tired out thesis of descriptive ethical relativ-

ism. What needs to be added is that there is no method or 

way by which to determine the correct set of moral princi

ples. Metaethical relativism is, thus, the doctrine that 

although the logical structure of moral discourse will not 

allow us to say that a particular moral principle is both 

correct and incorrect, there is, nevertheless, a relativism 

in terms of the justification of one's most basic moral 

principles, i.e., that one person's most fundamental moral 

principles may differ from another person's and since they 

are the most fundamental there will be no further court of 
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appeal. There will not necessarily be an argument or reason 

one can offer that will force the other to change his view. 

Thus, if the doctrine of metaethical relativism is true, 

that is -- if there is no irrefutable method by which to 

arrive at objectively correct moral principles then in 

refuting normative ethical relativism we may have won the 

battle but, as it were, lost the war. 

Before examining the doctrine of metaethical rela

tivism in more detail, however, let us revert to Engel's 

treatment of morality in Anti-Duhring in order to assess 

whether or not he there seems committed to either the doc

trine of normative ethical relativism or metaethical rela

tivism. Although it is clear that some Marxists -- like 

Kautsky see the acceptance of historical materialism as 

committing them to normative ethical relativism and it 

seems, at first glance, that Engels accepts the same conclu

sion since he states that one ought to reject all attempts 

to impose "any moral dogma as an eternal, 

forever immutable law", such is not the 

ultimate, and 

case. Although 

Engels -- as well as Marx and most other Marxists -- are not 

at all clear about the issues involved, there is no evidence 

that they, like Kautsky, see themselves bound to admit equal 

validity or correctness to any and all moral judgments. 

They certainly thought -- whether they would have wanted to 

defend this position or not -- that their moral judgments 

were correct and, for example, those of their bourgeois 
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opponents who did not view exploitation as a moral evil were 

wrong. Furthermore, in portions of the paragraphs in Anti-

Duhring not yet quoted, we find Engels claiming: 

That there has on the whole been progress in 
morality, as in all other branches of hUman know
ledge, cannot be doubted. But we have not yet 
passed beyond class morality. A really human moral
ity which transcends class antagonisms and their 
legacies in thought becomes possible only at a 
stage of society which has not only overcome class 
contradictons but has even forgotten them in prac
tical life. 8 

Thus, Engels not only seems to reject normative 

ethical relativism but seems to offer a method or at least a 

criterion by which to judge between conflicting sets of 

moral principles and, thus, circumvent metaethical relativ-

ism. He makes this criterion explicit three paragraphs 

earlier in the text when, discussing the conflicting morali-

ties of the feudal aristocracy, bourgeoisie, and proletar-

iat" he asks: "Which is then, the true one?". His answer 

is: "Not one of them in the sense of having absolute valid-

itYi but certainly that morality which contains the maximum 

of durable elements is the one which, in the present, repre-
9 

sents the future: that is, the proletarian." 

But is this criterion for deciding between differing 

sets of fundamental moral principles adequate? Is it cor-

rect to assume, as Engels seems to assume here, that the 

moral principles which will evolve to govern human rela-

tions in the future are, ipso facto, better than those which 

have governed human relations in the past? The answer to 



394 

this is no. Engels seems here to be confusing the evolution 

of a correct set of moral principles with the evolution of a 

society within which the correct set of moral principles can 

be fully implemented or realized. Furthermore, if he is 

really claiming that whatever moral principles evolve are, 

ipso 

the 

facto, good or correct or justified he is committing 

error of moral historicism or moral futurism which, 

as we have seen in the Chapter 6, is rather easily 

debunked. 

But if this suggestion will not still the objection 

of metaethical relativism and, thus, the claim that all 

moral principles have equal objectivity and validity or -

more perspicaciously -- an equal lack of objectivity and 

validity, is there a suggestion that wil} work? The answer 

to this -- an answer which cuts across the differences 

between Marxists and non-Marxists -- is, I shall argue, a 

qualified yes. The answer is ~ -- at least if we limit 

ourselves to those accepting the moral point of view 

because, as such descriptivists as Phillipa Foot, William 

Frankena, and G. J. Warnock point out, the concept of moral

ity seems to have a material content such that certain moral 

principles or at least principles of moral relevance are 

necessary (i.e., semantic) truths. Thus, as Foot points out, 

such principles as "Always act such as to create the sensa

tion of red on green" or "Never turn N.N.E. after turning 

S.S.W." cannot count as moral principles because -- without 
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they 

simply do not connect up with our conceptions of human harm 

and good. On the other hand, such considerations as cansing 

other persons pain are automatically relevant to the making 

of moral judgments. 

This affirmative answer must be qualified, however, 

because these necessary or semantic truths concerning the 

relevance of certain sorts of considerations will be accept

ed as binding upon one's conduct only by those who accept 

such considerations as reasons for actions, i.e., only by 

those who accept the moral point of view. The semantics of 

the term "moral" may, therefore, in some cases answer the 

question of what is morally good or right or what we (moral

lY) ought to do, but will not necessarily answer the ques

tion of what is good or right sans phase or what we ought to 

do (where "ought" is used only in its general, behaviour

guiding sense). On this view, although what is morally 

right may be -- in some cases conclusively answered by 

the semantics of the term "moral" taken in conjunction with 

the facts of the case at hand, this does not mean that all 

rational persons or even all rational, dispassionate, con

ceptually clear, and fully informed persons will accept this 

proposition concerning the moral rightness of an action (for 

example) as binding on their conduct. This is contingent 

upon their acceptance of the moral point of view or at least 

that part of it which commits one to taking considerations 
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of human harm and good as relevant considerations in govern

ing one's behaviour. 

Furthermore, even those who accept the moral point 

of view in this sense can not be expected (even hypotheti

cally) to agree on the relative weight of different sorts of 

morally relevant considerations. Given these considera

tions what has to be ruled out for certain -- it seems to me 

-- is an account of moral objectivity requiring a hypotheti

cal intersubjective agreement among all rational persons 

merely in virtue of their rationality. Here one need think 

only of such hypothetical examples as giant crab-like crea

tures which are perfectly rational but totally self-suffi

cient and impervious to harm inflicted by members of his own 

species and, thus, totally lacking in the necessary sort of 

moral affections required for a being to be capable of 

considering things from a moral point of view.* If such 

creatures consciously chose what they perceived to be the 

most efficient means to desired ends, there would seem no 

reason whatever to deny that they are rational beings 

perhaps even more rational beings than we! even if they 

were incapable of any sort of empathy and, thus, incapable 

of considering things from a moral point of view. 

The position that there are, within the realm of 

moral evaluation, necessary truths but that there are no 

evaluative principles incumbent on rational beings qua mere

ly being rational -- the latter of which G. J. Warnock calls 
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the "anti-naturalist thesis" is summarized by Warnock in 

his work Contemporary Moral Philosophy as follow c;: 

the anti-naturalist thesis ••• is a thesis, as 
one might put it, about the 'general theory'of eval
uation: and it says, probably quite correctly about 
evaluation in general, first, that that activity 
presupposes standards; and second, that there are, 
so to speak no necessary or 'built-in' standards of 
evaluation that must (logically) be adopted by any
one who accepts or offers a particular description 
of the world. 10 

But [the truth of the anti-naturalist thesis at the 
general level of evaluation] ••• does not imply that 
there are no necessary standards of moral evalua
tion; for it may be the case, as I am tentatively 
suggesting it is, that certain standards -- that is, 
the relevance at least of a particular range of 
considerations -- though they do not have to be 
accepted at all, must be accepted if the claim to be 
evaluating morally is to be seriously made. 11 

If this view is correct -- as I am suggesting it is 

-- then although metaethical relativism does not stand up in 

that there are certain principles of moral relevance whose 

truth no one can deny and one is not free to designate 

whatever one wants as a moral principle, there still exists 

a relativism at what Warnock refers to as the general level 

or the general theory of evaluation, i.e., the level of 

evaluation where we have not yet specified a particular 

point of view and, thus, have not limited what can count as 

evidence for -- or as a criterion of the goodness or right-

ness of something or other. On the general, action-

guiding sense of the word "ought", in the sense in which the 

judgment that one ought to do something entails that, all 

things being equal, one will do it, there is no certainty 
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all rational agents -- even all conceptually clear and 

informed rational agents -- will agree on what one 

ought to do or even on what are relevant sorts of considera

tions concerning what one ought to do. After all, one can 

always ask, "Why should I be moral?" ••. a question to 

which, as such disparate moral theorists as John Hospers and 

Kai Nielsen have argued, there is no adequate, non-circular 

answer. As Foot puts it, although we can convict the amor

alist or the ethical egoist of villainy we cannot necessar

ily convict them of irrationality. 

To hook this postion up with the problematic of the 

Kantian tradition we can say that that part of the categori

cal imperative which suggests that moral laws or principles 

are incumbent upon all rational beings merely £y virtue of 

their rationality must be given up even though its metaethi

cal component that implies the thesis of universalizability 

and its normative component which claims that we ought 

always to treat individuals as ends and never as means only 

may well be required by an adequate moral theory. 

This position is, of course, not in conflict with 

the general Marxist view that -- even assuming that they 

are perfectly rational -- members of different classes will 

in all probability, have different moral codes due to their 

different class positions and perspectives. The reason that 

a better society can and will evolve, according to Marx's 

empirical, social-scientific theory is not because all ra-
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tional persons can or will reach agreement on a common moral 

code or normative political perspective but because enough 

members of the working class, other exploited groups, and 

the allies they attract from other classes will be motivated 

by a combination of both prudential and moral considerations 

to strive in an organized way for such a society, viz., 

socialism. To think that social change is mainly a function 

of a change of moral attitudes or beliefs is, according to 

Marx and other Marxists, a grave mistake. It is, in fact, 

precisely the grounds on which Marx and Engels labled Owen, 

Fourier, and St.-Simon as utopian socialists. 

But -- assuming Marxist empirical theory to be 

basically correct -- is there not some way in which the so

called bourgeois moral theorists or supporters of capitalism 

in general are prejudiced or deluded in which the Marxist or 

proponents . of socialism are not? Is there not some sense 

in which the Marxist's moral judgments or principles are 

more objective than those of his bourgeois opponents? These 

considerations lead to an examination of methods of moral 

theory construction and, particularly, to an examination of 

what Rawls refers to as the method of reflective equili

brium. There is, however, one more matter we need to clear 

up before turning to the method of reflective equilibrium, 

namely, the nature or definition of moral objectivity. For 

while we have concluded that morality in general and Marxist 

moral views in particular are not susceptible to the criti-



400 

cism that they entail forms of normative or metaethical 

relativism -- although Warnock's relativism at the general 

level of evaluation or what I prefer to call metaevaluative 

relativism may not ultimately be ruled out -- we have not 

yet examined the concept of moral objectivity enough to 

decide precisely under what conditions we may call our moral 

judgments or principles "objective." 



Marxism, Reflective Equilibrium, and the Original Position 

Although Marx, Engels, and most other pre-20th Cen-

tury thinkers seemed to picture the "objectivity" of moral 

judgments and principles to consist in some sort of corres-

pondence between these judgments and principles and some 

set of transcendent or immanent values or principles just as 

the truth of a statement was (and still is) often thought 

to be a matter of its correspondence to some set of facts, 

recent and contemporary philosophers have come more and 

more to reject this model of moral objectivity in favor 

of a theory or model of moral objectivity based on inter-

subjective agreement. * In short, in order to avoid the 

* This move from "objectivity" defined as correspon
dence to objective reality to "objectivity" defined as 
intersubjective agreement has not been confined to moral or 
evaluative contexts nor to Anglo-American philosophy. Fol
lowing the great Pragmatist philosopher C. S. Peirce, such 
recent and contemporary philosophers as Wilfrid Sellars and 
Richard Rorty have taken the truth (of factual, empirical, 
or descriptive-explanatory propositions) to be primarily a 
matter of intersubjective agreement or an ideal consensus 
rather than correspondence to an "objective" (nonlinguistic) 
set of facts or reality. See Wilfred Sellars, Science, Per
ception, and Reality, Humanities Press, N.Y., 1963 and Rich
ard Rorty, Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature, Princeton 
University Press, Princeton, N.J., 1979. 

Furthermore, among contemporary Continental philoso
phers, Jurgen Habermas has similarly appealed to an ideal 
consensus in explicating the notions of truth (and rational
ity) as a matter of the resolution reached during the course 
of a free dialogue. The work of Habermas is especially 
relevant for our present concern since his primary project 
is that of constructing a critical social theory capable 
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metaphysical baggage of the old model and its other unat-

tractive features, contemporary value theorists have tended 

to reduce objectivity to intersubjective validity. Although 

Marx and Engels, needless to say, never thought of things 

this way, they may have been agreeable to this strategy 

since the positing of other-worldly transcendent "eternal 

verities" or immanent self-realizing moral principles is 

thereby avoided. 

Be that as it may, there is today broad agreement 

that this is the correct account of moral objectivity -- at 

least among those who choose to continue to use the term. 

Some have suggested that the intersubjectiv~ agreement 

needed is an a~tual intersubjective agreement on moral 

principles of the society or culture in which one lives 

and have drawn the unpalatable conclusion that whatever 

moral principles are accepted by one's society or culture 

are, ipso facto, correct • at least for individuals 

living in those societies or cultures. This position is 

taken by those who are proponents of what Frankena calls 

a social morality, a conception of morality which sees such 

an agreement as not only necessary for the justification of 

moral principles but also as definitive of moral judgments 

and principles per ~. others hold that while this sort of 

of rationally describing and judging social institutions and 
arrangements. See Jurgen Habermas, Theory and Practice, 
Beacon Press, Boston, 1974 -- especially "Introduction: Some 
Difficulties in the Attempt to Link Theory and Praxis." 
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actual intersubjective agreement is not a defining charac

teristic of a moral judgment or principle it is a necessary 

condition for the justification of any moral judgment or 

principle; that is to say that if such a consensus does not 

exist then the judgment or principle in question is, ipso 

facto, not justified. 

One of the major difficulties of either version of 

this view is that it makes moral innovation or the having of 

an idiosyncratic moral code or, at least, a justified 

idiosyncratic moral code impossible. But this just 

doesn't seem to make sense. There is no reason, for exam-

pIe, to think that a Kantian moral code uniquely held by a 

member of 

code or that 

a utilitarian-oriented society is not a moral 

for these reasons at any rate -- it is not a 

justified or correct moral code. 

A more promising approach is to make the inter sub-

jective consensus needed for the justification or objectiv-

ity of moral principles a purely hypothetical one. William 

Frankena, for example, takes this position. He claims that 

"a basic moral judgment, principle, or code is justified or 

'true' if it is or will be agreed to by everyone .who take"s 

the moral point of view and is clearheaded and logical and 

knows all that is relevant about himself, mankind, and the 
12 

universe. II The only notion that may need clarification 

here is that of the "moral point of view." Although Fran-

kena offers his own, somewhat more complex, characterization 
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of the "moral point of view", for our purposes we can 

accept Kurt Baier's characterization.* As Frankena summar-

izes it: "Baier. holds that one is taking the moral 

point of view if one is not being egoistic, one is doing 

things on principle, one is willing to universalise one's 

principles, and in doing so one considers the good of 
13 

everyone alike.". 

But even if this is the proper view of moral "ob-

jectivity" and avoids all of the metaphysical baggage that 

Marx, Engels, and others so rightly object to, is there any 

reason to believe that our moral principles meet this condi-

tion? Is there any goo a reason tu oc:lil:vt:: tl-1Qt a~-":J' 0£ 

our moral principles would be bound to garner this sort of 

unanimous intersubjective agreement under these hypothet-

ical conditions? More specifically, is there any reason 

to believe even assuming Marxist empirical theory to 

be basically correct that the Marxist's moral and 

normative political judgments are any more objective or 

correct than those of the supporter of capitalism. These 

considerations necessarily lead to an examination of moral 

theory construction and justification and, especially, to 

* Notice in the following quote that though Baier 
does not conflate the logical thesis of universalizability 
with giving equal consideration to everyone's interests as 
does Hare, both factors -- according to Baier and Frankena 
-- enter into what it is to take the moral point of view 
and, thus, enter into the criteria a moral judgment must 
meet to be a considered moral judgment. 
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an examination of what is perhaps the most sophisticated and 

well-worked out example of such a theory: John Rawls' two-

pronged approach which utilizes both the method of re

flective equilibrium and a hypothetical choice method known 

as the strategy of the original position. Although these 

methods can be applied independently, they are intimately 

related in Rawls theory where he first explicates the strat

egy of the or.iginal position and then uses the method of 

reflective equilibrium to ascertain whether or not the con

straints placed on the hypothetical choice situation are 

reasonable from a moral point of view. 

Following the classical contract theorists 

Locke, Rousseau, and Kant Rawls holds that 

the principles of justice for the basic structure of 
society are the object of the original agreement. 
They are the principles that free and rational 
persons concerned to further their own interests 
would accept in an initial position of equality as 
defining the fundamental terms of,their association. 
These principles are to regulate all further 
agreements~ they speclify the kinds of social co
operation that can be entered into and the forms of 
government that can be established. This way of 
regarding the principles of justice I shall call 
justice as fairness. 14 

In order to insure "objectivity," however, Rawls 

~tipulates several conditions which are to characterize the 

parties in the original position. Not only are the parties 

free, rational, mutually disinterested, and in an initial 

position of equality (as are individuals in Hobbes' an~ 

Lockes' "state of nature"), but they are non-envious as 
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well. Finally, they are behind a "veil of ignorance," 

meaning that they have no knowledge of their own situation 

in the real world but only of general facts of society, 

history, and human nature. This last constraint on the 

decision-making procedure in the original position "ensures 

that no one is advantaged or disadvantaged in the choice of 

principles by the outcome of natural chance or the contin-

gency of social circumstances. Since all are similarly sit-

uated and no one is able to design principles to favor his 

particular condition, the principles of justice are the 
15 

result of a fair agreement or bargain." 

To this Rawls adds: 

Both autonomy and objectivity are characterized in a 
consistent way by reference to the original posi
tion. The idea of the initial situation is central 
to the whole theory and other basic notions are 
defined in terms of it. Thus, acting autonomously 
is acting from principles that we would consent to 
as free and equal rational beings ••• Also, these 
principles are objective. They are the principles 
that we would want everyone (including ourselves) to 
follow were we to take up together the appropriate 
general point of view. The original position de
fines this perspective, and its conditions also 
embody those of objectivity: its stipulations ex
press the restrictions on arguments that force us to 
consider the choice of principles unencumbered by 
the singularities of the circumstances in which we 
find ourselves. (emphasis added) 16 

But what does Rawls mean by "objective" and "objec-

tivity" in this context? In claiming that the principles 

reached in the original position are objective because they 

are "the principles that we would want everyone (including 
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ourselves) to follow. were we to take up together the appro-

priate general point of view," he would seem to be attribu-

ting to moral principles nothing more than many moral theor

ists attribute to moral principles as a result of their 

being universalizable. In a passage quoted previously, 

Bernard Mayo claimed that part of the notion of the univer-

salizability of moral principles is that "I must expect, or 

at least invite, assent to the principle on your part and on 

the part of an indefinite community of moral beings like 
17 

ourselves." To simply meet this condition would not seem 

to be enough to be characterized as "objective." 

If Rawls means by "objectivity" in moral theory only 

that we must "consider the choice of principles unencumbered 

by the singularities of the circumstances in which we find 

ourselves," he would seem to be demanding nothing more than 

impartiality something which was demanded by Ideal 

Observer theorists such as Roderick Firth and by many other 

moral theorists in the history of philosophy. But even if 

impartiality is somehow a requirement of objectivity, it 

surely is not in and of itself -- a sufficient condition 

for it. (I will here leave aside the criticism that the 

Ideal Observer theory and similar theories are vacuous 

unless substantive moral principles are somehow incorporated 

in them. Rawls, for his part, avoids this criticism simply 

by freely admitting that he does incorporate substantive 

moral principles into the hypothetical choice situation in 
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his choice of the proper constraints. This is precisely why 

he is so concerned that we achieve the correct characteriza-

tion of the original position.) 

the hypothetical nature of the original position 
invites the question: why should we take any inter
est in it, moral or otherwise? Recall the answer: 
the conditions embodied in the description of this 
situation are ones that we do in fact accept. Or if 
we do not, then we can be persuaded to do so by 
philosophical considerations of the sort occasional
ly introduced. Each aspect of the original position 
can be given a supporting explanation. Thus what we 
are doing is to combine into one conception the 
totality of conditions that we are ready upon due 
reflection to recognize as reasonable in our con
duct with regard to one another. 18 

the original position ••• unites in one concep
tion a reasonably clear problem of choice with con
ditions that are widely recognized as fitting to 
impose on the adoption of moral principles. This 
initial situation combines the requisite clarity 
with the relevant ethical constraints. 19 

Once we grasp this conception, we can at any time 
look at the social world from the required point of 
view. It suffices to reaon in certain ways and to 
follow the conclusions reached. This standpoint is 
also objective and expresses our autonomy. 20 

As mentioned previously, however, the "objectivity" 

of moral principles is today normally interpreted as (unani-

mous) intersubjective agreement and this is what Rawls also 

seems to mean when using the terms "objective" or "objectiv-

ity" in this context. But, as Rawls points out, "From the 

standpoint of moral philosophy, the best account of a per-

son's sense of justice is not the one which fits his judg-

ments prior to his examining any conception of justice, but 

rather the one which matches his judgments in reflective 
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equilibrium." The method of reflective equilibrium and the 

strategy of the original position are fused in Rawls theory 

because "justice as fairness is the hypothesis that the 

principles which would be chosen in the original position 

are identical with those that match our considered judgments 
22 

and so these principles describe our sense of justice." 

It is important to realize, however, that these two 

methods are separate and distinct: one can accept the 

method of reflective equilibrium without accepting Rawls' 

strategy of the original position (or any other sort of 

hypothetical choice strategy) and vice versa. Joel 

Feinberg, for example, characterizes the general method of 

reflective equilibrium without reference to hypothetical 

choice situations as follows: 

The best way to defend one's selection of princi
ples is to show to which positions they commit one 
on ••• issues •••• General principles arise in the 
course of deliberations over particular problems, 
in the efforts to defend one's judgments by showing 
that they are consistent with what has gone before. 
If a principle commits one to an antecedently unac
ceptable judgment, then one has to modify or supple
ment the principle in a way that does the least 
damage to the harmony of one's particular and 
general opinions taken as a group. On the other 
hand, when a solid, well-entrenched principle en
tails a change in a particular judgment, the over
riding claims of consistency may require that the 
judgment be adjusted. 23 

Although Feinberg does not mention it in this 

passage, this method can be made even stronger by demanding 

that the moral judgments taken into consideration be only 
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our considered moral judgments. One interpretation of "con

sidered moral judgmentsll are those which we are willing to 

universalize and which meet Baier's other conditions. 

(This might be interpreted to include projecting ourselves 

'a la Hare -- into the worst possible position with 

respect to the universalized judgments and seeing if we 

still agree with them.) 

But the point is that moral theories, on this view, 

are to be constructed on the hypothetico-deductive model of 

explanation, utilizing our considered moral judgments as the 

data base. We hypothesize certain principles which seem to 

systematize and be in accord with our considered moral 

judgments and then seek to 'confirm' 

'falsify' the hypotheses by seeing if 

or, more importantly, 

our considered moral 

judgments agree or disagree with them. If too many of our 

considered moral judgments disagree with the proposed prin

ciple, we must modify the principle or propose a new one. 

On the other hand, if we have a very powerful set of princi

ples and then come across a rather mundane moral judgment or 

set of moral judgments which contradict it, we are likely to 

modify the moral judgments in question and keep the prin

ciple. 

Finally, just as in science, there is the element of 

competition. We choose from among competing theories on the 

basis of which of them accounts best for the data (i.e., 

which is most in reflective equilibrium with our considered 
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moral judgments), and which is the most comprehensive, eco-

nomical, and elegant. 

Given their materialist and naturalist predilec-

tions, Marxists might be receptive to this theory in so far 

as it rejects the direct (or indirect) apprehension of 

transcendent or immanent values and other idealistic bag-

gage, but might, I suspect, be tempted to reject it on the 

basis that it would seem to allow 'bourgeois' philosophers 

or even fascists to construct theories in accordance with 

their moral intuitions or judgments which would be immune 

from criticism so long as they were internally coherent. 

Rawls is also cognizant of this kind of difficulty 

and in an attempt to avoid allowing biased or otherwise 

suspect moral judgments to enter into the process of 

reflective equilibrium, he suggests that we allow only our 

considered moral judgments as data where· 

considered judgments [are] ••• those judgments in 
which our moral capacities are most likely to be 
displayed without distortion. Thus in deciding 
which of our judgments to take into account we may 
reasonably select some and exclude others. For 
example, we can discard those judgments made with 
hesitation, or in which we have little confidence. 
Similarly, those given when we are upset or fright
ened, or when we stand to gain one way or the other 
can be left aside. All these judgments are likely 
to be erroneous or to be influenced by an excessive 
attention to our own interests. Considered judg
ments are simply those rendered under conditions 
favorable to the exercise of the sense of justice, 
and therefore in circumstances where the more common 
excuses and explanations for making a mistake do not 
obtain. 24 
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The fact that some individuals and groups of indi-

viduals might emerge from the process of achieving reflec-

tive equilibrium with moral theories may be, in reality, 

merely rationalizations for unjust privileges and powers of 

those in socially dominant positions has led Ma~xist-orien-

ted philosophers who reject foundationalist views of moral 

theory construction in favor of coherence theories -- and 

who are, thus, attracted to the method of reflective equil-

ibrium to attempt to expand upon this suggestion made by 

Rawls. Norman Daniels, for examples, argues that 

there must be more to moral justification of both 
judgments and principles than ••• simple coherence 
considerations, especially in the face of the many 
plausible bases for rejecting moral judgments; 
e.g., the judgments may only reflect class or 
cultural background, self-interest, or historical 
accident. 25 

Once the foundational claim is removed .•• we have 
nothing more than a person's moral opinion. It is 
a "considered" opinion, to be sure, but still 
only an opinion. Since such opinions are often 
the result of self-interest, self-deception, his
torical and cultural accident, hidden class bias, 
and so on, just systematizing some of them hardly 
seems a promising way to provide justification for 
them or for the principles that order them. 26 

To alleviate this difficulty and help prevent the 

sort of tainted moral judgments he mentions from creeping 

into our moral theories, Daniels proposes that we allow 

general empirical considerations and theories to interact 

with our considered moral judgments at the level of the 

data base. The idea is that if we have good empirical 

reasons to suspect that our moral judgments, even our 
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considered moral judgments, are suspect in one of the above 

listed ways then we may well reject them as unreliable data. 

Following Rawls, Daniels puts forward what he calls the 

method of wide reflective equilibrium. 

wide equilibrium, closely resembles scientific 
practice. Neither in science nor in ethics do we 
merely 'test' our theories against a predetermined, 
relatively fixed data. Rather, we continually 
reassess and re-evaluate both the plausibility and 
the relevance of these data against theories we are 
inclined to accept. The possiblility thus arises 
that these pressures for revision will free consid
ered moral judgments from their vulnerability to 
many of the specific objections about bias and unre
liability usually directed against them. 27 

One application of this method by a contemporary 

analytic Marxist in an attempt to show that the Marxist's 

moral judgments are less likely to be biased in these ways 

than those of the supporters of capitalism, revolves around 

the use of psychoanalytic theory to diagnose the self-

interested generalizations so often found in the moral in-

tuitions and theories of privileged classes and castes. In 

his excellent article, "Marxism and Moral Objectivity," 

William Shaw argues that: 

Social consciousness reflects social existence, but 
it is not, according to Marx, necessarily ideologi
cal. Definitions of ideology vary; on one plausible 
view, though, an ideological belief is one (a) whose 
believer remains ignorant of the real reasons for 
(or causes of) his holding it and (b) which would 
not be held if the believer ceased to be ignorant 
of these reasons. A bourgeois, for example, who held 
that capitalism is just, not for the reason he 
thinks he holds that belief (viz., that capitalism 
is in everyone's best interest), but because his 
own class interests and social milieu have fostered 
this sectional prejudice in him, would have an ideo-



logical belief. This belief would not survive his 
acquiring knowledge of the reasons for his maintain
ing this belief. 28 

Relying on the above definition permits one to 
distinguish in the moral realm -- at least in 
principle -- between ideological and non-ideologi
cal beliefs. On this basis one could construct a 
two-prong argument to support the objective validity 
of the judgment that socialism is morally preferable 
to capitalism (assuming, again, that there is agree
ment on the facts and that they are as Marx says). 
First, objections to this evaluation would be in
dicted as resting on ethical claims that are ideo
logical and, therefore, illegitimate. • •• Second, 
the moral principles underlying the case for social
ism would be demonstrated to pass the litmus test 
for ideology. Those who endorse the relevant 
principles would have to be shown as not doing so 
for reasons the knowledge of which would lead them 
to cease believing those principles. The proletar
ian can affirm the moral perspective of his class 
while understanding how and why those ideals have 
arisen at this point in history. 29 
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Whether or not we accept Shaw's argument will turn 

in large measure on our views of the scientific and 

epistemological status of psychoanalytic theory. Both 

Marxists and non-Marxists are often bitterly divided on this 

precisely this issue'. Among other Marxist-oriented thinkers 

who give psychoanalytic theory credence, members of the 

Institute of Social Research or "Frankfurt School" such as 

Max Horkheimer, Theodore Adorno, Erich Fromm, and Herbert 

Marcuse have -- since the 1930's -- suggested that a fusion 

of the Marxist and psychoanalytic traditions is necessary 

for the development of a truly adequate critical theory of 

society. Although they did not apply this to moral theory 

constuction in particular, they did mean it to apply to 
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ideology in general, of which moral theories and codes are a 

part.* 

Among the intellectual descendents of the Frankfurt 

School, Jurgen Habermas has developed a sophisticated ver-

sion of the fusion of these two traditions which has inter-

esting parallels with both the theory of wide reflective 

equilibrium as an attempt to rid our considered moral judg-

ments of biased or "ideological" elements and with John 

Rawls' theory of the original position as a hypothetical 

choice situation designed to reach a rational consensus 

on moral principles among free and equal individuals. 

According to Habermas, norms -- including moral 

principles by which to govern social arrangements -- are 

- justified or valid if and only if they would attain a 

rational consensus of individuals as free and equal parti-

cipants in a dialogue (or "discourse") under conditions 

constitutive of an "ideal speech situation." This last 

clause is designed to eliminate precisely those sorts of 

biased and illigitimate opinions or views that Norman 

Daniels and William Shaw are concerned to bar from entering 

the data base in the construction of moral theories. 

Practical questions .•• are posed with a view to the 
acceptance or rejection of norms, especially norms 
for action, the claims to validity of which we can 

* For a concise history of the Frankfurt School's 
attempt at such a fusion see Martin Jay's The Dialectical 
Imagination, Little, Brown, and Co., Boston, 1973 
especially Chapter 2 ("The Integration of Psychoanalysis"). 



support or oppose with reasons. Theories which in 
their structure can serve the clarification of prac
tical questions are designed to enter into communi
cative action. Interpretations which can be gained 
within the framework of such theories cannot, of 
course, be directly effective for the orientation of 
action; rather, they find their legitimate value 
within the therapeutic context of the reflexive 
formation of volition. Therefore they can only be 
translated into processes of enlightenment which are 
rich in political consequences, when the institu
tional preconditions for practical discourse among 
the general public are fulfilled. As long as this 
is not the case, the restrictive compulsions, that 
is, the inhibitions to communication ••• themselves 
become a problem to be clarifed theoretically. 30 
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Although Habermas takes a rational consensus to be 

the criterion of a "generalizable interest" and, thus, a 

valid or legitimate norm, he is concerned to distinguish a 

"true" consensus from a "false" one. A false consensus is 

one based on "non-generalizable interests" which result from 

the inauthenticity, deception, or self-deception of individ-

uals. This is why Habermas is concerned to develop a theory 

of "communicative competence" -- including a conception of 

the "ideal speech situation" -- as well as a theory of 

"systematically distorted communication" designed to ex-

plain the prevalance of ideologies based on non-generaliz-

able interests which result in a false consensus.* This is 

also the point at which the psychoalanytic tradition comes 

* See "On Systematically Distorted Communication," 
Inquiry XIII (Autumn 1970) and "Toward a Theory of Communi
cative Competence," Inquiry XIII, (Winter 1970). For a crit
ical appraisal of Habermas' social theory see Julius Sensat, 
Habermas and Marxism: An Appraisal, Sage Publications, Bev
erly Hills, CA, 1979 as well as Kai Nielsen: "Radical 
Philosophy and Critical Theory: Examination and Defense," 
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into play in Habermas' theory. As Julius Sensat puts it in 

his work Habermas and Marxism: 

Institutionally secured deviations from the ideal 
spgech situation produce systematic distortions in 
communication. For example, repressive social
ization processes hinder self-expression and produce 
neurotic disturbances. 31 

Neurotic behavior patterns have objective power over 
their victims despite the fact that they are pro
duced by the victims themselves. The neurotic indi
vidual does not understand his Own actions, which 
spring from motives that, though they are his mo
tives, have been banished from his consciousness. 

The true meaning of his pathological behaviour 
patterns differs from their apparent meaning, which 
is expressed in rationalizations. Rationalizations 
serve to conceal from him the true cause of his 
behavior; at the same time, they themselves result 
from and express the irrational state of affairs 
which is his illness. Not truly rational, rational
izations can be criticized and seen through. Psycho
analysis helps the patient to accomplish this task, 
by means of which he regains pis rational powers and 
becomes the conscious author of his own actions. 

Ideologies are rationalizations writ large. 
Instead of individual behavior patterns they serve 
to legitimate institutions which are not discursive
ly justifiable. Such institutions, like neurotic 
behavior patterns, have objective power over indi
viduals, in spite of the fact that they are produced 
by the reciprocal behavioral expectations of these 
individuals in their interactions with each other. 
These institutions express conditions which are 
social; they express the society's answers to prac
tical questions and are thus in principle amenable 
to practical deliberation and control. That is to 
say, it is possible in principle for social insti
tutions to be evaluated in discourse. Such an eval
uative procedure would allow only generalizable 
interests -- those interests that all persons, as 

Philosophical Exchange, vol. 2, 1975; "The Political Rele
vance of Habermas," Radical Philosophers Newsjournal, VII 
(August 1976); "Can there be an Emancipatory Rationality," 
Critica, vol. VIII, no. 24 (Dec. 1976); "Rationality, Needs, 
and Politics: Remarks on Rationality as Emancipation and En
lightenment," Cultural Hermenuetics 4 (1977). 



fully competent subjects, would regard as legitimate 
-- to be secured institutionally. I thereby would 
result in formation of a rational general will. 32 
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At this point we find ourselves back to the idea of 

(unanimous) intersubjective agreement in hypothetical choice 

situations. Although Habermas wants ultimately to apply his 

criterion of consensual validation to factual as well as 

evaluative claims, if we limit our attention to the valida-

tion of moral claims and principles, this theory can be 

considered as a sort of synthesis of John Rawls' strategy of 

the original position and Daniels' and Shaws' proposed con-

straints on what can be taken as a considered moral judgment 

or a legitimate interest. The similarities between John 

Rawls' characterization of the original position and Haber-

mas' characterization of the ideal speech situation are 

especially significant. 

Whereas Rawls' original position is, ex hypothesi, 

populated by rational, free, non-envious individuals in a 

situation of intitial equality, Habermas' ideal speech 

situation is populated by rational, free and (presumably) 

non-envious individuals in a situation of equality. 

ideal speech situation ••. is characterized 
formally by the symmetrical distribution of chances 
to assume dialogue roles, i.e., to select and employ 
speech acts. In particular, (1) all potential 
participants in discourse and to perpetuate them 
through asking and answering questions, making and 
replying to objections, giving arguments and 
justifications, etc. This requirement insures that 
all opinions and norms are potentially subject to 
discursive examination. Furthermore, (2) all 
participants in interaction must have the same 



chance to express their feelings, intentions, 
attitudes, etc. This requirement is meant to insure 
the authenticity of the participants, i.e., the 
transparency of their inner natures to themselves 
and to each other. Finally, (3) all participants in 
interaction must have the same chance to give 
orders, to permit, to forbid, to give and to receive 
promises, etc.; in short, there must be a 
reciprocity in behavior expectations which excludes 
all privileges in the sense of one-sidedly binding 
norms. 33 
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Furthermore, although Rawls does not bring psycho

analytic theory to bear on this matter, it is clear that he 

is also concerned that the moral judgments of parties in the 

original position be autonomous and that the consensus they 

reach be a "true" or "objective" one. This comes out in 

certain passages in A Theory of Justice not often commented 

on. Rawls first invites us to 

Imagine that someone experiences the promptings 
of his moral sense as inexplicable inhibitions which 
for the moment he is unable to justify. Why should 
he not regard them as simply neurotic compulsions? 
If it should turn out that these scruples are indeed 
largely shaped and accounted for by the contingen
cies of early childhood, perhaps by the course of 
our family history and class situation, and that 
there is nothing to add on their behalf, then there 
is surely no reason why they should govern our 
lives. 34 

This is why an individual in the original position 

would demand that "the psychological processes by which his 

moral sense has been acquired conform to principles that he 

himself would choose under conditions that he would concede 
35 

are fair and undistorted by fortune and happenstance," and 

that a "person's sense of justice is not a compulsive psy-

chological mechanism cleverly installed by those in 
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authority in order to insure his unswerving compliance with 
36 

rules designed to advance their interests." Furthermore, 

according to Rawls: "It follows that in accepting these 

principles on this basis we are not influenced primarily by 
37 

tradition and authority, or the opinions of others." 

The parallel here between Habermas and Rawls seems 

evident. They are both very much concerned with the same 

sorts of problems in achieving a "genuine," ":true," or 

"enlightened" consensus among individuals on intersubjec-

tively binding norms by which to judge and regulate social 

arrangements and practices. One important difference, of 

course, is that while Habermas seeks to incorporate large 

parts of psychoanalytic 'theory into his critical theory of 

society, Rawls does no more than allude to the types of 

difficulties that psychoanalytic theory might be helpful in 

solving. Perhaps the most important difference though is 

that whereas Rawls' proposed consensus is purely hypotheti-

cal, the consensus proposed by Habermas is one which he 

believes could and would actually come about if we had 

social institutions conducive to promoting the type of "dis-

course" between individuals necessary to achieve it; social 

institutions which were, for example, transparent to indivi-

duals rather than opaque and which fostered autonomous per-

sonalities rather than the reverse. 

This distinction between a hypothetical and an ac

tual consensus brings up the point that in judging theories 
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of moral justification we must determine how they fare in 

assuring an enlightened intersubjective consensus at both 

the theoretical and practical levels. This distinction is, 

perhaps, particularly important to Marxists since even if 

they admit the possibility of such a (unanimous) consensus 

on a theoretical level, they have no illusions of reaching 

such a consensus on the practical level where class inter

ests and perspectives are operative. 



tive 

Moral Objectivity, Class Struggle, and 
Intersubjective Agreement 

Whether or not certain moral principles are objec-

in the sense that they would command unanimous 

intersubjective agreement among all rational persons who 

meet certain other conditions -- for example, the conditions 

imposed upon individuals in Rawls' original position or in 

Habermas' ideal speech situation -- is an issue still much 

in dispute among moral philosophers and theorists of value. 

Those who reject this contention may hold either (1) that 

there is no guarantee of unanimous agreement even among 

individuals who meet these conditions; (2) that such an 

agreement under these conditions is no reason to label the 

principles thus chosen "objective" because the constraints 

placed upon the hypothetical choice situations beg the ques-

tion in favor of certain sorts of moral principles or values 

(e.g., the value of autonomy);* or (3) the fact that 

individuals would agree on certain moral principles under 

these or any other conditions is simply irrelevant to the 

issue of whether or not such principles are justified and, 

* For a discussion of whether or not this sort of 
criticism is applicable to Rawls' theory as well as a criti
cal discussion of other methodological and substantive 
issues see the articles collected in Reading Rawls (Norman 
Daniels, ed.), Basic Books, N.Y., 1976. 
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no import in deciding whether or not such 

are objective. Although I will not attempt to 

sort out all of these issues, I will presently offer some 

considerations which, I think, ought to make us uneasy about 

assuming that such a consensus would be reached even among 

individuals who meet all of the conditions stipulated in 

Rawls' and Habermas' hypothetical choice situations. 

But before we take up the question of intersubjec

tive agreement at the theoretical level let us first examine 

the possiblility of achieving such intersubjective agreement 

at the practical level -- the level at which political 

activity is determined in the real world. It seems clear 

that even if such ideal choice stategies may be ultimately 

decisive between opposing moral theories at the theoreti

cal level, at the practical level they are bound to be much 

less decisive. There are individuals who are not even 

prepared to accept the rational, humanistic framework in 

which such debates can profitably be carried on. The fas

cist's irrational, intolerant commitment to "racial purity" 

or the "destiny of the nation" or the "fuehrer" or the 

theocrat's complete submission to (his interpretation of) 

the will of God may result from pyschologically neurotic or 

socially ideological causes which they would be able to see 

through and, thus, be "freed" of if they were rational and 

non-dogmatic enough to engage in what Habermas calls thera

peutic discourse • • • but many in the real world are simply 
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not willing to do this. It is simply impractical for a 

Marxist to expect to be able to rationally persuade a com-

mitted fascist or theocrat that a democratic form of social-

ism is morally justified even on the assumption that Marx-

ist empirical theory is basically true or for the modern 

liberal to convince him that a democratic, secular form of 

capitalism is morally justified. As Andrew Collier notes: 

••• there have existed, and do exist, axiologies in 
which human powerlessness, submission, resignation, 
acceptance of what comes, renunciation of satisfac
tion, are made into values. These axiologies gener
ally involve the ideal of submission to a superior 
will; to divine providence, or to a human fuehrer, 
or in some versions, to some supra-personal entity, 
supposedly endowed with an irreducible will of its 
own, such as nation or race. The consistent adher
ent of one of these axiologies will be untouched by 
socialist arguments that class oppression and the 
subordination of human wills to market forces could 
be abolished; here we really do reach a logical 
breakdown in the possibility of rational argument.38 

But even if we limit ourselves to those within the 

contemporary secular (or, at least non-theocratic) and 

humanistic framework of practical reasoning about social 

arrangements -- i.e., to modern liberals, libertarians, 

social-democrats, socialists, and most conservatives it 

still seems problematic that we would reach unanimous inter-

subjective agreement on moral principles or on the best set 

of social arrangements. First, both the right-libertarian 

and conservative are bound to have a falling out with modern 

liberals, social-democrats, and socialists even if it is 

assumed by all parties that Marxist empirical theory is 
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basically correct. The right-libertarian's view that the 

right to own and control both personal and productive pro

perty is a basic liberty which is indefeasible before any 

and all other sorts of moral consideration and the conserva

tive's view that liberty can be constrained on grounds of 

conserving traditional values will presumably both be ana

thema to humanist liberals and socialists. And even if it 

can be plausibly argued that neither of these views would be 

reached by parties in Rawls' original position or Habermas' 

ideal speech situation, it may be impossible as ~ practical 

matter to convince the right-libertarian or conservative to 

give up these views. 

It may seem as though I'm being prejudicial here in 

setting up these oppositions since, it may well be pointed 

out, (1) liberals will differ from both social-democrats and 

revolutionary socialists on such issues as the right to 

productive property, while (2) liberals and social-democrats 

will normally differ from Marxists on the issue of the 

justifiability of socialist revolution. But -- as pointed 

out earlier -- I am here taking the liberty of assuming that 

these differences are primarily (if not exclusively) a mat

ter of disagreements in empirical theory and belief. To see 

that this assumption is not totally implausible with refer

ence to the first issue, one need only remind one's self 

that the two greatest moral and social philosophers of 

the liberal tradition in the last two centuries viz., 
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both readily admit that bour-

geois property rights are neither morally fundamental nor 

indefeasible and that given certain empirical assumptions in 

the realm of economics and political sociology, socialism 

(i.e., a democratic form of socialism) is morally preferable 

to capitalism. At this point, the liberal will in all 

probability fallout with both the social-democrat and revo

lutionary socialist as to whether a democratic form of 

socialism is a genuine historical possibility but both this 

proposition and the assessment of the degree of confidence 

we are entitled to have in this and similar historical 

predictions are matters of empirical dispute rather than 

differences in moral evaluation. 

The further claim that the differences between the 

liberal (and social democratic) and revolutionary socialist 

on the justifiability of socialist revolution are primarily 

differences in empirical theory and belief seems somewhat 

more problematic. But if a liberal or social-democrat came 

to accept the Marxist empirical views that (1) capitalism is 

the cause of the world's major social problems and the only 

way to eliminate war, oppression, human deprivation, extreme 

inequality, and the violation of human rights in general is 

to eliminate capitalism; (2) a post-capitalist society 

once established on a world-wide scale -- will not be an 

oppressive or totalitarian form of society; and (3) an 

evolutionary path to socialism is not feasible, it seems 
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reasonable to assume that he would agree that socialist 

revolution even violent socialist revolution -- is moral-

ly justified. 

Finally, it might be maintained that an evaluative 

disagreement does exist since the committed Marxist suppos-

edly holds that any and every means that leads to socialist 

revolution is justified while the liberal holds that the 

means must not overstep certain side-constraints. Few lib-

erals will agree with the view that socialist revolution 

should be secured by any means necessary -- a view which 

seems to be suggested by Lenin when he states that "Morality 

for us is subordinated to the interests of the class strug-
39 

gle of the proletariat," and which is explicitly pro-

claimed by Trotsky in Their Morals and Ours when he states: 

"Only that which prepares the complete and final overthrow 

of imperialist bestiality is moral, and nothing else. The 
40 

welfare of the revolution that is the supreme law. " 

But it is arguable that even this is ---- basically a 

difference in empirical belief rather than moral value. 

First, it seems extremely doubtful that even such committed 

Marxists as Lenin and Trotsky are really claiming that any 

means even those merely imaginable -- is justified for 

attaining the end of socialist revolution. Consider the 

following fanciful case: the only way to make a socialist 

revolution is to utilize means which will lead to the 

painful extinction of 99% of the world's population, in 
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addition to a change in the genetic structure of human 

beings such that all individuals of future generations will 

have severe physical deformities which will cause them 

nearly unbearable pain their entire lives. Would even the 

most committed Marxist still endorse the utilization of 

these means to achieve the end of socialist revolution? 

Of course not! To do so would lead to the worsening rather 

than the betterment of the human condition and would, thus, 

defeat the very purpose for which they endorse socialism and 

socialist revolution. Even the wage-slavery, repression, 

wars, poverty, and inequalities endemic to capitalism are 

better than the conditions which would be produced by these 

hypothetical means. 

It may be said that such far-fetched examples are 

irrelevent because they have no connection with the real 

world but this is, in part, the point. Marxists such as 

Lenin and Trotsky -- like anyone else engaged in political 

reasoning make their judgments concerning the justifia

bility of particular means against a set of background 

assumptions. In claiming, for example, that socialism 

should be brought about by "any" means necessary, the com

mitted Marxist is operating with certain assumptions con

cerning the means which are within the realm of empirical 

possibility as well as which means will be effective in 

achieving given ends. 
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But the liberal may still object that Lenin and 

Trotsky placed very few, if any, restrictions on those means 

available in the real world and that this position is simply 

untenable from a moral point of view. Although Trotsky, for 

example, admits that "It is impossible not to agree with the 
41 

moralists that history chooses cruel pathways," there is 

not much in the way of violent means that he shrinks from so 

long as such means are necessary to advance the socialist 

revolution. For Trotsky and other Classical Marxists, of 

course, the means which advance socialist revolution are 

only those means which advance the mass movement of the 

proletariat and its allies. This is the empirical ground 

on which all of the Classical Marxists opposed individual 

terrorism. It is important to keep in mind that the Classi-

cal Marxist view of revolution is one in which the majority 

of the population or at least the majority of the working 

class -- is actively committed to radical social change and 

is forced into the use of violent means to protect them-

selves and their organizations (e.g., trade unions, workers' 

parties, and -- in revolutionary situations -- the popular 

organs of "dual power" which have begun to function as an 

alternate government) against the reactionary violence of 

the official police and military forces and/or fascist 

gangs.* 

* The Marxist assessment of fascism as the ultimate 
defense of capitalism is, of course, an extremely important 
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Trotsky's position on the issue of the relation 

between means and ends and the justifiability of socialist 

revolution comes out clearly in the answer he gave to those 

who charged the Bolshevik party with endorsing the principle 

that "the end justifies the means" and Lenin with endorsing 

"lying and worse" as "permissible means of struggle." 

In the formula "lying and worse", "worse" evidently 
signifies ••• violence, murder, and so on, since 
under equal conditions violence is worse than lying; 
and murder -- the most extreme form of violence. 
[These critics] thus come to the conclusion that 
lying, violence, murder are incompatible with a 
"healthy socialist movement". What, however, is our 
relation to revolution? Civil war is the most se
vere of all forms of war. It is unthinkable not 

empirical thesis in the Marxist's defense of his or her 
normative political positions. If this analysis is correct, 
the choice facing the human species is not between bourgeois 
parlimentary democracy and totalitarian-rrcommunism," as many 
bourgeois polemicists and ideologues maintain but -- in the 
final analysis -- between some form (perhaps, in time, an 
extremely democrat form) of socialism and some form (probab
ly, an extremely undemocratic or, even, a totalitarian form) 
of capitalism. This analysis of fascism is, of course, much 
disputed but it seems quite plausible that at least certain 
components of the capitalist class and the power elite which 
serves its interests will fight fervently for such a "solu
tion" (i.e., military dictatorship or fascism) if a revolu
tionary workers movement actually begins to develop into a 
significant "threat." The other empirical thesis involved 
here is that capitalist systems are inherently unstable in 
the sense that their economic and political systems give 
rise to recurrent crises which generally have unfavorable 
results for the working class and its (potential) allies 
and that -- all things being equal -- this results in peri
odic radicalizations of the working class and the growth of 
its movements and struggles which put forward demands (e.g., 
a "sliding scale of hours and wages" and workers' control of 
production) that can not be accomodated within capitalist 
society. A corollary thesis, of course, is that post
capitalist societies -- no matter what other types of prob
lems they may have -- will not be susceptible to these types 
of social and economic dysfunctions or "contradictions." 



only without violence against tertiary figures but, 
under contemporary technique, without killing old 
men, old women and children. Must one be reminded 
of Spain? The only possible answer of the "friends" 
of republican Spain sounds like this: Civil war is 
better than fascist slavery. But this completely 
correct answer merely signifes [sic] that the end 
(democracy or socialism) justifies, under certain 
conditions, such means as violence and murder. 
Whoever accepts the end: victory over Franco, must 
accept the means: civil war with its wake of hor
rors and crimes. 

Nevertheless, lying and violence "in themselves" 
warrant condemnation? Of course, even as does the 
class society which generates them. 42 

"Civil war," will perhaps respond the philoso
pher caught unawares, "is however a sad exception. 
But in peaceful times a healthy socialist movement 
should manage without violence and lying." Such an 
answer however represents nothing less than a pa
thetic Evasion. There is no impervious demarcation 
between "peaceful" class struggle and revolution. 
Every strike embodies in an unexpanded form all the 
elements of civil war. Each side strives to impress 
the opponent with an exaggerated picture of its 
resoluteness to struggle and its material resources. 
Through their press, agents, and spies the capital
ists labor to frighten and demoralize the strikers. 
From their side, the workers' pickets, where persua
sion does not avail, are compelled to resort to 
force. Thus "lying and worse" are an inseparable 
part of the class struggle even in its most elemen
tary form. 43 
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Although an adequate moral theory will certainly 

prohibit any violence not absolutely essential to a just 

struggle and may, besides, prohibit certain forms of 

violence (e.g., torture) under any circumstances, the means 

cited by Trotsky in these passages do not seem to differ 

from the means most liberals -- or most other people, for 

that matter -- find permissible when essential for the suc-

cessful prosecution of a just war or a just struggle against 
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oppression.* The bombings of civilian population centers in 

Germany during World War II -- a strategy designed to kill, 

dehouse, and demoralize German workers as much as to destroy 

industrial cites in an effort to cripple German industrial 

capacity and, thus, insure victory over Nazi Germany 

certainly had the same horrible consequences cited by 

Trotsky above. Yet, very few will disagree that if there 

was good reason to believe such means were necessary to 

procure the end in question (i.e., the defeat of Nazi 

Germany), they were morally justified. 

Although one could claim that an essential 

* For further philsophical discussions of these 
issues from a leftist perspective see: Herbert Marcuse, 
"Ethics and Revolution," Ethics and Society, (Richard T. 
DeGeorge, ed.), Doubleday, N.Y., 1966; Mihailo Markovic, 
"Violence and Human Self-Realization," Essays on Socialist 
Humanism, (Ken Coates, ed.), Spokesman Books, Nottingham, 
1972; Gajo Petrovic, "Socialism, Revolution and Violence," 
The Socialist Idea, (Leszek Kolakowski and Stuart Hampshire, 
ed.), Weidenfeld and Nicolson, London, 1974; Svetozar Sto
janovic, "Revolutionary Teleology and Ethics," Tolerance 
and Revolution: A Marxist-Non-Marxist Dialogue, (Paul Kurtz 
and Svetozar Stojanovic, ed.), Philosophical Society of 
Serbia, Belgrad, 1970; Robert Paul Wolff, "On Violence," 
Journal of Philosophy, vol. 66, (Oct. 1969); Ted Honderich 
Three Essays on Political Violence, Basil Blackwell, Oxford, 
1976 and "Four Conclusions About Violence of the Left," 
Canadian Journal of Philosophy, vol. 9, no. 2 (June 1979); 
John Harris, "The Marxist Conception of Violence," Philoso
phy and Public Affairs, vol. 3, no. 2 (Winter 1974); and 
the following articles by Kai Nielsen: "On the Choice 
Between Reform and Revolution," Philosophy and Political 
Action, (Virginia Held, et. al., ed.), Oxford University 
Press, N.Y., 1973; "On Justifying Revolution," Philosophy 
and Phenomenological Research, vol. 37, no. 4, (1977); "On 
Justifying Violence," Inquiry, vol. 24; "Political Vio
lence," The Indian Political Science Review, vol. 16, no. 2, 
(July 1982); and "Capitalism, Socialism, and Justice," 
Social Praxis, vol. 7, no. 3-4, (1980). 
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difference between the bombing of Nazi Germany and the 

situation cited by Trotsky (namely, the Civil War in Spain) 

is that in the former case a group of nations was attempting 

to defend itself from attack by a foreign enemy set on con-

quest and domination, this distinction carries little moral 

weight even within the liberal tradition. 

One need only think here of the violence involved in 

the English or French Revolutions or of the terrorist act iv-

ities carried out by the French resistance against both the 

Nazi occupiers and French collaborators during World War II. 

Although all forms of violence are prima facie condemnable 

-- and violence against innocent persons or non-combatants, 

especially so -- very few will condemn these movements or 

struggles even though they inevitably involved violence and 

even, occasionally and incidently, violence against innocent 

parties.* The real world is such that great political, 

social, and economic changes which are justified from a 

moral point of view are seldom attainable solely by morally 

desirable means. 

* The crude version of the "doctrine of double 
effect" on which such actions are permissible because al
though they will have the effect of killing innocent men, 
women, and children, such a consequence is not "intended" 
would seem to be "nothing less than a pathetic evasion" .•. 
to use one of Trotsky's phrases. Although it can not be 
known which specific individuals will be killed, maimed, or 
mutilated by such an action, the approximate number of 
casualities can be known in advance. Thus -- on any normal 
use of the word "intended" -- these killings, maimings, and 
mutilations are intended. This is so even though these 
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Thus, it is a arguable that if the Marxist analysis 

of capitalism is basically correct, socialist revolution is 

as much justified as the great bourgeois revolutions liber-

als hold in such high esteem. As Charles Taylor puts it in 

responding to the question "Is Marxism's acceptance 

indeed advocacy of violence something you hold against it 

as a theory?": 

Well, you can't hold an advocacy of violence as such 
against it because there are very few theories, 
except outright pacifist ones, which do not advocate 
violence in some circumstances. Even the great 
theoreticians of liberalism like Locke advocate 
revolution in certain circumstances. 44 

if [Marxist theory] is right, they are on the 
right side. Marxism is in a sense a perpetual 
theory of the just war, applied to politics."45 

The fact is that most humanist liberals will agree 

with Trotsky that "A means can be justified only by its 

consequences are not the ultimate goal of the parties 
undertaking these actions and even though the parties in 
question (e.g., the British and American high command) would 
undoubtedly prefer to accomplish their goal (e.g., the 
defeat of Nazi Germany) by means which did not have such 
horrible secondary effects. Nevertheless, although this 
information is certainly relevant for purposes of judging 
the moral character of the parties involved, it is complete
ly irrelevant for purposes of judging actions· or policies 
permissible, impermissible, or obligatory. The point is 
that all predictable consequences must be taken ~nto account 
when judging an action or policy from a moral point of view. 
Such actions or policies are justified if and only if the 
end thereby attained (or sought after) offsets such horrible 
consequences from a moral point of view. (This form of 
reasoning is, of course, not necessarily "consequentialist" 
in the strict, philosophical sense of the term since one may 
take human rights as morally basic and make such judgments 
on the basis of minimizing the violation or maximizing the 
obervance of such rights. Such a view might be called a 
"teleology of rights.") 
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end. But the end in its turn needs to be justifed. . . . the 

end is justified if it leads to increasing the power of 

man over nature and to the abolition of the power of man 
46 

over man. " The differences between the liberal and the 

Marxist would seem not to concern the justifiability of 

these general goals but, rathar, the choice of means to 

reach them. 

This claim would seem to be further borne out by a 

consideration of John Dewey's response to Trotsky's article 

on this issue.* After noting that Trotsky rejects all forms 

of "absolutist ethics based on the deliverances of 

conscience, or a moral sense, or some brand of eternal 
47 

truths," Dewey writes: 

I wish to say that I write from a standpoint that 
rejects all such doctrines as definitely as does Mr. 
Trotsky himself, and that I hold that the end in the 
sense of consequences provides the only basis for 
moral ideas and action, and therefore provides the 
only justification that can be found form means 
employed. 48 

Dewey then cites Trotsky's claim that "the end is 

justified if it leads to increasing the power of man over 

* Trotsky's article "Their Morals and Ours" first 
appeared in English in the February 1938 issue of the jour
nal New International and Dewey's article, "Ends and Means," 
appeared in the August 1938 issue. Dewey was, of course, 
personally acquainted with Trotsky, having served as the 
chairman of the International Commission of Inquiry into the 
Moscow Trials which took testimony from Trotsky in April 
1937 and which, in October 1937, rendered the verdict that 
Trotsky and his son, Leon Sedov, were innocent of all 
charges brought against them in absentia during the infamous 
Moscow trials of 1936-1937. 
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nature and to the abolition of the power of man over man," 

and comments that 

This increase of the power of man over nature, 
accompanying the abolition of the power of man over 
man, seems accordingly to be the end -- that is, an 
end which does not need itself to be justified but 
which is the justification of the ends that are in 
turn means to it. It may also be added that others 
than Marxians might accept this formulation of the 
end and hold it expresses the moral interest of 
society -- if not the historic interest -- and not 
merely and exclusively that of the proletariat. 49 

Thus, Dewey -- a prototypic humanist liberal 

evinces no essential evaluative differences between his 

views and those of Trotsky. The differences he goes on to 

cite are, in fact, entirely of an empirical nature. In 

effect, Dewey objects to Trotsky's empirical beliefs con-

cerning the place of class struggle in history and to what 

he perceives as Trotsky's excessively dogmatic attitude on 

this issue. As Dewey puts it: 

The position that I have indicated as that of 
genuine interdependence of means and ends does not 
automatically rule out class struggle as one means 
for attaining the end. But it does rule out the 
deductive method of arriving at it as a means, to 
say nothing of its being the only means. The 
selection of class struggle as a means has to be 
justified, on the ground of the interdependence of 
means and end, by an examination of actual 
consequences of its use, not deductively. 
Historical considerations are certainly relevant to 
this examination. But the assumption of a fixed 
law of social development is not relevant. It is as 
~a biologist or a physician were to assert that a 
certain law of biology which he accepts is so 
related to the end of health that the means of 
arriving at health -- the only means -- can be 
deduced from it, so that no further examination of 
biological phenomena is needed. The whole case is 
prejudged. 



It is one thing to say that class struggle is a 
means of attaining the end of the liberation of 
mankind. It is a radically different thing to say 
that there is an absolute law of class struggle 
which determines the means to be used. 50 

Since the class struggle is regarded [by Marxists] 
as the only means that will reach the end, and since 
the view that it is the only means is reached deduc
tively and not by an inductive examination of the 
means-consequences in their interdependence, the 
means, the class struggle, does not need to be 
critically examined with respect to its actual ob
jective consequences. It is a~tomatically absolved 
from all need for critical examination. 51 
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Now, whether or not Trotsky and the other Classical 

Marxists really held there to be any "absolute" laws in 

history and whether or not a contemporary Marxist must take 

this position as opposed to agreeing with Popper that what 

Marxists have traditionally called historical "laws" are 

'merely' law-like tendencies, are issues we have already 

taken up.* Furthermore, Dewey's claim that the means of 

class struggle can not be deduced as the correct means of 

achieving the liberation of mankind is debatable. If Marx-

ist empirical theory is basically correct, and we can agree 

on what the phrase of "liberation of mankind" entails, it 

may very well follow (i.e., be deducible) that (1) socialism 

is the only form of society which can achieve this libera-

tion and (2) class struggle is the only means capable of 

achieving socialism (since the bourgeoisie have the will and 

the power to otherwise prevent it). Inductive evidence 

* See the first and second sections of Chapter 7 of 
the present work, pp. 284-307. 
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must, of course, come into the explanatory picture, but it 

may come in at an earlier point than Dewey indicates; 

namely, at the point of establishing what Popper calls "law-

like historical tendencies." 

Be this as it may, Dewey's point that one should not 

be dogmatic in this (or any other) area of inquiry, that one 

should never assume that one's theories or beliefs are 

"absolved from all need of critical examination" -- is one 

which is (or should be) well taken. Marxist empirical 

theory must be formulated as precisely as possible and must 

be open to theoretical challenge as well as to refutation 

(and tentative confirmation) by actual historical events. 

Whether or not the course of the October Revolution and the 

subsequent development of Soviet and other post-capitalist 

societies refutes Marxist empirical theory is, of course, an 

important indeed, crucial -- empirical question.* 

* But the claim that the violence against the 
Soviet population perpetrated by the Stalinist regime in the 
1930's can be laid at the door of Marxist theory or values 
is debatable, to say the least. An alternate explanation is 
that these tragic events were the result of a constellation 
of unfortunate historical circumstances which resulted in a 
degenerate form of Marxism -- namely, Stalinism -- holding 
sway in a backward country. Trotsky puts this in perspec
tive when in Their Morals and Ours he writes: 

The contrasting of democracy and dictatorship, 
including in the given case a condemnation of 
socialism in favor of the bourgeois regime, stuns 
one from the point of view of theory by its 
illiterateness and unscrupulousness. The Stalinist 
pollution, a historical reality is counterposed to 
democracy -- a supra-historical abstraction. But 



439 

Although it seems that Trotsky's observations and 

explanations offered in The Revolution Betrayed and else

where may go a long way toward explaining this course of 

development within the framework of Marxist empirical 

theory, if it should turn out that post-capitalist societies 

can not develop into genuinely socialist societies even 

under more propitious historical circumstances, an important 

part of Marxist empirical theory will have been falsified. 

Similarly, if capitalism were to solve all or even most of 

"contradictions" Marxist theory sees as endemic to it, 

democracy also possesses a history in which there is 
no lack of pollution. In order to characterize 
Soviet bureaucracy we have borrowed the names of 
"Thermidor" and "Bonapartism" from the history of 
bourgeois democracy because -- let this be known to 
the retarded liberal doctrinaires -- democracy carne 
into the world not at all through the democratic 
road. Only a vulgar mentality can satisfy itself by 
chewing on the theme that Bonapartism was the 
"natural offspring" of Jacobinism, the historical 
punishment for infringing upon democracy and so on. 
Without the Jacobin retribution upon feudalism, 
bourgeois democracy would have been absolutely 
unthinkable. Contrasting the concrete historical 
stages of Jacobinism, Thermidor, Bonapartism to the 
idealized abstraction of "democracy", is as vicious 
as contrasting the pains of childbirth to a living 
infant. 

Stalinism in turn is not an abstraction of 
"dictatorship", but an immense bureaucratic reaction 
against the proletarian dictatorship in a backward 
and isolated country. The October Revolution 
abolished privileges, waged war against social 
inequality, replaced the bureaucracy with self
government of the toilers, abolished secret 
diplomacy, strove to render all social relationships 
completely transparent. Stalinism reestablished the 
most offensive forms of privileges, imbued 
inequality with a provocative character, strangled 
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almost all of Marxist empirical theory would be falsified. 

As Herbert Marcuse puts it: 

Marxian theory would be falsified when the conflict 
between our ever-increasing social wealth and its 
destructive use were to be solved within the 
framework of Capitalism; when the poisoning of the 
life environment were to be eliminated; when capital 
could expand in a peaceful way; when the gap between 
rich and poor were being continuously reduced; when 
technical progress were to be made to serve the 
growth of human freedom -- and all this, I repeat, 
within the framework of Capitalism. 53 

But even if we assume that the differences between 

liberals, social democrats, and socialists are entirely fac-

tual, achieving a consensus about normative political 

positions at a practical level is still extremely problem

atic precisely because of the persistence of these differ-

ences in empirical beliefs. Agreement on the truth of 

Marxist empirical theory (or even upon the reality of the 

class struggle) is, in fact, perhaps even more problematic 

than achieving agreement on basic moral principles. For one 

mass self-activity under police absolutism, 
transformed administration into a monopoly of the 
Kremlin oligarchy and regenerated the fetishism of 
power in forms that absolute monarchy dared not 
dream of. 

Stalinist frame-ups are not a fruit of Bol
shevik "amoralism u ; no, like all important events in 
history, they are a product of the concrete social 
struggle, and the most perfidious and severest of 
all at that: the struggle of a new aristocracy 
against the masses that raised it to power. 

Verily boundless intellectual and moral 
obtuseness is required to identify the reactionary 
police morality of Stalinism with the revolutionary 
morality of the Bolsheviks. 52 
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thing, agreement in the social sciences is extremely diffi-

cult to command.* 

But if we assume that Marxist empirical theory or at 

least the Marxist analysis of capitalism is basically cor-

rect, it will be included in the background information to 

which the individuals in Frankena and Rawls' hypothetical 

choice situations have access and in the empirical proposi-

tions that individuals in Habermas' ideal speech situation 

come to accept as true. Given these empirical assumptions, 

the Marxist's normative political positions will be vindi-

cated on almost all well-known moral theories to which 

humanist liberals, social democrats, and socialists find 

themselves committed. The utilitarian, the Kantian, the 

Rawlsian liberal, the self-realization theorist, the propo-

nent of perfectionist ethics, etc. will all choose socialism 

(i.e., genuine, self-managing socialism) over any form of 

* If Marx.'s theory of ideology is basically correct 
we can expect the bourgeoisie (and privileged classes or 
groups in general) to reject Marxist empirical theory even 
if it is true. This rejection of Marxist empirical theory 
and political program can range from the right-libertarian's 
claim that laissez-faire capitalism is the solution to all 
of modern society's economic woes to the welfare-state lib
eral's more benign but no less ideological claim that the 
state is basically a neutral arbiter between classes and, 
consequently, that it is not necessary to bring class strug
gle into the picture when designing strategies for social 
change. As emphasized in Chapter 8, however, this must not 
be taken as a prophylactic against any and all opposing 
views, as is sometimes done by dogmatic Marxists. One must 
always leave open the possibility that it is Marxist empiri
cal theory which is false! To make such a use of this part 
of the Marxist theory of ideology results in Marxist theory 
being self-sealing and, thus, not genuinely scientific. 
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capitalism and over any other society possible in this 

historical epoch. As Andrew Collier puts it, "There is an 

extremely wide spectrum of axiological standpoints which 

when combined with a Marxist analysis of the workings of 

capitalism, would compel their adherents to adopt socialist 
54 

politics." 

But the theoretical question is: utilizing the meth

od of wide reflective equilibrium, will the incorporation of 

Marxist empirical theory into the "knowledge" of individuals 

in these hypothetical choice situations necessarily result 

in unanimous intersubjective agreement on the Marxist's 

basic normative political positions? Even assuming that we 

can rule out the views of fascists and theocrats on grounds 

that such views will not be held by rational, non-envious 

persons who have any respect for human autonomy, it still 

seems doubtful that such a unanimous consensus will be 

reached. 

Take the case of a right-libertarian having a parti-

cularly intractable nature and you may come up with an 

individual who -- even though he meets all the conditions 

Rawls, Frankena, and others put forward and even though he 

accepts Marxist empirical theory as basically correct 

may very well still hold that an individual's right to 

privately own and control both personal and productive pro

perty is a basic component of human freedom or liberty. 

Since, on his view, liberty can only be limited on the basis 



443 

of a greater gain in liberty (narrowly interpreted), this 

right will be indefeasible before any and all other kinds of 

moral considerations: e.g., considerations of utility or 

distributive justice. 

If we were to argue that this belief is an ideologi

cal rationalization (in the sense explicated by Habermas and 

Shaw) on the part of the bourgeoisie and other privileged 

classes or groups in capitalist society, he might respond 

that this may be true of a great many individuals but not 

of him because he knows the historical 

psychological origin of this belief or 

and even personal 

commitment and, 

yet, chooses to stand by it (perhaps as a matter of 'exis

tential commitment'). He might further point out that -- on 

the explication of ideology given in this work, at least 

what is or is not ideological is relative to the ultimate 

normative ends to which one is committed and, therefore, to 

label his views "ideological" is to beg the question in 

favor of the Marxist's or humanist's ultimate normative 

commitments and, thus, cannot be decisive. He might even 

point out to us -- with considerable justification that 

the cause or origin of a normative principle or belief has 

nothing to do with its validity and that to reject a norma

tive principle on the basis of its historical or psychologi

cal genesis is to commit the grossest form of the "genetic 

fallacy." 
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Furthermore, rather than being persuaded that his 

moral views are the result of selfish class interests, the 

right-libertarian is more likely to respond, rightly or 

wrongly, that it is the Marxist's moral views that are to be 

indicted on grounds that they are the result of envy. 

(This would, however, have to be a much more detailed story 

to be plausible since many Marxists have come from wealthy 

and well-placed families or social backgrounds.) Further

more, while bringing psychoanalytic theory into the hypo

thetical choice situation -- as Habermas, Shaw, and others 

recommend -- may make the method more powerful at the theo

retical level, it makes unanimous intersubjective agreement, 

if anything, more problematic since there are many writers 

(both Marxist and non-Marxist) who will question the valid

ity of psychoanalytic theory or the specific applications 

made of it. 

Descending from the methodological or 

level to the level of sUbstantive moral argument, 

metaethical 

we might 

attempt to argue that a genuine respect for human freedom or 

liberty requires a recognition of freedom to do or not do 

certain sorts of things which includes, e.g., the freedom to 

earn an honest living and, thus, to be able feed oneself and 

not to starve. But the right-libertarian would probably re

spond that respect for the liberty of persons entails only 

that people be free from force, theft, 

not do) as they like. We might argue 

and fraud to do (or 

that respect for 
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persons entails concern for their well-being as well as for 

their freedom but he might claim -- as does Nozick -- that 

respect for persons means respecting the boundary lines of 

their 'territories' as persons and that nothing more is 

morally required, though being charitable to the more dis

advantaged may be morally admirable. Furthermore, he might 

claim again with considerable justification -- that 

since the concept or principle of respect for persons is 

like the concept of ideology -- essentially contestable, we 

will not be able to solve our disagreements on normative 

principles by appealing to it. 

If we were to invoke Rawls' strategy at this point 

and claim that parties in the original position would not 

agree to such an unrestrained right to private property, the 

right-libertarian still has a number of plausible retorts 

left to him. First, he may grant the legitimacy of the 

strategy of the original position but disagree with Rawls 

interpretation that the parties would not agree to such a 

principle -- presumably on grounds that such a right must be 

placed on the list of basic liberties which people would 

give priority to protecting. (Rawls, of course, counts as a 

basic liberty only the right to own personal property along 

with the such traditional "civil liberties" as freedom of 

expression, religion, and conscience and such traditional 

political rights as freedom of association, the right to 

vote, the right to run for and hold political office, 
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etc.).* This move would still leave quite a lot of common 

ground on which to argue since we could attempt to develop 

the criteria which a liberty must meet in order to be con-

sidered a basic liberty by parties in the original position 

and then ask if the particular right in question meets these 

criteria. 

Secondly, however, the right-libertarian might main

tain that whether or not the parties in the original posi

tion would agree to such an unfettered right to private 

property or to any other right or principle has no 

moral import. This move would seemingly leave very little 

* In his article "A Kantian Conception of Equality," 
Rawls states: 

It is essential to observe that these liberties are 
given by a list of liberties; important among these 
are freedom of thought and liberty of conscience, 
freedom of the person and political liberty. These 
liberties have a central range of application with
in which they can be limited and compromised only 
when they conflict with other basic liberties. 
Since they may be limited when they clash with one 
another, none of these liberties is absolute; but 
however they are adjusted to form one system, this 
system is to be the same for all. It is difficult, 
perhapo impossible, to give a complete definition of 
these liberties independently from the particular 
circumstances, social, economic, and technological, 
of a given well-ordered society. Yet the hypothesis 
is that the general form of such a list could be 
devised with sufficient exactness to sustain this 
conception of justice. Of course, liberties not on 
the list, for example, the right to own certain 
kinds of property (e.g., means of production), and 
freedom of contract as understood by the doctrine of 
laissez-faire, are not basic; and so they are not 
protected by the priority of the first principle. 55 
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common ground on which to argue, but there is one important 

rejoinder proponents of hypothetical choice strategies have 

available: namely, that whatever set of principles or rules 

would be agreed to in such hypothetical situations is, ipso 

facto, a fair set of principles or rules and that to abide 

by such a procedure is to be fair and to refuse to do so is 

the paradigm of what it is to be unfair.* (This is precise

ly why Rawls calls his theory "justice as fairness.") The 

right-libertarian -- or anyone else -- can still, of course, 

refuse to recognize the moral import of rules or principles 

arrived at in such a manner but only at what would seem to 

be a terrible price: the price of admitting to his fellow 

human beings that he does not feel himself obligated to be 

* This is why the objection --- put forward by 
Ronald Dworkin and others -- that one is not bound by a 
hypothetical contract is misplaced. As Dworkin says of 
Rawls' theory: "His contract is hypothetical, and hypothet
ical contracts do not supply an independent argument for the 
fairness of enforcing their terms. A hypothetical contract 
is not simply a pale form of an actual contract; it is no 
contract at all." 56 But although (of course!) one is not 
bound by non-existent or imaginary contracts, one is presum
ably bound by what is fair. But this supposed dispute 
between Rawls and Dworkin turns out to be no dispute at all. 
Dworkin's basic point is that "justice as fairness rests on 
the assumption of a natural right of all men and women to 
equality of concern and respect, a right they possess not by 
virtue of birth or characteristic or merit or excellence but 
simply as human beings with the capacity to make plans and 
give justice." 57 That Rawls concurs with this thesis is 
shown by the fact that in his subsequent articles he speaks 
of the (deep) right persons have to equal concern andre
spect: "It might be thought that the original position is 
meant to be morally neutral. Rather, it is intended to be 
fair between individuals conceived as moral persons with a 
right to equal respect and consideration in the design of 
their common institutions." 58 
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fair or to be bound in any way by considerations of 

fairness. 

It is possible, of course, that the person in ques

tion might dispute this as a criterion of fairness, but it 

is difficult to imagine how. It is even possible that he 

may simply bite the bullet at this point and claim that 

fundamental liberties -- such as unrestrained property 

rights -- take precedence over considerations of fairness. 

In this case appealing back to what would be agreed to in 

the original position or other hypothetical choice situa

tions would carry no weight with our imaginary interlocutor 

since the force of such appeals depend, in the last analy

sis, on a commitment to fairness. Thus, any attempt to get 

someone to agree that we ought to be constrained by consi

derations of fairness because we all would agree to do so in 

such hypothetical choice situations is question-begging and 

circular. (This is why Rawls does not attempt to justify 

the principle of fairness: it together with his commit-

ment to the value of autonomy are presupposed by his 

theory rather than justified by it.) 

It seems to me that such considerations as these 

ought to make us a bit uncomfortable in assuming even at the 

theoretical level of hypothetical choice situations that all 

individuals who meet the conditions stipulated by Frankena, 

Rawls, and Habermas will necessarily agree on the correct 

se~ of moral principles. Still, even if we cannot claim 
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that such moral principles are objective in the sense that 

they command unanimous intersubjective agreement even within 

such carefully crafted hypothetical choice situations, it 

would seem that if we each presented our case to all other 

individuals under these conditions it is almost certain 

that the vast majority of thoughtful, humane individuals 

would agree with us and not with the right-libertarian. In 

the end analysis, perhaps this is really all that we can 

expect in the way of moral 'objectivity'. 

But -- it may well be asked -- can we claim that 

our moral principles are objective under these circumstances 

and those of the right-libertarian are not? If objectivity 

-- as both R. M. Hare and John Rawls seem to claim -- is 

simply taking all relevant things into consideration and 

weighing them as impartially as possible, then we would have 

every right, 

objectivity. 

under these circumstances, to claim such 

On the other hand, though, our right

opponent -- if he really had taken all that is libertarian 

relevant into 

same claim. 

consideration -- could make precisely the 

This is, perhaps, a good reason for not 

speaking of "objectivity" in evaluative contexts even if we 

ought to maintain unanimous intersubjective agreement as a 

regulative ideal. 

Finally, it should be noted here that the Marxist is 

perhaps in a better position at this point than those who 

demand that moral principles be "completely objective" in 
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the sense of being indubitable or who see a nearly unanimous 

consensus on moral issues as a necessary condition of 

social change. While individuals entertaining these be

liefs may be subject to despair, the ·Marxist will see 

here only the inevitable truth of class-divided societies, 

societies which will be changed by the conscious political 

action of the vast majority of the downtrodden and op

pressed, together with their allies within the middle 

class, the radical intelligensia, and even -- in the extreme 

case within the bourgeoisie itself, all of whom will be 

set in motion partly by self-interest and partly by the 

moral outrage to which the capitalist system itself gives 

rise. 

which 

should) 

refuses 

But what are the features of capitalist society 

-- on the Marxist analysis will (or at least 

give rise to moral outrage? Is it true that Marx 

to condemn capitalism on grounds that it is unjust 

and/or violates human rights or commend socialism and commu

nism on grounds that they are just (or more nearly just) and 

do not violate human rights? Can contemporary Marxists 

consistently do so? It is to these questions we now turn. 



CHAPTER 10 

MARX'S CRITIQUE OF JUSTICE AND RIGHTS 

To this point I have argued that both Marx's writ

ings and the Marxist tradition of politics have a moral 

component and that there are no insuperable difficulties in 

reconciling this fact with other components of Marxism. In 

particular, if my arguments have been basically correct, 

there is no insuperable difficulty in reconciling the exis

tence of a Marxist moral component or, even, a Marxist moral 

theory with: (1) Marx's (supposed) moral historicism, (2) 

the deterministic features of Marx's theory of historical 

materialism, (3) Marx's concept and theory of ideology, and 

(4) the (supposed) Marxist commitment to moral relativism. 

But even if all of this is true, there is still the ques

tion of whether or not Marx's views are compatible with 

theories or even the concepts of social justice and human 

rights. If it is not, then the hopes of those who wish to 

develop an adequate Marxist moral and social theory may 

well be in vain. It is the project of this chapter to show 

that -- contrary to what has been claimed in much recent 

philosophical literature on the subject -- Marxism and con

cepts and theories of social justice and human rights are 

compatible. 

451 
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As shown in Chapter 2, the most pervasive m'oral 

values found in Marx's works from the Paris Manuscripts of 

1844 onward are freedom (as self-determination), human 

community, and self-realization. In Chapter 3 I argued that 

the evaluative basis for Marx's concept and theory of ex

ploitation is primarily the value of freedom (as self

determination): in Chapter 4 that Marx is a mixed deontolo

gist as opposed to a utilitarian or any sort of consequen

tialist, strictly construed: and in Chapter 5 that Marx is 

committed to an equal distribution of freedom or, more 

specifically, to a maximum system of equal freedom, both 

negative and postive. Marx's concept of positive freedom, 

it was argued, includes a right to egual participation in 

social decision-making processes and a right to egual access 

to the means of self-realization, where the latter is best 

construed as an equal opportunity to attain social positions 

and offices and a genuinely equal opportunity to acquire 

social primary goods, as construed by Rawls. 

As mentioned in Chapter 5, however, this way of 

rendering Marx's theory seems inconsistent with his critique 

of justice and rights, for I have claimed that ~arx not only 

is committed to a general principle of equal freedom but 

that he can be interpreted (or reconstructed) as holding 

that people have certain rights. Furthermore, as Isaiah 

Berlin pointed out in a passage quoted in the same chapter, 

speaking of economic or social freedom makes sense only if 
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we have a standard of justice by which to judge what people 

are entitled to and, thus, of what they have been 

unjustly deprived for it is only if we believe that 

individuals are being unjustly deprived of something that we 

speak of them not being free to have £E acquire it. If we 

accept this view, then the very fact that Marx is committed 

to notions of social and economic freedom requires us to ac

count for Marx's implicit commitment to principles of dis

tributive justice as well as human rights. 

There is, however, another reason I must give an 

account of the compatibility of Marxism and the concepts of 

justice and rights. I have asserted that an adequate Marxist 

moral theory must be able to show that socialism is morally 

preferable to capitalism since socialism -- but not commu

nism --can reasonably be considered a genuine historical 

possibility for the near or medium future. This is so, it 

was argued, because the super-abundance of material goods 

which is a precondition for communism is not likely to come 

about in the near or medium future even if the world social

ist revolution is completed. Furthermore, it may be doubted 

that a full-fledged communist society will come about even 

if the condition of a super-abundance of material goods is 

instantiated because either (1) people will not develop a 

"communist consciousness" even under these conditions, as 

Marx predicted they would and/or (2) a correct understand

ing of the concept of "material scarcity" reveals that even 
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people's time and cooperative behavior are "goods" and since 

such goods must be rationed out in the pursuit of various 

goals, the conditon of "material scarcity" can never be 

completely overcome.* In any case, it seems that an ade-

quate Marxist moral theory mu~t contain criteria for decid-

ing between different forms of society embodying the condi

tion of moderate scarcity. 

Furthermore, since according to Marx and virtually 

all other political theorists a state must continue to exist 

as a form of social organization in societies embodying this 

condition, an adequate Marxist moral theory must be able to 

provide a moral basis for political authority and political 

obligation which, in turn, requires a theory of right and, 

more specifically, a theory of social justice and/or human 

rights. It seems clear, then, that anyone who wishes to 

develop an adequate Marxist moral theory -~ or even a merely 

consistent one must supplement Marx's implicit moral 

theory with a theory of right or, more specifically, by a 

theory of social justice and/or human rights.** 

The problem with this move, of course, is that Marx 

* For a more detailed explication of this view see 
Allen E. Buchanan's remarks later in the present chapter, 
pp. 481-482. 

** Utilitarians or consequentialists may provide 
such theories, however, without repudiating their view that 
"the right" is derivable from "the good" and that principles 
of justice and rights are derivable from utility or some 
other good. 
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explicitly rejects it. He attacks concepts and theories of 

justice and rights on the basis that they are part and 

parcel of bourgeois ideology and (in "On the Jewish Ques

tion") as a sign of the sort of alienation the elimination 

of which he sees as imperative. Furthermore, in his later 

works he explicity rejects the thesis that capitalist ex

ploitation is unjust to the workers and, at least implicit

ly, the notion that socialism is to be preferred to capital

ism because it is more just or better able to observe the 

rights people have. Finally, he sees both concepts becoming 

otiose with the approach of communist society. This pre

sents those wishing to base an adequate Marxist moral and 

social theory on justice and/or human rights with a dilemma. 

Either they must give up this attempt or they must show that 

Marx's criticism of these concepts or theories is in some 

way faulty. In the present chapter I grasp the second horn 

of the dilemma and attempt to show that Marx's criticisms 

of these concepts and of moral theories based on these 

concepts are not sound and that there is no prima facie 

difficulty in either explicating Marx's moral views in terms 

of rights and justice or in basing what can legitimately be 

called a Marxist moral and social theory on these concepts. 

That Marx does not base his criticisms of capitalism 

or his moral theory in general on the concepts of justice or 

rights and, in fact, explicitly distances himself from such 

concepts or principles, has become a commonly accepted view 
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in recent Anglo-American philosophical literature. But 

Marx's critique of justice and rights is not simple or 

unitary. It can, in fact, be broken down into several 

different kinds of criticisms. 

One set of Marx's criticisms consists in applying 

his objections to moral concepts and theories in general to 

the specific concepts or theories of rights and justice. I 

shall adduce textual evidence for this thesis but will not 

attempt to refute these criticisms since these issues were 

taken up earlier in the present work with regard to moral 

principles in general and there is no essential difference 

in their application to principles of justice or right in 

particular.* 

A second sort of criticism is based on the specific 

characteristics of justice and rights, rather than on the 

generic characteristics they enjoy as members of the moral 

community (so to speak). One of these specific criticisms is 

that justice is entirely an internal, juridical concept 

which is applicable only within the specific social forma-

tion of which it is an integral part. Any attempt to apply 

an "external" principle of justice to a social formation is 

wrong-headed, on this view. Thus, any attempt to condemn 

capitalism as unjust is unsound because the very concept of 

justice is a product of bourgeois society. Allen W. Wood 

* See section 3 of Chapter 8 of the present work 
("Morality, Ideology, and Moral Theory"). 
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has recently defended this interpretation of the Marxist 

view of justice. 

Another criticism Marx seems to have of the juridi-

cal concepts (viz., the concepts of rights and justice) is 

that such concepts and theories are bound to become otiose 

with the advent of socialism or communism since the condi-

tions on which the intelligibility of these concepts depends 

-- viz., moderate scarcity and moderate egoism -- will no 

longer hold. Robert Tucker was perhaps the first to empha-

size this point. Because Tucker and Wood were the first to 

succeed in fixing people's attention on these two Marxist 

criticisms of justice, the general claim that Marx does not 

condemn capitalism as unjust or commend socialism as just 

and the related (implicit) claim that it is not consistent 

for Marxists to do so, has become known as the "Tucker-Wood 

thesis."* 

* The debate over this general thesis has generated 
quite a lot of literature over the past decade or more. 
See Chapter 2 ("Marxism and Distributive Justice") in Robert 
Tucker, The Marxian Revolutionary Idea, W.W. Norton & Co., 
N.Y., 1969~ Roger Hancock, "Marx's Theory of Justice," 
Social Theory and Practice, vol. 1, no. 3 (Spring 1971)~ 
Donald Van de Veer, "Marx's View of Justice," Philosophy 
and Phenomenological Research, vol. 33, no. 3 (March 1973) ~ 
Allen W. Wood, "The Marxian Critique of Justice," Philoso
phy and Public Affairs, vol. 1, no. 3 (Spring 1972) and 
"Marx on Right and Justice: A Reply to Husami," Philoso
phy and Public Affairs, vol. 8, no. 3 (Spring 1979)~ Ziyad 
I. Husami, "Marx on Distributive Justice," Philosophy and 
Public Affairs, vol. 8, no. 1 (Fall 1978)~ William L. 
McBride, "The Concept of Justice in Marx, Engels and Oth
ers," Ethics, vol. 85, no. 2 (April 1975)~ Nancy Holmstrom, 
"Exploitation," Canadian Journal of Philosophy, vol. 7, no. 
2, (1977)~ Gary Young, "Justice and Capitalist Production: 
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Another specific criticism Marx has of rights 

appears in his early works, especially in "On the Jewish 

Question." This is the criticism that rights or, more spe-

cifically, the rights of individuals as conceived as mem-

bers of civil -- as opposed to political --. society, are 

intimately tied up with the bourgeois ideal or model of the 

egoistic individual and are, therefore, in some sense illi-

gitimate. We shall first take up Marx's generic criticisms 

of justice and rights and then consider the more specific 

objections he has (or seems to have) to these notions. 

Marx and Bourgeois Ideology," Canadian Journal of Philoso
~, vol. 8 (Spring 1978); Allen E. Buchanan, "Exploitation, 
Alienation, and Injustice," Canadian Journal of Philosophy, 
vol. 9, noo 1 (1979) and Marx and Justice: The Radical Cri
tique of Liberalism, Rowman and Littlefield, Totowa, N.J., 
1982; as well as the following articles in Marx and Morality 
(Kai Nielsen and Steven C. Patten, ed.), Canadian Journal of 
Philosophy, Supplementary vol. 7 (1981): Derek P. H. Allen, 
"Marx and Engels on the Distributive Justice of Capitalism;" 
Gary Young, "Doing Marx Justice;" Allen Buchanan, "The Marx
ian Critique of Justice and Rights;" and Jeffrey H. Reiman, 
"The Possibility of a Marxian Theory of Justice." The three 
articles constituting the exchange between Wood and Husami 
can also be found in Marx, Justice, and History (Marshall 
Cohen, Thomas Nagel, and Thomas Scanlon, ed.), Princeton 
University Press, Princeton, N.J., 1980. 



Marx's Generic Criticisms of Justice and Rights 

As noted throughout this work, but most specifically 

in the last section of Chapter 8, Marx has a number of 

misconceptions of morality. These include confusions about 

(a) the meaning of moral terms (taking them to be referring 

expressions, for example); (b) the nature of moral justifi-

cation (assuming, for example, the fact that people disagree 

over moral judgments or principles commits one to what I 

have described as normative -- as opposed to metaethical or 

metaevaluative relativism) ; (c) the type social function 

moral discourse and theory have (taking them to invariably 

support the established order, for example), and (d) the 

relation between morality and moralism, i.e., the doctrine 

that moral suasion is the primary or an important method of 

improving the human condition.* All of these misconceptions 

of morality in general have their analogues in Marx's criti-

cisms of justice and rights. 

* Note that these latter two views only become 
misconceptions when taken to be defining characteristics of 
morality. Marx (and Engels) were rightfully wary of moral
ity and moral theorizing because they saw that such prac
tices quite often do support the (oftentimes immoral) social 
status quo and tha~-- when 'taken to be the sole or, even, 
an important method of affecting significant social change 
-- they do become ideological in the sense of being impor
tantly misleading. 

459 
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Consider the first misconception: namely, that 

moral terms refer to "eternal verities" and, thus, entail 

idealistic metaphysical assumptions. As shown previously, 

Marx takes this to be a fault of morality in general so it 

is no surprise to find him castigating Proudhon for speaking 

of "justice eternelle." Marx illustrates his objection to 

this notion by comparing Proudhon's use of it to the use of 

what he takes to be similar metaphysical entities in the 

explanations of the natural sciences: 

What opinion should we have of a chemist, who, 
instead of studying the actual laws of the molecular 
changes in the composition and decomposition of 
matter, and on that foundation solving definite 
problems, claimed to regulate the composition and 
decomposition of matter by means of the "eternal 
ideas," of "naturalite" and "affinite"? Do we real
ly know any more about "usury," when we say it 
contradicts "j~stice eternelle," "equite eter
nelle," "mutualite eternelle," and other "verites 
eternelles" than the fathers of the church did when 
they said it was incompatible with "grace eter
nelle," "foi eternelle," and "la volante eternelle 
de Dieu"? 1 

Part of Marx's criticism of Proudhon here is that he 

is putting the cart before the horse, since he is attempting 

to explain the economic stucture and laws of society in 

terms of the concept of justice whereas, in reality, it is 

the latter which must be explained by the former. "Justice 

eternelle" is a juridical relation which arises from the 

very economic structures which he proposes to explain in 

terms of it. In attempting to explain economic phenomena by 

moral principles Proudhon has, on Marx's view, reversed 



461 

cause and effect. Nevertheless, there seems little doubt 

that Marx also found such notions as "justice eternelle" 

metaphysically suspect and that this is, in fact, the pri

mary reason that they cannot be part of a legitimate expla-

nation of natural or social phenomena or even of an 

evaluative theory. 

The second sort of generic objection Marx has of 

justice and rights is based on a misconception he has 

concerning the nature of justification of moral judgments, 

principles, and theories~ namely, the misconception that 

mere disagreement about which moral judgments, principles, 

or theories are justified makes the view that some of them 

are justified, while others are not, untenable. During his 

polemic against the Lassalean demand that principles of 

justice be included in the Gotha Program, for example, Marx 

notes that not only do bourgeois and socialist theorists 

differ on the appropriate principles of justice but that 

socialist theorists differ among themselves. "What is 'a 

fair distribution'?" Marx asks. "Do not the bourgeois as-

sert that the present-day distribution is 'fair'? 

Have not also the socialist sectarians the most varied 
2 

notions about 'fair' distribution?" The inference Marx 

seems to draw from such examples is that there is no sense 

in which one moral principle or position can be better 

justified than another. As we have seen, however, this 

direct inference is no better than inferring that there is 
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no sense in which the judgment that the earth is round (or 

an oblong spheroid) can be better grounded or justified than 

the judgment that it is flat. Mere disagreement in morals 

does not automatically preclude that some positions can 

in some sense -- be better justified than others. Further

more, this line of reasoning would seem to lead to either 

ethical skepticism or normative ethical relativism, both of 

which are fatal for any political program, since all polit

ical programs are based on normative political positions 

which, in turn, are based both on empirical theses and moral 

(or at least normative) judgments and principles. Hence, it 

is not a line of reasoning a Marxist can consistently 

pursue. 

The third generic criticism Marx has of justice and 

rights is based on his misconception that all moral theories 

invariably and necessarily support the social status quo. 

This criticism of justice and rights can be found at various 

points in Marx's works. For example, he describes the 

bourgeois description of the surface (exchange) structure of 

capitalism -- which he sees as one of the most pernicious 

ideological defenses of the bourgeois social status quo 

as "a very Eden of the innate rights of man. There alone 
3 

rule Freedom, Equality, Property, and Bentham." Although it 

can be quite plausibly maintained that it is, in fact, only 

bourgeois ideas of freedom, equality, property, and rights 

which are ideological, Marx seems to believe that at least 
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the juridical concepts (i.e., justice and rights) as 

opposed, possibly, to the general and non-juridical notion 

of freedom -- are inevitably ideological, in some sense. As 

argued in Chapter 8 of the present work, however, neither 

morality in general nor the notions of justice and rights 

in particular would seem to inevitably meet one or more of 

the characteristics which make views or theories ideologi-

cal. 

Turning to the fourth sort of misconception, we can 

observe in "Critique of the Gotha Program" that Marx be-

lieves the employment of such juridical concepts as a means 

of significant social change has the same pernicious conse-

quences as employing other moral concepts or principles in 

this way. Marx states that 

I have dealt ••• at length with ••• "equal right" 
and "fair distribution" ••• in order to show what a 
crime it is to attempt ••• to force on our Party 
again, as dogmas, ideas which have now become 
obsolete verbal rubbish, again perverting •.. 
the realistic outlook, which it cost so much effort 
to instil into the Party but which has now taken 
root in it, by means of ideological nonsense about 
right and other trash so common among the democrats 
and French Socialists. 4 

Although, again, it can be plausibly argued that it 

is only some concepts or theories of justice and rights 

which have the pernicious effects Marx was concerned to 

combat, he seems to indict all juridical concepts -- as well 

as moral concepts generally -- on these grounds. But as 

noted elsewhere, to assert that people have certain rights 
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or that certain principles of justice ought to be implement

ed and upheld is not, necessarily, to commit oneself to the 

thesis that the promulgation of such principles can or will 

be effective instruments of social change. (On the other 

hand, if one seriously held this view, one would certainly 

not fight for including them in a political program • on 

grounds of efficient use of political resources, if no 

other.) 

Having argued that Marx's general objections to 

moral principles as applied to justice and rights are not 

decisive, let us inquire into his second type of criticism, 

viz., the criticism that certain unique features of the 

concepts of justice and rights make them especially objec

tionable. As noted above, a criticism Marx has of both 

justice and rights is that they will be otiose with the 

evolution of socialism into communism. A criticism Marx has 

of justice is that standards of justice are internal to 

societies and, therefore, societies can be judged only by 

their own, internal standards of justice and not by any 

other. A criticism he has of rights is that they embody or 

presuppose . the model of man as the egoistic individual of 

civil society. Let us take up the latter criticism first. 



Marx on Rights as Part of the Egoistic Image of Man 

Although sometimes Marx seems to be objecting to 

only bourgeois rights rather than all rights or the concept 

of rights in general, there is -- at least in his early 

works a more radical critique in which all rights are 

to be rejected. In his 1843 polemical essay against Bruno 

Bauer ("On the Jewish Question"), Marx writes that 

None of the supposed rights of man ••• go beyond the 
egoistic man, man as he is, as a member of civil 
society; that is, an individual separated from the 
community, withdrawn into himself, wholly preoccu
pied with his private interest and acting in accor
dance with his private caprice. Man is far from be
ing considered, in the rights of man, as a species
being; on the contrary, species-life itself 
society -- appears as a system which is external to 
the individual and as a limitation of his original 
independence. The only bond between men is natural 
necessity, need and private interest, the preserva
tion of their property and their egoistic persons. 5 

Since rights are integrally related to the concep-

tion of man as the egoistic individual, according to Marx, 

even their complete realization i.e., political emanci-

pation will not result in genuine human emancipation. 

Human emancipation is emancipation from the condition of 

being an egoistic individual, not emancipation of some sort 

within this condition. This critique of rights is, of 

course, intimately related to another of his specific 

criticism of juridical concepts listed above, viz., the 
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claim that such concepts will become otiose with the evolu

tion of communist society. The reason, on Marx's view, that 

such concepts will become otiose is, in part, precisely 

because the egoistic individual of capitalism will have 

become transformed into the autonomous but communal indivi

dual of communism. (The other reason is that Hume's second 

condition of justice -- moderate scarcity will also be 

eliminated) • 

There are two problems with this general indictment 

of rights. First, there is the problem of its relevance. It 

may be doubted that full-fledged communism and the communist 

individual as Marx conceives them will ever evolve. Even if 

it is thought that they will evolve, or that they might 

evolve, there is the problem that Marx seems to leave no 

room for the concept of rights in the societies in which 

human beings will exist until the evolution of such an ideal 

society. The problem with this is that since as Marx 

admits the first stage of communism (i.e., socialism) 

will bear the birthmarks of the old society for quite some 

time, there is a need for rights principles during this 

period. 

Secondly, by tying the concept of rights so closely 

to that of the egoistic individual, Marx may have misinter

preted the concept or, at least, not have allowed for the 

possibility of a more attractive conception of rights. As 

Allen E. Buchanan puts it: 



Put most simply, the main defect of Marx's attack on 
rights is that he fails to see that there can be a 
vital need for a concept [of rights] ••• even where 
egoism and class divisions are not the only or even 
the main sources of conflict. 6 

According to the radical interpretation, Marx 
thought of rights exclusively as boundary markers 
which separate competing egoists in circumstances of 
avoidably severe scarcity, which absolve them of 
responsibility for each other's good, and which, 
through the coercive guarantees of the state, keep 
class conflict from erupting into outright war, 
while at the same time helping to preserve the 
dominant class's control over the means of produc
tion. Marx apparently thought that these are the 
defining functions of rights and hence that a con
ception of rights is needed only to cope with such 
egoistic conflict in class-divided societies • •.• he 
failed to consider the need for a different -- and 
more attractive -- conception of rights, grounded 
in a broader understanding of the sorts of conflicts 
which are to be dealt with by the invocation of 
rights and which admits the possibility that there 
are different rights in different socio-historical 
circumstances. 7 
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A more attractive conception of rights, from a 

Marxist point of view, might be one which would countenance 

all of the rights or, at least, all of the kinds of 

rights -- found in the United Nations' "Universal Declara-

tion of Human Rights." Although Classical Liberals and 

right-libertarians are sure to object to the "positive" 

rights contained in this document, since they maintain that 

only "negative" rights -- i.e., rights to not be interfered 

with are genuine rights, it is surely arguable that 

J. S. Mill is correct in his analysis that 

When we call anything a person's right, we mean that 
he has a valid claim on society to protect him in 
the possession of it, either, by the force of law, 
or by that of education and opinion. If he has what 



we consider a sufficient claim, on whatever account, 
to have something guaranteed to him by society, we 
say that he has a right to it . ••. To have a right, 
then, is ••. to have something which society ought 
to defend me in the possession of. 8 
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There is certainly nothing in this analysis of 

rights as valid claims which result in entitlements which 

necessarily limits rights to "negative" as opposed to "posi-

tive" rights. The question, on this analysis, is not what 

"rights" someone or other intuits as "natural," but which 

moral principles are to be used in the validation of claims. 

If modern humanists -- liberals as well as socialists -- are 

correct in asserting that justice demands more than simple 

protection from force, theft, and fraud then it can be 

plausibly argued that we have positive as well as negative 

rights and, in fact, that we have rights to well-being 

(e.g., the right to a minimum standard of well-being, even 

if we are incapable of earning a living) and procedural 

rights (e.g., the right to legal council during a trial, 

even if we cannot afford it) as well as rights to non-inter-

ference (e.g., the right to free speech).* 

Be that as it may, in his later works many of Marx's 

criticisms of rights can be taken as criticisms not of 

rights in general but of bourgeois conceptions of rights. 

* This is not to say that there are no problems 
with developing such a conception of rights. But for an 
initial defense of such a conception see my "A Defense of 
Rights to Well-Being," Philosophy and Public Affairs, vol. 
8, no. 1 ( Fa 11 1978). 
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In The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte, for example, 

Marx is not critical of "The. • • general staff of the 

liberties of 1848, personal liberty, liberty of the press, 

of speech, of association, of assembly, of education and of 
9 

religion, etc." Marx, in fact, expresses regret that later 

in the course of the Revolution of 1848 "The right of asso

ciation -- one of the most essential of the political vic-
10 

tories of the February days -- was abolished." Rather, he 

is critical of the fact that in reality "all those liber-

ties [are] regulated in such a way that the bourgeoisie in 

its enjoyment of them does not come into collision with the 
11 

equal rights of the other classes." 

Engels also attacks bourgeois conceptions of rights 

on the grounds that they are not realized: 

nowadays ••• equality of rights is recognized 
-- recognized in words, since the bourgeoisie, in 
its fight against feudalism and in the development 
of capitalist production, was compelled to abolish 
all privileges of estate, i.e., personal privileges, 
and to introduce the equality of all individuals 
before the law, first in the sphere of private law, 
then gradually also in the sphere of state law. But 
the urge toward happiness thrives only to a trivial 
extent on ideal rights. To the greatest extent of 
all it thrives on material means; and capitalist 
production takes care to insure that the great ma
jority of those with equal rights shall get only 
what is essential for bare existence. Capitalist 
production has therefore little more respect if 
indeed any more, for the equal "right to the pursuit 
of happiness" of the majority than had slavery or 
serfdom. 12 

Some Marx scholars, in fact, have interpeted Marx's 

critique of rights as consisting only of this criticism. 



John Plamenatz, for example, claims that 

As a matter of fact, Marx himself believed in the 
rights of man. If he had been asked whether men 
ought to enjoy these rights, or whether they would 
eventually come to enjoy them, he would have said 
that they ought and would. 

He merely thought that, society being what it 
was in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, only 
the property-owning classes could in fact enjoy the 
rights. These classes, though often willing to con
cede that all men should enjoy the rights, were de
termined to preserve a system of property which, in 
Marx's opinion, made it impossible for most men to 
enjoy them. As he saw it, they falsely believed that 
these rights could be enjoyed by all classes in a 
class society, whereas the truth was that they could 
be enjoyed by all men in a classless society. 13 
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If these are Marx's only criticism of rights it 

might be argued that at least in his later works -- he is 

not really opposed to rights per se but only to certain 

rights (e.g., the bourgeois right to property) and to the 

divergence between what Rawls refers to as equality of 

rights and equality in the worth of rights, (i.e., equality 

in the ability to utilize or enjoy rights). But one could 

easily agree with both of these theses without objecting to 

rights per see One need only claim that certain purported 

moral rights -- e.g., the right to own and control produc-

tive as well as personal property are not moral rights at 

all and that though a conceptual distinction can be made 

between rights and the ability to enjoy rights, justice 

requires not only equality of rights but at least approxi

mate equality in the opportunity of persons to enjoy the 
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rights they have. Although Rawls maintains this distinc-

tion and claims that we cannot require equality in the worth 

of rights, Norman Daniels persuasively argues that Rawls' 

own moral principles and, in fact, some of his own arguments 

meant to establish the necessity of equal rights per se, can 

be seen to require at least approximate equality in their 

worth as well.* 

These alterations in the standard liberal conception 

and theory of rights would go a long way, it seems, toward 

embodying the Marxist's more radically egalitarian moral 

intuitions and toward allowing one to legitimately re-

interpret Marx's moral theory as being based on the right to 

a maximum system of equal freedom (both positive and nega

tive) and, more specifically, on the right to equal partici-

pation in social descision-making processes and the right to 

equal access to the means of self-realization. 

* See Norman Daniels, "Equal Liberty and Unequal 
Worth of Liberty," Reading Rawls, Basic Books, N.Y., 1976 
and "On Liberty and Equality in Rawls," Social Theory and 
Practice, vol. 3, no. 2, Fall 1974. 
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Marx's Conception of Justice as an Internal Standard 
of Social Systems 

Before we turn to the specific objection to both 

justice and rights -- namely, that they will become otiose 

with the advent of communism let us consider his 

specific critique of justice as a juridical concept which 

can not be used to criticize the social system of which it 

is a part. The passages on which this interpretation of 

Marx is based are primarily of two sorts: (1) those in 

which Marx asserts that the exploitation of the worker by 

the capitalist is no injustice to the worker and (2) those 

in which the thesis that one cannot use juridical concepts 

to critique the entire system of which it is a part is 

stated in abstract, general terms. Turning to the first 

group of passages, we find Marx claiming the following of 

the capitalist and worker as buyer and seller of labor-power 

in Capital: 

The circumstance, that on the one hand the 
sustenance of labour-power costs only half a 
labour, while on the other hand the very 
labour-power can work during a whole day, that 
sequently the value which its use during one 
creates, is double what he pays for that use, 
circumstance is, without doubt, a piece of good 
for the buyer, but Ex no means an injury to 
seller. (emphasis added) 14 

daily 
day's 

same 
con

day 
this 
luck 
the 

The capitalist maintains his rights as a purchaser 
when he tries to make the working-day as long as 
possible, and to make, whenever possible, two 
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working-days out of one. On the 6ther hand, the 
peculiar nature of the commodity sold implies a 
limit to its consumption by the purchaser, and the 
labourer maintains his right as seller when he wish
es to reduce the working-day to one of definite 
normal duration. There is here, therefore, an an
tinomy, right against right, both equally bearing 
the seal of the law of exchanges. Between equal 
rights force decides. (emphasis added) 15 
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Ignoring for the moment the possible contradiction 

between these two passages in that the first asserts that 

the nature of the relation between capital and labor is "by 

no means an injury" to the worker and the second would seem 

to indicate that the relation is an injury to the worker in 

that the worker's right (presumably, to receive back the 

full value of the products he produces) 

circumstances not an enforceable right 

though under the 

is violated by 

this relationship, let us look at a few passages which make 

clear the general principle which stands behind Marx's refu-

sal to condemn capitalist production relations as unjust. 

In "Critique of the Gotha Program" Marx claims that "Right 

can never be higher than the economic structure of society 
16 

and its cultural development conditioned thereby." This 

claim is further explicated in the third volume of Capital, 

where Marx claims that the content of the rules governing 

economic exchange "is just whenever it corresponds, is 

appropriate to the mode of production. It is unjust when-

ever it contradicts that mode. Slavery on the basis of 

capitalist production is unjust; likewise fraud in the qual-
17 

ity of commodities." (emphasis added) 
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How seriously we should take Marx to be making a 

normative, moral claim as opposed to a factual, empirical 

one is the key consideration here. While Tucker, Wood, and 

others see Marx as making a genuine normative claim -- Ex 

disallowing the claim that capitalism is unjust on these 

grounds -- this seems to me extremely dubious. Rather than 

taking a normative position here, Marx -- it seems to me 

is really taking an internal point of view with respect to 

capitalism, but an external point of view with respect to 

his own standards, and then reporting certain facts about 

how capitalism is to be judged from its own operational 

normative standards. Marx is really simply pointing out 

that by the rules of the game it has set up, so to speak, 

capitalism is not unjust. 

To get at the distinction I am making here let us 

consider an analogous case. In anthropology and ethnology 

taking the internal point of view in reporting on a culture 

or society is called taking the "ernie" rather than the 

"etic" point of view with respect to that culture or 

society. 

pologist 

An analogous case, therefore, would be an anthro

insisting that the Yanomamo Indians of the Amazon 

do nothing morally wrong to individuals in neighboring vil

lages when they brutally ambush and murder them in the 

jungle nor to their own wives when they (i.e., the husbands) 

savagely beat them, since both of these sorts of activities 

are tolerated rather than condemned -- in Yanomamo 



475 

society. Now, given the fact that many people -- including 

many anthopologists and ethnologists -- are not cognizant 

of the distinctions between the various forms of "ethical 

relativism," -- viz., descriptive, normative, metaethical, 

and (according to this author, at any rate) metaevaluative 

relativism -- we might have an extremely difficult time 

convincing the anthropologist in question, that he doesn't 

really believe that the Yanomamo do nothing morally wrong 

when they engage in these activities. However, if both he 

and we were patient and persistent enough, I believe that we 

could convince him -- whom I am assuming is not a psychopath 

or sociopath -- that he doesn't really think that it is 

morally permissible for people to do such things to each 

other and, further, that what he is really doing in saying 

that what the Yanomamo do is not wrong is taking the point 

of view of the Yanomamo in reporting on their activities 

rather than making a moral judgment. 

If we were able to explain in sufficient detail the 

distinctions between descriptive, normative, and (at least) 

metaethical relativism and convince the anthropologist that 

moral judgments and principles are universalizable and, 

thus, that one cannot really be a normative ethical rela

tivist, then the anthropologist would come to see that he 

does not really want to claim that the Yanomamo men do 

nothing morally wrong when ambushing others or when giving 

their wives savage beatings, as opposed to claiming that 
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they do not perceive themselves to be doing wrong. It could 

then be pointed out to our anthropological interlocuter that 

the second claim is not equivalent to and does not entail 

the first: we do not, for example, accept the claim that a 

cold-blooded mass murderer has done nothing wrong simply 

because he is cold-blooded and, thus, does not perceive 

himself to have done anything morally wrong. (Whether or 

not and to what extent he should be punished for his moral 

wrong-doing is, of course, a separate issue to which other 

considerations -- e.g., the person's sanity and, perhaps, 

moral "knowledge" and "ignorance" -- are relevant.) 

Once the anthropologist came to realize that he was 

judging the Yanomano's practices from a point of view inter-

nal to them but external to his own values and --- --- that only 

judgments made from the latter point of view are normative 

or moral judgments, he would be much less likely to claim 

that what the Yanomamo were doing to each other is not 

morally wrong. This is perfectly compatible, of course, 

with being a metaethical relativist in the sense of holding 

the view that there may be no way to convince even a per

fectly rational Yanomamo that what he is doinq is morally 

wrong as well as a "cultural liberal" in the sense of want-

ing to maintain a great degree of leniency and tolerance in 

dealing with other cultures. 

In the same sense, I believe that if Marx were alive 

today and had the patience and good grace to go over these 
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distinctions with us he, too, would come to see that his 

claims that the capitalist does the worker no injustice and 

that capitalism is not unjust are being made from a point of 

view internal to the capitalist system but external to his 

own considered normative point of view. Now, this is not to 

say that Marx would -- under these circumstances -- be re-

conciled to notions or principles of justice because it may 

well be the case that he would still have other objections 

to them. I hope to show in the next section, however, that 

Marx, himself, is committed to principles of social justice. 

If the above analysis is basically correct, however, 

the II Tucker-Wood thesis" is not nearly as serious a matter 

as first seemed to be the case. At first glance it seemed 

to entail that Marx's considered normative judgment is that 

it is not the case that capitalism is unjust, but if the 

above analysis is correct Marx is not making a normative 

judgment at all in the passages quoted above. Nancy Holm-

strom makes essentially the same point when she claims that, 

from a Marxist point of view, "calling [the exchange between 

capitalist and worker] a just exchange could only be done 

tongue-in-cheek, or to mean: 'This is [erroneously] taken to 
18 

be just l
." That this thesis has been taken as seriously as 

it has been seems to me to be the result of its proponents 

failing to detect Marx's failure to distinguish taking an 

internal point of view from taking an external (i.e. "objec-

tive") point of view in judging capitalism just or unjust. 



Marx on the Dissolution of Juridical Notions 
with the Approach of Communism 

Let us turn, finally, to Marx's third specific crit-

icism of justice and rights: that such notions are bound to 

become outmoded. Marx envisions the higher stage of commun-

ism as a stateless and coercionless form of social coopera-

tion which is based on material abundance and the social 

ownership and control of productive property, and which 

provides for the all-around and full development of the 

individual. Marx apparently believes that conflict within 

such a society will be so minimized that the practice of 

individuals asserting claims against each other will become 

otiose: there simply will be no need for it. Since this is 

precisely the practice on which the very concepts of justice 

and rights are based, they too -- on Marx's view -- will 

become otiose. As Marx puts it in "Critique of the Gotha 

Program": 

In a higher phase of communist society, after the 
enslaving subordination of the individual to the 
division of labour, and therewith also the antithes
is between mental and physical labour, has vanished; 
after labour has become not only a means of life but 
life's prime want; after the productive forces have 
also increased with the all-around development of 
the individual, and all the springs of coope~ative 
wealth flow more abundantly only then can the 
narrow horizon of bourgeois right be crossed in its 
entirety and society inscribe on its banner: From 
each according to his ability, to each according to 
his needs! 19 
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The "narrow horizon of bourgeois right" can be 

crossed because Hume's conditions of justice moderate 

scarcity and moderate egoism -- have both been superceded. 

But what is the relevance of this view as a part of Marx's 

critique of juridical moral concepts (i.e., justice and 

rights)? The answer to this question is far from clear. 

One perfectly reasonable response to this claim -- even from 

a Marxist point of view would seem to be: "So what! 

For the foreseeable future we must deal with societies which 

have not yet crossed this 'narrow horizon' for this includes 

even what you (Marx) call the 'first stage of communism' and 

what today we commonly call 'socialism!' The point is that 

for all practical political purposes this thesis is, 

quite simply, irrelevant." The belief that Hume's condi

tions of justice would be transcended in the not-too-distant 

future may help explain why Marx had such disregard for the 

concepts of justice and rights, but it is far from clear 

that this is a decisive critique of these concepts. Since 

the very concepts of Justice and rights were very soon to 

become completely obsolete it is small wonder he thought 

that concentrating on developing a theory based on these 

concepts was -- at the very least -- a misdirection of one's 

energies. 

In 

juridical 

assessment 

part, 

concepts 

of the 

of course, Marx's attitude toward these 

was a result of an overly 

speed and degree to which 

optimistic 

the world 
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socialist revolution would take hold and, quite possibly, 

also the speed and degree with which conditions of scarcity 

can and will disappear, even if capitalist property rela

tions give way to socialist property relations on a world-

wide scale. Today, however, it seems that no matter what 

portion of Marx's empirical theory we accept we are no 

longer in a position to accept the thesis that the condition 

of relative scarcity will cease to hold at some point in the 

near future even if the world socialist revolution succeeds. ---- --

Furthermore, even if full-fledged communism is a utopian 

impossibility, would not Marxists yet want to claim that 

socialism (i.e. the first stage of communism) is superior to 

any form of capitalism? Would they not also want to have 

principles of justice and rights by which to judge such a 

society against other possible societies (e.g., capitalism) 

as well as by which to judge that society itself? The 

answer to these questions would seem to be "Yes." 

Marxists presumably will want to claim, for examp-

Ie, that the government of a (democratic) socialist society 

is legitimate and ought to be supported; i.e., that 

except under exceptional circumstances -- we would have an 

obligation or duty to obey its statutes and decisions. But 

how can one claim that a government or society is legitimate 

and deserves our loyalty (i.e., that it has legitimate 

political authority), without some sort of notion of justice 
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(at least in those possible social worlds in which scarcity 

is still a problem.) 

But there is another point to be made here: namely, 

that a conception and theory of justice may be needed even 

in a society of material "super-abundance" populated by 

individuals instantiating what Marx calls "social," "com-

munal," "species," or "communist" consciousness. Allen E. 

Buchanan has some extremely insightful remarks on this 

topic. First, Buchanan points out that competition and 

conflict may not necessarily be completely eliminated even 

in such a full-fledged communist society -- though they may 

greatly reduced. 

There is no compelling reason to believe that signi
ficant divergences between the good of the individ
ual and that of others or of society as a whole 
occur only as the result of egoistic interaction 
under conditions of class struggle for control over 
the means of production. Even in a society of 
thorough-going altruists in which no group has ex
clusive control over the means of production, there 
may be violent disagreements over what the common 
good is and over how it is to be achieved. And 
insofar as different individuals support or even 
identify with competing conceptions of the common 
good and of the path to its attainment, the inter
ests of individuals will conflict, even though the 
conflict will not be egoistic or class-based. 20 

Buchanan, however, offers an even more radical 

thesis: namely, that Marxists have under-estimated the 

problem of scarcity -- and, thus, the need for juridical 

concepts and practices -- because they have not realized 

the extent of the difficulty of the allocation of scarce 

social goods in the broadest sense of this term. 



The concept of scarcity relevant to the comparison 
of social systems and to the idea of the circum
stances of justice is the most general one imagin
able. Scarcity exists wherever the choice of one 
line of individual or joint action- precludes the 
pursuit of alternatives which ~ in any way valued. 
In this sense, not only coal and oil and foodstuffs 
are scarce but also cooperative activity and time 
itself. Hence so long as an individual or ~ group 
must decide to use some natural and social resources 
ra:E'her thanothe"rs in pursuit of some ends rather 
than others, there is scarcity. In a word, the need 
to choose implies scarcity. The question then is not 
whether communism will abolish scarcity, but rather 
whether the problems of scarcity in communism will 
be radically different. (emphasis added) 21 
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The benefit of bringing Marxist moral theory into 

line with such commonly accepted concepts as social justice 

and human rights is, therefore, not to be underestimated. 

The incorporation of these concepts into the Marxist world-

view is, in fact, essential. Furthermore -- although you 

wouldn't know it by reading much of the contemporary commen-

tary on the relation between Marx's views and distributive 

justice which emphasizes their supposed incompatibility 

Marx does implicitly espouse ~ principle of distributive 

justice for governing the distribution of the consumable 

social product in a socialist society. Due to the fact the 

initial or lqwer stage of communism has, ex hypothesi, 

reached material abundance together with the fact that, ex 

hypothesi, individuals have not been completely socialized 

into socially-minded, "truly human" beings, the norm of 

distribution, according to Marx, is still the "bourgeois 

norm of equal pay for equal work." 



the individual producer receives back from 
society -- after the deductions have been made 
exactly what he gives to it. What he has given to 
it is his individual quantum of labour. For exam
ple, the social working day consists of the sum of 
the individual hours of work; the individual labour 
time of the individual producer is the part of the 
social working day contributed by him, his share in 
it. He receives a certificate from society that he 
has furnished such and such an amount of labour 
(after deducting his labour for the common funds), 
and with this certificate he draws from the social 
stock of means of consumption as much as costs the 
same amount of labour. The same amount of labour 
which he has given to society in one form he re
ceives back in another. 

Here obviously the same principle prevails as 
that which regulates the exchange of commodities, 
as far as this is exchange of equal values. content 
and form are changed, because under the altered 
circumstances no one can give anything except 
his labour, and because, on the other hand, nothing 
can pass to the ownership of individuals except 
individual means of consumption. But, as far as the 
distribution of the latter among the individual 
producers is concerned, the same principle prevails 
as in the exchange of commodity equivalents: a given 
amount of labour in one form is exchanged for an 
equal amount of labour in another form. 

Hence equal right here is still in principle 
bourgeois right, although principle and practice are 
no longer at loggerheads. 22 
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Does Marx wax apologetic here, one might wonder, 

like he does in his letter to Engels concerning his proposed 

standards of equal rights and justice to the International 

Workingmen's Association? There is no sign that he does. 

The only thing that seems to bother Marx about this propos-

aI, as a matter of fact, is that it may not turn out to be 

truly equal or fair! He claims that 

In spite of this advance, this equal right is still 
constantly stigmatised by a bourgeois limitation. 
The right of the producers is proportional to the 
labour they supply; the equality consists in the 



fact that measurement is made with an equal stan
dard, labour. 
----But one man is superior to another physically or 
mentally and so supplies more laobur ln the same 
time, or can labour for a longer time; and labour, 
to serve as a measure, must be defined by its dura
tion or intensity, otherwise it ceases to be a 
standard of measurment. 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 recognises 
unequal individual endowment and thus productive 
capacity as natural privileges. It is, therefore, 
~ right of inequality, in its conte~ like every 
right. Further, one worker is married another 
not; one has more children than another, and so on 
and so forth. Thus, with an equal performance of 
labour, and hence an equal share in the social 
consumption fund, one will in fact receive more 
than another, one will be richer than another, and 
so on. To avoid these defects, right instead of 
being equal would have to be unequal. 23 
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This standard of distribution, Marx claims, is not 

fair because it allows those with "natural privileges" to 

capitalize on them and, thus, garner a greater share of the 

social wealth. Notice, however, that the only basis for 

Marx (or anyone else) having such a worry is an acceptance 

of the underlying principle that people are entitled only to 

what they deserve and no one deserves the natural advantages 

are born with. (Rawls makes a similar point when he 

speaks about the "natural lottery" and claims that the fact 

that one does better or worse in it is or at least 

should be -- morally irrelevant.*) 

Secondly, it is not fair according to Marx because 

* See Rawls, A Theory of Justice, 
72-73 and 101-103. 

op. cit., pp. 
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it does not take differentials of need into consideration. 

This is presumably the point he is making in comparing one 

worker who has a family with another who doesn't. He claims 

that the worker without a family is "richer" even if they 

have the same income because the worker who has a family has 

more "needs," viz., the needs of the members of his family 

which he must also provide for. Now this may not be a very 

plausible case for the point Marx is trying to make, since 

it could very well be maintained that their "needs" -- so 

long as they are both healthy, etc. are not different 

and, further, that neither is "richer" than the other but, 

rather, that one has chosen to spend his income in one way 

(for a family) and the other in another. A better case to 

illustrate this concern would have been one in which the two 

workers received equal pay but one had a need or needs which 

were (1) vital to his well-being, (2) very expensive to 

meet, and (3) non-volunatarily acquired. The case of two 

workers of equal income, one healthy and one having kidney 

disease which requires dialysis, would serve as a good 

example in today's world. 

Nevertheless, the concern Marx evinces here is a 

very common one in theories of justice: how to take differ-

ential need into consideration. The point is that Marx is 

concerned very genuinly concerned with equality 

and with what we would commonly call distributive justice in 

these passages. This would seem to prove that even Marx saw 
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this critique of justice and rights as destined to be otiose 

in future communist society as irrelevant for practical 

purposes of dealing with present-day and even socialist 

societies. 

A related objection a Marxist might put forward 

against juridical moral concepts, however, is that they will 

play no part in revolutionary motivation or the revolution-

ary socialist movement and may even be counter-productive in 

this respect. But this, to me, seems no more likely to be 

the case than the claim that moral claims (as a generic 

class) will play no role or playa negative role in the 

revolutionary movement. And Marx and Engels seemed to real-

ize this too. Although Engels, for example, claims that 

"justice is but the ideologised, glorified expression of the 

existing economic relations, now from their conservative, 
24 

and now from their revolutionary angle," he also realizes 

that "the modern demand for equality is • a claim to 

equal political or social status for all human beings, or at 

least for all citizens of a state or all members of a soc i-
25 

ety," and that, historically speaking 

the bourgeois demand for equality was accompanied by 
the proletarian demand for equality. From the mo
ment when the bourgeois demand for the abolition of 
class privileges was put forward, alongside of it 
appeared the proletarian demand for the abolition of 
the classes themselves -- at first in religous 
form, basing itself on primitive Christianity, and 
later drawing support from the bourgeois equalitar
ian theories themselves. The proletarians took the 
bourgeoisie at their word: Equality must not be 



merely apparent, must not apply merely to the sphere 
of the state, but must also be real, must be 
extended to the social and economic sphere. 26 

Engels claims furthermore, that 

The demand for equality in the mouth of the prole
tariat has therefore a double meaning. It is either 

the spontaneous reaction against the crying 
social inequalities, against the contrast of rich 
and poor, the feudal lords and their serfs, surfeit 
and starvation •••• Or, on the other hand, the 
proletarian demand for equality, drawing more or 
less correct and more far-reaching demands from this 
bourgeois demand [serves] as an agitational means in 
order to rouse the workers against the capitalists, 
on the basis of the capitalists' own assertion •••• 27 
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In any case, it hardly seems that these juridical 

concepts do play a conservative role in the revolutionary 

movement. Almost every revolutionary socialist move-

ment in existence expresses their program partially in terms 

of rights and justice, and rightfully so. The question I 

would now like to pursue, therefore, is not whether or not 

the contemporary Marxist can or should accept a theory of 

social justice or human rights but what specific theory of 

justice and human rights should the contemporary Marxist 

accept. It is only through the absorption of such theories 

that an adequate Marxist moral and social theory will 

be developed. 
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