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PREFACE

A survey of the intellectual history of Marxism through its several phases
and various national adaptations suggests, for any of at least three reasons,
that the attempt to provide a widely acceptable summary of ‘Marxist ethics’
must be an enterprise with little prospect of success. First, a number of
prominent Marxists have insisted that Marxism can have no ethics because its
status as a science precludes bias toward, or the assumption of, any particular
ethical standpoint. On this view it would be no more reasonable to expect
an ethics of Marxism than of any other form of social science. Second, basing
themselves on the opposite assumption, an equally prominent assortment
of Marxist intellectuals have lamented the absence of a coherently developed
Marxist ethics as a deficiency which must be remedied.! Third, less com-
monly, Marxism is sometimes alleged to possess no developed ethical theory
because it is exclusively committed to advocacy of class egoism on behalf
of the proletariat, and is thus rooted in a prudential, not a moral standpoint.?
The advocacy of proletarian class egoism — or ‘revolutionary morality’ —
may, strictly speaking, constitute an ethical standpoint, but it might be
regarded as a peculiar waste of time for a convinced and consistent class
egoist to develop precise formulations of his ethical views for the sake of
convincing an abstract audience of classless and impartial rational observers
which does not happen to exist at present. The phrase ‘revolutionary moral-
ity’ in the Russian revolutionary period usually implied just such a committed
stance and a sharp impatience with verbal disputes over the morality of
political actions.

The first consideration listed above, that as an empirical science Marxism
cannot be understood to contain normative ethical commitments, was a view
most widely espoused during the period of the Second International, particu-
larly among intellectual leaders of the German Social Democratic party, such
as Karl Kautsky. The emphasis placed upon this view, and the vehemence
with which it was defended, can be properly understood only in the context
of the larger debate which dominated much of German philosophy during
this period between various doctrines of positivism, on the one side, and
several versions of neo-Kantianism, on the other. There were protracted dis-
putes over the proper characterization of empirical science, its presupposi-

ix
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tions, and its modes of reasoning. Positivists generally insisted that empirical
science offered the only valid source of knowledge, that no explanations in
terms of transcendental or supernatural forces were admissible in science, that
philosophy possessed no method and no knowledge distinct from the empiri-
cal sciences, and they broadly distrusted anything which might be labelled
‘metaphysics’.

The neo-Kantians differed among themselves in many respects: some were
primarily interested in the transcendental conditions of experience as well as
the relation of the theoretical to the practical uses of reason; others tended to
ignore the later parts of the First Critique as well as the Second Critique as
excessively ‘metaphysical’, reading Kant primarily as an empiricist epistemol-
ogist. Even so it was often necessary to defend Kant against positivist critiques
of his ‘idealist’ treatment of space and time.

Neither Engels nor Kautsky would have identified himself with the posi-
tivists, but both considered themselves enemies of idealism, and critics of
certain sorts of metaphysical speculation. Their heavy emphasis on the
scientific, anti-metaphysical nature of Marxian socialism dominated the move-
ment at this time, and tended to keep Marxist orthodoxy out of the camp
of the neo-Kantians, despite the influence of an articulate minority of neo-
Kantian Marxists within the Party, and Marxist neo-Kantians without. The
‘orthodox’ in this context were inclined to incorporate discussions of ethics
within Marxism only to the extent that ethics itself could be construed as an
empirical science.

From this perspective, the genealogy of morals according to Darwin struck
Kautsky in particular as providing just the right framework for a scientific
inquiry into the subject, when supplemented by the tenets of historical mate-
rialism. For many adherents of evolutionary ethics, its greatest attraction lay
in the apparent demystification of moral imperatives which resulted when
their origins were traced to the animal kingdom. An important corollary of
the thesis of the animal origins of morality was the suggestion that moral
duties might be subject to evolutionary (even revolutionary) change. For
adherents of a revolutionary political theory such as Engels and Kautsky, a
science of ethics which authorized such a conclusion served very usefully to
diminish the force of moral claims with which the old order might defend
itself from destruction.

Controversies over evolutionist ethics were not restricted to Marxist circles
during these years, but in whatever context they occurred, such debates
tended to circle around the problem of defining ‘nature’ and ‘society’, so as
to insist either on their mutual exclusivity, or on their continuity. On these
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conceptions depended one’s views as to whether monkeys could be moral,
duty a species of natural instinct, or principles of human conduct rooted in
something transcending the realm of nature.

For positivistically inclined Marxists unattracted by Darwinian ethics, the
science of ethics could be understood in effect as the sociology of morals, and
as such incorporated along with the other special inquiries governed by his-
torical materialism, without thereby admitting that Marxism itself contained
any particular ethical norms. The admission that Marxism as a theory of the
laws of social development incorporates a normative ethical standpoint would
still threaten its scientific status in the eyes of some contemporary Marxists
both inside and outside the USSR.

The second claim listed above, that Marxism requires but lacks an ethic has
numerous sources in the history of the movement. The positivist and evolu-
tionist attitudes toward a Marxist ethics were partly provoked by the claims
of neo-Kantians who insisted that their own standpoint provided a superior
account of the scientific enterprise, in particular one which explicated the
true interrelations of the theoretical and the moral. Some neo-Kantians such
as Conrad Schmidt saw the essential superiority of their position mainly in
the neo-critical account of science, and were largely uninterested in Kantian
ethics. Others, such as Hermann Cohen and Karl Vorlinder, saw the greatest
advantage of neo-critical philosophy in the account it provided of practical
reason, and the relationship of the practical to the theoretical uses of reason.
That account, when applied to Marxism, permitted the ‘completion’ or the
‘grounding’ of that science in ethical terms.

In France, Jean Jaures, often cited as the founder of ethical socialism in
that country, published a dissertation® in 1891 in which he argued that the
true origin of socialism lay not in the materialism of the extreme Hegelian
Left, but rather in the idealism of Luther, Kant, Fichte, and Hegel. In particu-
lar he emphasized the connection between the Kantian doctrine of the free-
dom of the will and the recognition of universally valid principles of duty in
which freedom was considered ‘identical with law and justice’. The freedom
of each individual was bound up with that of every other individual in such a
way that it could be realized only in a state governed by freely-accepted laws
which was no mere sum of individual wills, but rather ‘a kind of inner rational
will of the people’.* In this respect Jaures described Kant as a ‘warm sup-
porter’ of what would come to be known as socialism.

A few years later in a less scholarly way, Bernstein also suggested that
some greater element of moral idealism was required in the socialist move-
ment. In the conclusion of his controversial work on evolutionary socialism®
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he declared that appeals to the material self-interest of the proletariat were
inadequate justification for the socialist struggle, that contempt for the
(moral) ideal was a self-deception, that the proletarian struggle must be
inspired by a higher view of morals and of legal rights. In short, Marxism
required an explicit ethical dimension.

The original source of the expectation that Marxism would supply an
ethic, indeed a new ethic, for human conduct might be seen to lie in the
Young Hegelian movement itself. That expectation arose from a particular
attitude with which some of the Young Hegelians criticized the master’s
system. Hegel’s system was thought to lack an ethic, not in the obviously
false sense that Hegel had no account of the grounds of right, duty, or the
good, but in the more subtle sense that Hegel’s system failed to provide a set
of prescriptions for action which would transform the historical present.
Hegel bequeathed no program of political action. Within the Young Hegelian
movement the conviction grew that a program for political action could
somehow be generated from the critique of the Hegelian system, and since
that system itself was peculiarly resistant to partial internal modifications, the
critique was to be directed to the presuppositions of the system as a whole.
Marx, following Feuerbach, concluded that the deficiencies of Hegel’s system
were to be explained by his insufficiently materialist starting-point; the sys-
tem commenced with abstract being rather than real sensuous being. Hence
the materialist critique of the Hegelian system was expected to issue in a
concrete ethic — in the special sense of a program of revolutionary action
transcending philosophy (realizing it, and simultaneously abolishing it).

The Young Hegelians were not alone in their judgement that Hegel’s sys-
tem lacked an ethic. Kierkegaard made the same complaint, but of course
meant by it something rather different: that by offering an abstract system
in which human existence is characterized in general, Hegel could offer us no
understanding of what it is to be an existing individual.® In Kierkegaard’s
view, everything said in Hegel’s philosophy about process and becoming was
illusory. “This is why the System lacks an Ethic, and is the reason why it has
no answer for the living when the question of becoming is raised in earnest, in
the interest of action.””

The twentieth century French Marxist Maximilien Rubel cites Marx,
Kierkegaard, and Nietzsche as three thinkers who undertook each in his own
way to supply the deficiencies of the Hegelian system and provide the world
with a new ethic. “In order to be fertile, the Hegelian philosophy of becoming
had need of an ethic. Kierkegaard, Marx, and Nietzsche knew it: the first pro-
posed to us the imitation of Christ, the last, that of Caesar. It was the vocation
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of Marx to bring us the ethic of the human individual (I’homme humain),
made in the image of Prometheus.”® Rubel argued that Marx’s thought con-
tains an ethical dimension, but one which is *“‘characterized negatively by its
amoralism [sic] and positively by its essentially pragmatic approach”.® Rubel
found in Marx’s notions of the self-emancipation of the proletariat, and of
the consonance of this end with the means provided by history for its realiza-
tion, the fundamental postulates of Marx’s ethics. In particular, Rubel found
the ethical import of his thought in Marx’s optimism that ordinary suffering
and thinking human beings will prove adequate to the task of self-liberation.
The optimistic call to action addressed to the proletariat is crucial in Rubel’s
view, because Marx’s historical materialism offers no guarantee that the con-
tradictions of capitalism will be resolved in a transition to socialism; chaos
is a perfectly possible outcome of history and can be averted only by the
acceptance of responsibility for the future.

Notwithstanding efforts of interpretation such as Rubel’s, at least one con-
temporary Eastern European student of the problem has recently claimed
that, “A Marxist ethics, at least one worthy of Marx’s name, has yet to be
constructed”.’® Throughout the history of Marxism, he notes, there have
been two interpretations of Marx, ethical and “a-ethical”.!’ In Stojanovié’s
opinion the explanation of this fact lies in an ambiguity in Marx’s own
thought; numerous passages can be cited on behalf of either view. Stojanovié
himself sees Marx as an heir of the ‘great European humanistic-ethical tradi-
tion’'? which Stojanovi¢ interprets broadly to include “the concepts of
de-alienation, freedom, social equality and justice, the abolition of exploita-
tion, the disappearance of social classes, the withering away of the state,
the creation of self-managing associations of producers, and so on”.!® Marx’s
ethical contribution must be seen in his “radicalization and concretization of
these values”* rather than in the formulation of a new or alternative ethical
criterion. From the extensive list of humanistic values just cited, Stojanovi¢
follows the Polish writer Marek Fritzhand'® in proposing two principles, the
socialization and the self-realization of man, which he sees as components of
de-alienation, as the fundamental value commitments of Marx’s work. From
this point of view, “Marx was a sort of ethical perfectionist: he stood for the
realization of every human potential which does not threaten man’s social
nature”.'® Marxism then in Stojanovié’s interpretation constitutes in part an
injunction to the maximum of self-cultivation or development of talents
consonant with social harmony.

This last assertion is challenged by a third view sometimes encountered in
discussions of Marxism and ethics. This third source of doubt about Marxist
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ethical theory can be characterized as ‘revolutionary morality’ — the view
that Marxism presupposes a moral commitment to furthering the interests of
the proletariat through socialist revolution, but not an ethical theory. The
absence of an ethical theory on this view may be interpreted in either of two
ways: first, there is no explicit Marxist theory of the right or the good for all
humanity ; the class interest of the proletariat exhausts the whole of its con-
cern; revolutionary morality is a species of ethical egoism and excludes the
moral point of view. Hence the construction of an ethical justification for the
conduct of the proletariat is simply beside the point. Second, questions of
strategy and tactics of the revolution preempt attention; the formulation of
ethical theories lies outside the range of tasks of the revolutionary. Thus in a
recent work Donald Hodges has argued, “Marxism does not offer an ethic
for revolutionaries, only a revolutionary method”.!”

Hodges specifically objects to the universalism, as opposed to class egoism,
which he sees in the doctrine of ‘socialist humanism’ in the forms in which
that view has developed, especially among Eastern European Marxists, in the
last two decades. The value of self-cultivation at the heart of it, Hodges ar-
gues, represents a concession by Marxists to the classical European humanist
tradition deriving from the Greek and Roman ethic of self-cultivation which
should be rejected by revolutionary Marxism. The acquisition of culture in
this sense cannot be divorced from the acquisition of material goods and the
leisure which wealth makes possible; “the two lead in practice to that pre-
eminence of some individuals over others which follows from human oppres-
sion . ..”.!® Hence the elaboration of an ethic of socialist humanism in the
name of Marxism can only serve to distract the individual toward self-cultiva-
tion, away from the problem of providing the material pre-requisites of cul-
ture for the entire population; and finally, it functions as a justification for
policies of economic development in the Eastern European socialist countries
which presuppose the continued exploitation of the workers for an ever-
lengthening ‘interim’ period during which the educated elites of the ruling
bureaucracies enjoy the perquisites of culture in the name of some future
when the uneducated and the less educated strata will have been ‘levelled-up’
to the conditions of life prevailing now for the elite.

Hodges advocates instead a ‘revolutionary Communism’ unabashedly
egoist, committed to the elimination of exploitation of the oppressed, which
contains no view of the good of humanity in general, and does not purport
to adopt the moral point of view, rather exercises a sustained class hatred
against wealth, power, and privilege of the few. Hodges has in effect positively
‘re-evaluated’ the slave morality depicted by Nietzsche and adopted it as the
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appropriate posture of Marxism. The hatred of the inhabitants of the under-
world for their overlords, whom they define as evil, is sufficient to justify and
to orient action; no more elaborate ethical theory is required of, or should be
sought in, Marxism.

These controversies over the nature of Marxist ethics are deeply rooted in
conflicting interpretations of Marxism. To choose between them is to commit
oneself on some of the most disputed issues in the history of the movement,
and also on a number of larger philosophical issues such as the nature of
science, of values, and of moral judgment. A sample of the more obvious
exegetical problems in Marxism would include the following.

In what sense is Marxism a science? If Marxism provides knowledge of ‘the
laws of social development’, does this not imply that society develops accord-
ing to laws, that history is determined? And if history is determined, what is
the scientific relevance of inspirational appeals to the proletariat to take
responsibility for their self-liberation? And if socialism will only come about
as a result of self-conscious revolutionary praxis on the part of an aroused
and determined proletariat, in what sense can Marxism, as the doctrine of
that movement, be ‘merely’ a science?

Does Marx presuppose a concept of authentic human nature, as opposed
to a succession of historically produced class natures? If there is no governing
concept of authentic human nature in Marx, by what criterion is one to gauge
historical progress? And if ‘progress’ and ‘progressive’ are not normative
terms, why is socialism a desirable direction of historical development?

Does the mature Marx have a view about the good of humanity as a whole,
as he appears to in the early writings for example, where he criticizes ‘politi-
cal’ emancipation as falling short of ‘human’ emancipation? Is the humanism
of the early writings to be regarded as a youthful aberration, not carried over
into the scientific system of the mature Marx, or do the humanist views devel-
oped so strikingly in the early writings underlie the whole of Marx’s work?

To develop, or to summarize, a Marxist ethics is to adopt a certain set of
answers to such questions as these, namely a set of answers in terms of which
the elaboration of a Marxist ethics appears to be an appropriate and legiti-
mate enterprise of Marxist philosophy. Despite the controversial nature of
this very assumption, we have the testimony of a substantial number of Marx-
ist theoreticians, since the end of the nineteenth century, that the enterprise
is indeed legitimate, that Marx’s work is properly interpreted as implying a
definite ethical standpoint.

In recent years some Soviet Marxist philosophers have attempted to arti-
culate such a standpoint, thereby commiting themselves to a reading of Marx
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which makes room for such a theory. There is of course nothing like un-
animity among Soviet Marxists as to the nature of a Marxist ethic nor of
the relationship between such an ethic and the central concerns of Marx’s
work.

The present work offers a survey of the history of twentieth century (Rus-
sian and) Soviet Marxist discussions of ethical theory, examines the principal
claims of recent writings where a consensus can be discovered, and explores
the major areas of controversy where there is none. In certain respects Russian
and Soviet Marxist discussions of ethics represent a continuation of the debate
begun in the late nineteenth century, within the German Social Democratic
movement. As has been suggested, that discussion centered on two concerns,
the preservation of Marxism as a strict science, and the relationship of Kantian
ethics to Marxism. Both of these concerns are evident in recent Soviet writ-
ings. The survey of the original disputes among the German Social Democrats,
in which the Russian Marxist Plekhanov was an influential participant, sup-
plied in Section 3 of the first Chapter, provides an important element of the
background to subsequent Soviet discussions Wthh will be explored in the
remainder of the present work."
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CHAPTER ONE

MARXISM AND ETHICAL THEORY: A BRIEF HISTORY

1. INTRODUCTION

The process of discovery and dissemination of Marx’s more explicitly hu-
manist writings extended throughout the first half of the twentieth century.
The major documents involved were his doctoral thesis (written in 184041,
first published in 1902),' the Contribution to the Critique of Hegel’s Phi-
losophy of Law (written in 1843, first published in 1927),2 the Economic
and Philosophic Manuscripts (written in 1844, first published in full in
1932),2 the German Ideology (written in 184546, first published in full
in 1932),* and the Grundrisse, (written in 1857—58, published in 1939, when
it was obscured by the outbreak of war, and republished in 1953, after which
it became widely available for the first time).> The translations of these
works into other languages sometimes required many more years; for exam-
ple, a relatively complete English translation of the Grundrisse appeared only
in 1973.

Since Marx’s writings were being interpreted and explained to ever widen-
ing audiences of the uninitiated by self-appointed intellectual executors be-
fore their author had himself passed from the scene, the nearly century-long
interval required for the discovery and dissemination of a number of his
major works could not have failed to have serious consequences for the
development of Marxism as a movement. For example, despite Engels’ effort
to restore some awareness of Feuerbach’s place in the evolution of Marx’s
thought by the publication of Ludwig Feuerbach and the Outcome of Classi-
cal German Philosophy in 1888, the development of the first great ‘system’ of
Marxist orthodoxy in the German Social Democratic movement around the
turn of the century took place during the period of maximum ignorance of
those works of Marx which most clearly displayed his Hegelian origins and his
humanist inclinations. After Marx died in 1883, and Engels in 1895, there
were no major voices in the movement for a number of years capable of sup-
plying the missing elements or correcting the exaggerations of Marx’s followers
in these respects. The process of recovering the true context of Marx’s intel-
lectual origins by a new generation of scholars did not get underway until the
1920’s, especially in the work of Lukics and Korsch. By that time however,

1



2 CHAPTER ONE

an ‘orthodoxy’ of German Marxism was largely established and had been
bequeathed in part to Russian and Soviet Marxism.

A second major contributing influence to the ‘orthodoxy’ of its first
established national party originated in certain fairly dramatic changes of
intellectual fashion in Germany, as well as elsewhere in Europe, in the period
following 1848. Continental interest in Hegel and German Idealism dropped
precipitously after the failed revolutions of 1848, and was not to be seriously
revived in some respects until the 1930’s. As Charles Taylor remarks, in the
1850’s and 1860’s Hegel’s philosophy fell into virtual oblivion;® materialism,
mechanism, positivism, and evolutionism tended to dominate intellectual
developments after 1850. Slightly later, a revival of interest in Kantian phi-
losophy as a corrective to some of the above-mentioned trends of thought
took place, and it was the rivalry between various doctrines of positivism and
evolutionism on the one hand, and neo-Kantianisms on the other, which
formed the intellectual background against which the first major Marxist
orthodoxy developed. At the turn of the century substantial controversies
over the ‘orthodox’ interpretation of Marxism took place which bore influ-
ences of these two perspectives of evolutionary positivism and of neo-Kantian-
ism. It was in the course of these controversies, especially that over Bernstein’s
writings, that certain interpretations of Marxism began to receive the label
‘revisionism’, and others, by implication, ‘orthodoxy’. Throughout this period
the dominant influences of the philosophical world in which both Marx and
Engels came to maturity were remembered as a rather remote development of
German intellectual history affecting only a previous generation. Hegel was
remembered, if at all, mainly as the ‘state philosopher’ of William Frederick
III’s Prussia. Engels’ somewhat nostalgic backward glance at all that in 1888
had the flavor of an obituary, a summing up; ‘classical German philosophy’
itself had decomposed, and the proletariat of 1888 were the only legitimate
inheritors of its spirit. Even the tributes to Feuerbach, whom he credits with
having ‘exploded and cast aside’ the Hegelian system, pulverizing the contra-
diction of Young Hegelianism and liberating Marx from its spell, turn out to
be exceedingly ambivalent.” Engels is “struck by Feuerback’s astonishing
poverty when compared with Hegel”.® “He was incapable of disposing of
Hegel through criticism; he simply threw him aside as useless, while he him-
self, compared with the encyclopedic wealth of the Hegelian system, achieved
nothing positive beyond a turgid religion of love and a meager, impotent
morality.”® What begins as praise of Feuerbach for having liberated Marx
from the toils of Young Hegelianism, ends with muted praised of Hegel.

In fact, Marx was so strongly influenced by Feuerbach in one short but
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crucial phase of his development that it would seem appropriate to call Marx
a Feuerbachian during the years 1843-44.' It is the writings from this
period of strongest Feuerbachian influence, and those from the immediately
succeeding period which offer the most detailed and explicit statement of
Marx’s humanism. The exposition of Marxian humanism must begin therefore
with the consideration of Feuerbach and Marx.

2. FEUERBACHIAN AND MARXIAN HUMANISM

The humanism of both writers was marked first of all by a strong perfectibilist
element. This emerges in Marx’s well-known school-leaving essay, written
some years earlier.

Nature herself has determined the sphere of activity in which the animal should move,
and it peacefully moves within that sphere, without attempting to go beyond it, without
even an inkling of any other. To man, too, the Deity gave a general aim, that of ennobling
mankind and himself, but he left it to man to seek the means by which this aim can be
achieved; he left it to him to choose the position in society most suited to him, from
which he can best uplift himself and society.

But the chief guide which must direct us in the choice of a profession is the welfare of
mankind and our own perfection. It should not be thought that these two interests could
be in conflict, that one would have to destroy the other; on the contrary man’s nature is
so constituted that he can attain his own perfection only by working for the perfection,
for the good, of his fellow men.!!

In this passage Marx echoes one of the most striking themes of Renaissance
humanism as represented in the writings of Pico della Mirandola. Pico wrote
that God created man, only after having completed the entire universe, be-
cause he desired to produce a being capable of contemplating the beauty of
the creation. However, since all possible ‘natures’ had already been employed
in the creation, no archetype for an additional creature remained, so God
created man as ‘a creature of indeterminate nature’, unique in the universe.
Man alone had the power to choose his own place in the scheme of creation.
God announced that,

... Thou, constrained by no limits, in accordance with thine own free will, in whose
hand We have placed thee, shalt ordain for thyself the limits of thy nature . . .!2

One contemporary commentator has described Pico’s Oration as an example
of Renaissance Pelagianism, the strongest resurgence of that doctrine since
the condemnation of Pelagius himself. Perhaps by extension Marx’s humanism
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should be viewed in part as a modernization of that same doctrine. Marx
‘modernizes’ Pelagianism above all by rejecting the notion of divine creation.
Since the whole of world history is only the creation of man through human
labor and the development of nature through man, “he has evident and incon-
trovertible proof of his self-creation, his own formation process”.'> Mankind
stands in relation of creator to itself. (The elaboration of this doctrine leads
directly into Marx’s historical materialism).

This perfectibilism, for Feuerbach as well as for Marx, led to a critique of
prevailing conditions of human existence which was intended to expose the
sources of limitation, suffering, and finitude, to remove the socially-imposed
obstacles to human self-development. An important element in this perfec-
tion of human nature was reflected in the notion of the integrity or wholeness
of the human personality which was conceived as the appropriate outcome of
the self-expressive development of the human subject.!* According to this
notion of the wholeness appropriate to the developed human personality,
almost any form of division in the human psyche, or even conflict between
individuals, could be understood as a tragic evidence of the failure of human-
ity to achieve an existence appropriate to its true (though as yet unrealized)
nature. All this of course could be found in any number of German authors in
the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. German philosophy had
supplied a ready term to embrace the profundities as well as the ambiguities
of this theme — alienation (Entfremdung). What distinguished Feuerbach and
Marx in particular was their resolute insistence that the causes of this aliena-
tion could be traced to specifically identifiable structures of belief and social
institutions, and were subject to radical transformation by the efforts of
humanity itself.

In Feuerbach’s thought, the notion of alienation soon came to be centered
on the phenomena associated with the Christian doctrine of original sin,
broadly construed; in the contrast between the perfection (infinitude) of the
Divinity and the fallenness (finitude) of the human condition. He argued that
the attributes of divinity such as goodness, justice, and wisdom are not such
because God possesses them, but rather, God possesses them because these
attributes are in themselves divine. “Justice, wisdom, and, in fact, every deter-
mination which constitutes the divinity of God, is determined and known
through itself; but God is known and determined by the predicates.”!® But,
Feuerbach argues, “nothing is to be found in the essence and consciousness
of religion that is not there in the being of man, that is not there in his con-
sciousness of himself and the world.”!® In truth there is an identity of the
divine and the human predicates, or in other words, “the anti-thesis of divine
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and human is illusory”.!” The true content of the distinction between the
divine and the human is simply that between the essence of humanity at large
and the being of the individual.

In replacing traditional theology by this anthropologism, Feuerbach did
not understand himself to be denying what he took to be a vitally significant
truth disguised by the older forms of religion and theology, but rather rescu-
ing it from its alienated form. The true atheist, says Feuerbach, is he to whom
the predicates of the divine Being — for example, love, wisdom, and justice —
are nothing, not he to whom only the subject of these predicates is nothing.'®
Indeed, within the circle of Young Hegelians, Feuerbach was attacked for not
having liberated himself from the toils of theology, for having only reasserted
it in a particularly convoluted guise.

Mankind, having hypostasized each of the so-called ‘divine’ predicates,
attributes them to an abstract God and in that act denies them to its own
nature. It is in this act of self-abnegation by humanity that Feuerbach locates
the alienation which characterizes the human condition religiously conceived.
In phrases which Marx was to echo two years later in the Paris manuscripts,
Feuerbach claims,

... the more human the being of God is, the greater is the apparent difference between
God and man; that is, the more is the identity of the human and the Divine Being denied
by theology . .. and the more is the human. . . depreciated.w

In order to enrich God, man must become poor; that God may be all, man must be
nothing.w

Another group of Feuerbach’s most characteristic notions are indicated by
the term ‘species-being’ (Gattungswesen). In order to make plausible his
claim that the Divine Being is nothing other than the being of man himself,
Feuerbach had to supply some account of how such a mistake or illusion
could occur. Attempting to distinguish between animal and human, Feuer-
bach claims that consciousness, understood in a special sense, is the definitive
human trait:

Strictly speaking, consciousness is given only in the case of a being to whom his species,
his mode of being is an object of thought.?!

The consciousness of the animal provides only an experience of itself as an
individual; there is no distinction between the inner and the outer life. The
human individual however is capable of taking ‘the essential mode of being’
of his species — the ‘Thou’ as opposed to the ‘I' — as an object of thought.
Feuerbach makes frequent use of a special epistemological ‘principle’, namely
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that no being can cognize an object which is not an intrinsic part of its own
mode of being. For example, “A really finite being has not even the slightest
inkling, let alone consciousness, of what an infinite being is, for the mode of
consciousness is limited by the mode of being.”’?? But in religion, humanity is
conscious of the infinite. But there could be no such state of consciousness
unless infinity characterized the mode of being of consciousness itself. Hence,
“in its consciousness of infinity, the conscious being is conscious of the in-
finity of its own being.”?®

The distinction in traditional theology between the infinity of divine
predicates and the finitude of human predicates by virtue of which God is
held to be a totally different being from humanity merely misplaces the dis-
tinction between the finite limitations of any individual human being and the
‘infinite plenitude’® of predicates which characterizes humanity as a whole.
In its idea of God humanity has only grasped its own nature in an estranged
form.

The consciousness of God is the self-consciousness of man; the knowledge of God is the
self-knowledge of man. Man’s notion of himself is his notion of God, just as his notion of
God is his notion of himself — the two are identical.?’

In a further application of the notion of ‘species-being’ in the Principles of
the Philosophy of the Future, Feuerbach interprets human being as com-
munal being.

The single man in isolation possesses in himself the essence of man neither as a moral nor
as a thinking being. The essence of man is contained only in the community, in the unity
of man with man — a unity, however, that rests on the reality of the distinction between
the ‘I’ and the “You’.26

Solitude means being finite and limited, community means being free and infinite. For
himself alone, man is just man (in the ordinary sense); but man with man — the unity of
‘I’ and ‘Youw’ — that is God.?”

Like Feuerbach, Marx was convinced that the causes of humanity’s present
alienated form of existence could be identified and eliminated through hu-
man effort. He shared Feuerbach’s attitude toward established religion as an
important component of contemporary alienation. What Feuerbach tended to
see as a cause, however, Marx regarded as merely a symptom of a deeper dis-
ease, one rooted in the mode of production, in the prevailing social relations
under which the material conditions of life were produced and reproduced.
The I-Thou relationship of love in which Feuerbach saw the resolution of
alienated existence and the free realization of infinite human spirit, would be
realizeable for Marx only through a transformation of the economic relations
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which constitute the prevailing forms of social existence. The prevailing social
relations inevitably dehumanize the participants.

The details of Marx’s analysis of alienated labor are by now very familiar,
as should also be the larger motives of his analysis. The trilogy of concerns
which preoccupied much of the preceding period of German literature and
philosophy — the threat of loss of unity between man and man, man and
nature, man and God — appear in Marx only somewhat modified. The conse-
quence of alienated labor is an “external relation of the worker to nature and
to himself’.®® And the other alienation, of man to himself “is realized and
expressed in the relation between man and other men”.?® Only alienation of
humanity from God drops from view in Marx’s analysis, or more strictly
speaking, is transmuted into alienation from species-being, the unity of I and
Thou that is God in Feuerbach’s analysis.

In Marx’s use of Feuerbach’s notion of species-being is revealed once again
his commitment to a strong thesis of perfectibilism. Human consciousness
exhibits the unique capability, according to Feuerbach, of taking the essential
mode of being of its species, the Thou as opposed to the I, as an object of
thought. Marx reiterates that man is a conscious being, i.e., his own life is an
object for him, since he is a species-being.*® Humanity’s capacity to take its
own essence as an object of thought gives it the capacity to do what no other
creature is capable of, to produce universally, to reproduce the whole of
nature.

The animal only produces itself, while man reproduces the whole of nature. ... The
animal builds only according to the standard and need of the species to which it belongs
while man knows how to produce according to the standard of any species and at all
times knows how to apply an intrinsic standard to the object. Thus man creates also
according to the laws of beauty.3!

Most discussions of Marx’s humanism lead sooner or later to the fundamental
question of its intended scope. Did Marx always intend to offer a general view
of the ultimate good of all mankind, as his distinction between political
emancipation and human emancipation in the early writings suggests, or are
these early writings to be viewed as a stage in the development of his thought
which was transcended by a narrower focus upon the problem of economic
liberation of the proletariat and no view at all about the ultimate good of the
remainder of mankind? Is the humanism of the early Marx eclipsed by the
subsequent shift of focus and method in his work? A complete answer to this
question can be supplied only by a review of the whole of his work, if then.
However, an indication of the present writer’s interpretation of this problem
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can be supplied by way of a discussion of a passage drawn from a ‘mature’
work of Marx, the Grundrisse, his notes and sketches for the Preface to the
Critique of Political Economy and Capital.

In Notebook V of these sketches, Marx raises the question of whether the
production of wealth is to be considered an end in itself, or merely a means
to the realization of some other good, such as creation of the best citizens. He
concludes that in Greek and Roman antiquity, the production of wealth was
never an end in itself. Rather a particular mode of production was regarded as
most conducive to the development of civic character and a healthy polis.
Accordingly, Marx suggests that the attitude of antiquity, in which the human
being appears as the aim of production seems lofty when contrasted to the
modern world where production appears to be the aim of mankind, and
wealth the aim of production.

In fact, however, when the limited bourgeois form is stripped away, what is wealth other
than the universality of individual needs, capacities, pleasures, productive forces, etc.,
created through universal exchange? The full development of human mastery over the
forces of nature, those of so-called nature as well as of humanity’s own nature? The abso-
lute working out of his creative potentialities, with no presupposition other than the pre-
vious historic development, which makes this totality of development, i.e., the develop-
ment of all human powers as such the end in itself, not as measured on a predetermined
yardstick? Where he does not reproduce himself in one specificity, but produces his
totality? Strives not to remain something he has become, but is in the absolute move-
ment of becoming? In bourgeois economics — and in the epoch of production to which
it corresponds — this complete working-out of the human content appears as a complete
emptying-out, this universal objectification as total alienation, and the tearing-down of
all limited one-sided aims as sacrifice of the human end-in-itself to an entirely external
end. This is why the childish world of antiquity appears on one side as loftier. On the
other side, it really is loftier in all matters where closed shapes, forms and given limits are
sought for. It is satisfaction from a limited standpoint; while the modern gives no satis-
faction; or, where it appears satisfied with itself, it is vulgar.32

It would be difficult to find in the mature works a passage richer in content
relevant to the discussion of Marx’s humanism than this one. First of all it is
a passage from the mature Marx; yet it could easily be imagined as an excerpt
from the manuscripts of 1844. The concept of alienation is central and ex-
plicit; the motive of mastery over nature and self (created nature) is clear; the
commitment to perfectibilism again manifest.

In this passage Marx’s humanist ethic occurs as a constituent element of an
implicit philosophy of history; the two inquiries are inseparable. This is just as
true for Marx as it was for Hegel.*

In the passage above Marx articulates a conception of intrinsic good for
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humanity as a whole: the development of all human powers as such. This
conception is simultaneously a criterion for the evaluation of historical
development and itself a product of history. Marx sees this criterion as a
generalized schema, and not a commitment to any particular conception of
human nature, not a ‘pre-determined yardstick’. The absolute working out of
humanity’s creative potentialities is to take place under ‘no presupposition
other than the previous historic development’. In the task of self-development
humanity is always compelled to take the realities of the present moment and
its present nature as its starting-point, but in all other respects humanity is a
free creator of its own future, meaning, presumably, that there are no laws
determining the human future independently of human consciousness. Again
Marx seems to appeal implicitly to a doctrine of the unlimited potential for
development of the human spirit, with echoes of Pico della Mirandola as well
as of Hegel and Feuerbach.

If the general intent of this passage is clear, the view as expressed is not
without ambiguities. Surely no Marxist would wish to deny any dialectical
logic connecting the present with the past. Such a logic is invoked in this very
passage: what is in reality the complete working-out of the human content
appears under the present form of production as a complete emptying out;
what is in reality a universal objectification of the human spirit now takes the
form of total alienation; what is in reality the tearing-down of all limited,
one-sided aims appears in the historical present as the sacrifice of the human
end-in-itself to an entirely external end.

Humanity will have attained mastery over its own nature (and its own
future) when it becomes capable of grasping its own existence as a manifesta-
tion of this dialectic, as ‘the absolute movement of becoming’, and ceases
striving to remain something it has become, ceases reproducing itself in one
specificity, (i.e., as worker, capitalist, etc.) and devotes itself to the realiza-
tion of the ‘universality’ of individual needs, capacities, pleasures, productive
forces, etc.

Above all Marx is determined not to specify an ultimate human essence,
not to provide ‘closed shapes, forms and given limits’ for it. The concerns of
Marx and of Pico della Mirandola’s God are in this respect identical.

Taken out of context, this concern to specify no human essence, to apply
no pre-determined yardstick to it or history, might spell the defeat of any
attempt to specify a structure or logic of history. In fact Marx does commit
himself to one defining feature of humanity sufficiently specific to ensure
the possibility of a philosophy of historv. It is a defining characteristic of
authentic human nature to possess complete mastery over itself and the rest
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of nature, to be free in the self-conscious ‘absolute’ working-out of its creative
potentialities. A dialectical logic of history can be inferred from this perspec-
tive: its constitutive event, though not its culmination, must be the coming to
self-consciousness of humanity. Humanity at some historical juncture must
recognize and begin to realize its potential for mastery over itself and nature.
Communism, even in the early Marx, represents this most significant event in
history, but not its culmination. “Communism is the necessary form and
dynamic principle of the immediate future but not as such the goal of human
development — the form of human society.”3 That process of self-develop-
ment itself, free and potentially infinite, cannot be specified in advance.

In Marx’s conviction that the only destiny appropriate to humanity lay in
the indefinitely great extension of powers, needs, and capabilities must be
seen his often-cited Prometheanism. In this passage he reveals a very charac-
teristic attitude: only the bourgeoisie could contemplate with satisfaction the
limits within which the development of human nature up to the present has
been confined. The very possibility of that satisfaction was sufficient to con-
vict the bourgeoisie of irredeemable vulgarity in Marx’s eyes.

The argument over whether Marx’s works contain an ethical theory may
now be regarded in the following light. Normative ethical theory has been
defined by one contemporary authority, William Frankena, as containing (1)
judgments of moral obligation, (2) judgments of moral value, and secondarily,
(3) judgments of non-moral value.>® A study of the last is not as such a part
of ethics or moral philosophy according to Frankena, but since it turns out
that a consideration of what is intrinsically good in a non-moral sense is
logically involved in determining what is morally right or wiong, we must
include a discussion of such value judgments in an account of ethics. It seems
to this writer that Marx’s works do not contain an ethical theory, strictly
speaking, according to this usage (which seems to me proper), because Marx
nowhere offers a general account of judgments of moral obligation or moral
value. On the other hand his notion of the development of all human powers
as an end in itself seems to me precisely a judgment of intrinsic good, or non-
moral value, and one which is asserted universally by Marx. The further prob-
lem of the defensibility of such a criterion will not be pursued here. ‘Creative
self-expression’, ‘self-development’, ‘power and achievement’ are all items
that have occurred on moral philosophers’ lists of intrinsic goods, but Marx’s
references to such a criterion are too sparse and imprecise to admit of much
detailed discussion. However it does seem possible from this perspective to
argue that Marx did not simply take the view that whatever the dialectic of
history produced was right.3
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In light of the above, I would claim that attempts to construct an ethical
theory proper, incorporating a Marxist notion of intrinsic good, cannot be
dismissed as un-Marxist or inappropriate in any fundamental sense. It is clear
that Marx considered such a project a waste of time in the circumstances of
his own life, that he viewed existing moral codes as elements of prevailing
class ideology, and appeals to traditional notions of justice, for example, as
irrelevant, even when expressed as demands by the proletariat. On the other
hand, if Marx as a theorist could be in a position to stipulate a universal crite-
rion of intrinsic good, there would appear to be no reason why similarly
universal judgments of moral obligation and value could not be provided, in
the context of an appropriate philosophy of history, in a manner similar to
Hegel. I shall argue in the conclusion of this chapter that the general structure
of Hegelian ethics is the appropriate context for interpreting many of Marx’s
views, and that, considering Marx’s own intellectual origins, this should hardly
be surprising.

3. ENGELS, KAUTSKY, AND NEO-KANTIAN ETHICAL THEORY

Perhaps the most protracted and detailed discussion of Marxism and ethical
theory in the history of that movement, with the possible exception of the
discussions of socialist humanism in the 1960’s, occurred during the interval
from approximately 1895 to the beginning of World War 1. The principal
forum for that debate was the German Social Democratic movement, although
significant contributions also came from French, Russian, Austrian, and
Italian participants. The discussion eventually involved much of the intellec-
tual leadership of the Social Democratic party, with Mehring and Kautsky
periodically taking up the subject in the pages of Neue Zeiz. It involved a
number of Marxists who considered themselves neo-Kantians, and some neo-
Kantian philosophers who considered themselves Marxists.

In order to appreciate how a dialogue between neo-Kantianism and Marx-
ism could become a dominant intellectual occupation in those years of Ger-
man Social Democracy, it is necessary to recall some features of the history
of philosophy in nineteenth century Germany.

The decade of the 1850’s, perhaps philosophically the least memorable of
that century in Germany, produced the materialism of Biichner, Moleschott,
and Vogt (toward which Feuerbach gravitated in his later years), accompanied
by a tendency toward positivism, scientism, and consequent neglect of the
philosophical tradition. After approximately a decade and a half during which
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these developments occupied the center of the philosophical stage, a revival
of interest in Kant made its first appearance in the 1860’s, and began to take
hold in some German universities in the 1870’s. One of the major events
signalling this return to Kant was the publication in 1866 of Lange’s famous
History of Materialism®" in which he evaluated this tradition from a perspec-
tive which made Kant’s philosophy the major event in recent philosophical
history. Under the circumstances this renewed attention to Kant constituted
a dramatic revival of the fortunes of philosophy in Germany.

For a younger German philosopher beginning his intellectual career in the
last two decades of the nineteenth century, there would have appeared to be
two major alternatives for one’s philosophical allegiance: either some form of
evolutionary postivism, or neo-Kantianism. The issue of which philosophy
provided the proper account of empirical science tended to be the most com-
mon battleground between them. The memory of Hegel was a dim one, and
distorted at that through the Young Hegelians’ critiques of his system after
his death.

Of much greater immediate relevance for Marxist disputes over ethical
theory was the context provided by Engels’ discussion of morality in his Anti-
Dithring, published in 1878. In this work Engels was chiefly concerned to
dispute Herr Diihring’s assertion of the existence of eternal truths in the
sphere of human morality. Engels, on the contrary, insisted that the three
classes of contemporary society — the feudal aristocracy, the bourgeoisie, and
the proletariat — each possessed its own special morality derived in the last
resort from the practical relations on which their class position was based.®
Admitting that these three moralities shared much in common, Engels con-
sidered the view that this common element shared by all three might consti-
tute a universal moral code, and dismissed that possibility on the grounds that
the common component could be taken as reflecting nothing more than the
fact of a common historical background shared by the three classes in ques-
tion. He emphatically rejected any suggestion of an immutable moral law
which could be construed as trans-historical.

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 society has hitherto moved in class antagonisms, morality was always a class
morality; . ...%°

These class moralities have always functioned either as a justification for
oppression by the ruling class, or for revolt by the oppressed class, according
to Engels.
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These assertions are immediately qualified in an interesting though some-
what puzzling way when Engels proceeds to acknowledge in the next sen-
tence that “there has on the whole been progress in morality, as in all other
branches of human knowledge . . .”, without suggesting what the criterion of
such progress might be. He then introduces the possibility of “‘a really human
morality which transcends class antagonisms™ in some future society which
has overcome and forgotten class contradictions. The characteristics of such
a single universal moral code which would justify terming it ‘really human’
are not explored by Engels at this point. The position bequeathed by Engels
can be summarized in the following points:

1. All morality is class morality.

2. There are no eternal, immutable, or transhistorical moral truths
(although the succession of moral codes through history is to be
viewed as a progress).

3. Moral principles and values shared in common by various class
moralities are not to be construed as manifesting a universal code
of human conduct (although the morality of a future classless
society might be ‘truly human’).

4, The morality of each class is a product of the practical, economic
relations of which that class is constituted.

This series of points made by Engels on the subject of morality, with all its
ambiguities, came to be regarded by many as the heart of Marxist orthodoxy
on that subject, to be defended by such champions as Kautsky and Mehring
against the revisionist tendencies of neo-Kantians in later years.

In the same year in which Marx died, 1883, the journal Neue Zeit was
founded, with Kautsky as its chief editor. For many years he and Mehring in
particular presided over the intellectual fate of Marxism in the pages of that
journal, contributing several pieces every month in response to political and
literary events of significance for the socialist movement. While he lived,
Engels also contributed occasionally, in the role of elder statesman of the
movement. This circle of primary editors of Neue Zeit, together with Kautsky
and other figures such as Plekhanov, came to be seen as the principal defend-
ers of genuine Marxism or ‘scientific socialism’, engaging in criticism of
various centrifugal tendencies within the larger socialist movement, and
defending it against attacks from without.

Early in the history of Neue Zeit Kautsky displayed an interest in subjects
related to ethical theory. About the same time that Engels was preparing the
Origins of Private Property, the Family, and the State, Kautsky contributed
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two articles to Neue Zeit with a somewhat Darwinian flavor on the social
instinct in the animal and the human worlds.** More directly on the subject
of morality, Kautsky became involved in the dispute between Mehring and
Tonnies over the German Society for Ethical Culture which Mehring had
criticized at its founding late in 1892.*' The German Society for Ethical
Culture announced the aim of assisting the German proletariat by introducing
an ethical dimension into the economic and political class struggle. Mehring
responded by denying any possibility of a ‘neutral’ position in the class strug-
gle, calling the struggle itself the only ‘ethic’ required by the proletariat.
Tonnies, as a defender of the Society wished to criticize Marx for ignoring the
ethical component of the proletarian struggle, but admitted a certain ambi-
guity in the political commitment of the Society. Mehring and Kautsky firmly
insisted that whatever the intentions of the Society, its presumption of an
‘ethically neutral position’ in the existing class struggle rendered it effectively
an ally of the bourgeoisie.

When Bernstein presented a series of articles in Neue Zeit beginning in 1897
on the present position of the socialist movement and recommending certain
directions of policy for the future, he provoked a controversy which also
touched on the problem of Marxist ethics. Bernstein was invited to summarize
and elaborate his views in a single book, which he produced in 1899,*? and
that book occasioned the famous debate at the 1899 Hannover congress of
the Social Democratic Party over the orthodoxy or ‘revisionism’ of Bernstein’s
views. In the conclusion of that book, Bernstein, making a slight bow in the
direction of the neo-Kantian concern with ethical theory, charged that the
Marxist movement had failed to articulate its moral ideals in a manner ade-
quate to inspire the working class in the struggle with the bourgeoisie. While
the problem of Marxist ethical theory remained only an incidental issue in the
immediate controversy, Kautsky was repeatedly forced to defend Marxism
against Bernstein’s charge in subsequent years.

As editor of Neue Zeit Kautsky continued to be drawn into debate from
time to time over ethical theory. For instance in 1901 he found himself in a
minor polemic with a Dr. F. W. Foerster who was arguing that the English
experience had proven that worker’s movement founded merely upon Marxist
conceptions of a class struggle was incapable of supplying the moral guidelines
necessary for the development of genuine self-government within the working
class.*® Kautsky of course replied that Dr. Foerster had misunderstood the
ethical dimension of the proletarian struggle, which brought about the highest
feelings of solidarity, of self-sacrifice, and of loyalty to one’s co-workers.

Kautsky’s concern with Marxism and ethical theory culminated in the
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years 1905—1907, in a struggle with the editorial board of the Party daily,
Vorwirts, in August of 1905, in the publication of his book Ethics and the
Materialist Conception of History in 1906, and in numerous articles written
in defense of his views in the months following the appearance of the book.*
While the revolution of 1905, the ‘hurricane on the Russian ocean’ raged,
Kautsky was caught up in the ‘storm in a teacup’ in Berlin, accusing Karl
Eisner and several other members of the editorial board of Vorwirts of a
revisionist inclination toward neo-Kantianism, and particularly toward Kantian
ethics. Kautsky resolved this dispute by forcing out Eisner and five other
members of the board.*® In the immediate aftermath of this organizational
struggle, Kautsky determined to set down his own view of the Marxist analy-
sis of ethics, one suspects, largely in order to dispense once and for all with a
subject that had proved to be exceedingly fractious within German Marxism.

In the Preface to this work Kautsky explains that he did not wish to delay
setting out his views on Marxism and ethics “in face of the influence which
has been won in our ranks by the ethics of Kant.”*® The appearance of
Kautsky’s book naturally brought forth numerous reviews and further discus-
sions to which Kautsky contined to contribute in the next two years, and it
is from all of these materials that one is able to assess Kautsky’s contribution
to Marxist ‘orthodoxy’ on the subject of ethics. The details of Kautsky’s
views will be considered below, after an examination of some of the neo-
Kantian views which provoked his response.

The first ‘generation’ of neo-Kantians included Hermann Cohen, who
demonstrated an interest in ‘the social question’ as well as an interest in the
philosophical doctrines espoused by contemporary socialists. Karl Vorlander,
one of the second ‘generation’ neo-Kantians, who was, among the more
sophisticated members of that group, the most dedicated to the dialogue with
Marxism and its chief historian, treats Cohen as its main initiator.*” According
to Vorlinder, as early as 1877, in his Kants Bergriindung der Ethik,*® Cohen
had stressed the fundamentally political nature of Kant’s conception of the
highest good as a kingdom of ends.** In a similar vein, Vorlinder himself
argued in 1900 that “Kant’s ethic is, despite its apparently individualistic
garb, in the last analysis, chiefly an ethic of community. And socialism is
nothing else, ethically understood.”*

It was the Kantian conception of a kingdom of ends interpreted as a de-
scription of the socialist ideal, and a definition of humanity, which proved to
be one of the most enduring attractions of that philosophy for socialists in-
clined toward Kant. Kant himself had described the kingdom of ends as a
practical idea used to bring into existence what does not exist but can be
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made actual by our conduct.’! Vorlander pointed out that Kant also spoke of
“this principle of humanity” as “an end in itself”” and as “a principle which is
the supreme limiting condition of every man’s freedom of action”.5 Of this
conception Vorlidnder inquires, “Can the basic idea of socialism, the idea of
community, simply expressed, be more significantly proclaimed?”%3

Common to a majority of the neo-Kantian socialists was the conviction
that Marxism as a social theory required ‘completion’ or ‘grounding’ by an
ethical system. The materialism, or naturalism, of writers such as Engels,
Kautsky, or Plekhanov was held to be inadequate to support any such ethical
system, especially by neo-Kantians like Hermann Cohen. Where materialism
perforce limited its understanding of scientific socialism to ‘causal-genetic’
terms, the critical philosophy could reconcile science and ethics. In 1896
Cohen voiced the opinion, which was often quoted by later participants in
the discussion, that “Socialism is in the right so far as it is grounded in ethical
idealism. And ethical idealism has grounded it.”>* In one of his subsequent
works, Ethik des reinen Willens,*® much quoted by contemporary Marxists,
Cohen attempted just such an ethical grounding for social theory. Speaking of
this work, Vorlinder claimed that “for the first time ethics as the logic of the
social sciences, especially as the logical foundations of the theory of justice
(Rechtswissenschaft) was established.”® “Thus emerged the purely idealistic
foundation of socialism, if possible, still more significantly and sharply.”5”

Cohen argued that the materialist conception of history embraced a con-
tradiction when it attempted to speak of improving the human condition
merely by means of improving the economic conditions of life.® To regard
good conduct in human beings as nothing more than a reflex of good (social)
health would not only reduce morality to a chimera, but deprive justice
(Recht) not only of its ethical, but also of its logical foundation.® In this
consequence lay the mistake of the so-called materialist conception of history,
according to Cohen.%

‘Society’ in its modern usage involved a double meaning, one moral and
one legal-economic.®*

Precisely speaking, it is not correct to say that the concept of society issues in two
meanings, one as an economic, and the other as an ethical correction of the positive
idea of the state. These two meanings constitute, in the same concept, the contradiction
of the materialist and the idealistic view of history. According to the first meaning of
‘society’ the individual is judged and evaluated not so much as a social being, but rather
as an economic one. According to the other meaning man as a social being in the ethical
sense is taken as the problem. From one meaning arises social physics, from the other,
social ethics. 62
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Cohen rejected that interpretation of Marx which limited his concern exclu-
sively to the economic conditions of human life. “Ethical inspiration spurred
on his entire great work, the theoretical as well as the practical.”®® He felt
that any adequate social theory must concern itself as much with the ethical
as with the economic dimension, and Marxism could be no exception. “A
logical contradiction pricks at the materialist view of history; however the
ethical spirit which pulses through the entire theory must bring it to self-
correction.”® Cohen goes on to develop a doctrine of ‘ethical freedom’ in
Kantian terms of autonomy and moral law which he places at the foundation
of any adequate social theory.

In the same work, Cohen referred to Kant’s categorical imperative as the
chief contribution of Kantian philosophy to socialism. In a passage which
Kautsky singled out for special criticism the following year in his Ethics and
the Materialist Conception of History, Cohen described the categorical im-
perative as ‘““the ethical program of the new epoch, and the entire future of
world history.”% (Kautsky was to complain that this ‘program of the entire
future of world history’ was too narrowly conceived. This ‘timeless moral
law’, the categorical imperative, would itself come to an end under socialism,
when in actual practice men will no longer be tempted to treat each other as
means.® In this Kautsky appears to echo a bad argument of Engels to the
effect that ‘Thou shalt not steal’ will no longer be a moral commandment
under Communism because there will be no theft.)

Vorldnder, in his 1900 work, Kant und der Sozialismus followed Cohen’s
lead in identifying the categorical imperative as a description of the political
ideal of socialism.

The true and actual connection of socialism with critical philosophy is founded rather in
the ‘purely moral’, in the consequences — never drawn in practice by Kant — of that
simple yet exalted formula of the categorical imperative, which teaches us to respect
humanity in the person of every other fellow human being at all times as an end in him-
self, never merely as a means. On this foundation socialism must build, if it would have
any ethical foundation at all.57

Among the consequences of the categorical imperative which Kant did not
spell out of course would be the necessity for the abolition of capitalism,
whereby the proletariat is treated as mere means for the capitalists’ end of
multiplying capital.

In a rather respectful but nevertheless dissenting review of Vorlinder’s
book on Kant and socialism, Mehring took particular exception to Cohen’s
and Vorldnder’s references to the categorical imperative as containing the
ethical ideal of socialism.
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The maxim is first of all at present not such a forgotten little thing, only re-discovered
by the neo-Kantians, as Vorlander appears to believe. It belongs to those remarks of
Kant which are universally known, and has played a large role in the political literature
of the nineteenth century, only most certainly in quite another sense than Vorlander and
Cohen believe. To the founding of German socialism it has not contributed a grain of
sand, though it has rolled up several stones to the foundation of liberalism, and quite
particularly, of anti-socialist liberalism.%8

Mehring’s review tended to confirm the view of the ‘Marxist center’ that
Kantian ethics could only lead to revisionism, or even ‘anti-socialist liberal-
ism’. Vorldnder’s book and Mehring’s review appeared only a few months
after the Hannover party congress at which Bernstein’s views, including his
modest signs of approval toward the neo-Kantian Marxists, were condemned
as revisionist. After 1900 the centrists appeared to harden their opposition to
Kantianism in general, but this by no means eliminated neo-Kantian influences
within the active intellectual leadership of the party.

Another perspective on the relationship between Kant and Marx was sup-
plied by Conrad Schmidt. Reacting to the discussion which followed the
publication of Vorldnder’s book in 1900, he argued that modern socialism,
with its ‘thoroughly naturalistic’ mode of comprehension, ‘disregarding every
religion and metaphysics’ must in the end also be thoroughly opposed to the
practical philosophy of Kant, which is itself based upon a particular meta-
physical system.%® Vorlinder eventually replied that Schmidt had misunder-
stood Kant: “Kant’s most characteristic service consists much more precisely
in the pure delimitation of the sphere (of ethics); and thus his ethics is dis-
tinguished in principle from religion and metaphysics.”™ Here it would
appear that Vorlander allows his enthusiasm for Kantian ethics to carry him
away; it is difficult to see how an account of Kant’s ethics could be given
without reference to the metaphysical concept of noumena. Nevertheless,
Vorlinder insists that the ‘““naturalistic mode of thought which dominates the
new theoreticians of socialism is not rendered impossible by Kantian epis-
temology, but rather that epistemology forms the necessary completion, the
philosophical foundation, of the ‘naturalistic mode of thought’.”” Schmidt
wished to argue that the “socialist ideal of humanity”, “the free, unhindered
development of all human talents in a society regulated in a planned manner
through the social will” was only a “product of the natural-social develop-
ment proceeding forward through the class struggle.”™ To this Vorlinder
retorts, “Toward which goal does this development proceed ‘forward’?”
“What ought to be the measure of this ‘social will’; which should be the high-
est guiding principle of these socially-regulated plans? Does our ‘naturalist’
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not notice that he is no longer dealing here with developmental-historical, but
with ethical, concepts?”’7?

Schmidt did indeed acknowledge that his own ‘socialist’ account of moral-
ity did not differ substantially in practical consequences from that of Kant.”*
However he remained convinced that Kant’s ethic was inseparably tied to a
particular metaphysics which had no place in socialist theory. Attempting to
support this view, Schmidt argued that no norm such as the Kantian categori-
cal imperative which applied to this world, as opposed to some metaphysical
otherworld could remain ‘exceptionless’. No norm of this kind could possess
any more than ‘relative universal validity’ (sic).”® Kant’s claim to universal
validity or objective lawfulness of the categorical imperative thus proves,
according to Schmidt, that Kant’s moral philosophy is rooted in metaphysics.
He goes on to admit that such ‘exceptions’ would themselves have to be
‘justified’, so that Vorliander is correct in replying that this implies only a re-
formulation of the original maxim, not an abrogation of it, and thus Schmidt
undermines his own contention.

Whatever the difficulties in his interpretation, Schmidt remained convinced
that the formal adoption of Kantian ethics as a ‘completion’ of socialist
theory would smuggle unwanted metaphysical notions into that theory. He
was much more favorably disposed to Kant’s sociological notions in The Idea
of a Universal History, and considered Marx’s historical materialism to be the
fulfillment of that universal scheme of history defended as a possibility in
Kant’s work.

Regarding Kantian ethics, Schmidt finally attempted to make a distinction
between the ‘ethico-social idealism’ implicit in the system, and the ‘specifical-
ly rationalist moral philosophy’ contained therein. Schmidt then claimed that
the first was ‘completely independent’ of the second.” He then suggested
that the recognition of the necessity for the development of a planned social-
ist society by means of the proletarian class struggle conditioned by the
economic structure, “has therewith at the same time attained the foundation
for that idealism on which it can depend.””” In effect Marx represents the
completion of Kant, rather than the other way around.

Parallel to the development of neo-Kantianism, another influence began to
make itself felt among theoreticians of social democracy during the same
period — evolutionary thought. The decade of the 1870’s produced several of
the major works in which the theory of evolution was specifically applied to
the species Homo sapiens, and in particular to its institutions of morality.
Darwin published the Descent of Man in 1871 ; Haeckel, his Anthropogenie in
1874 and the first volume of Spencer’s Principles of Ethics appeared in 1879.
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These developments constituted an important element of the background
against which Kautsky and other socialist theorists would read Engels’ com-
ments on morality in the Anti-Diihring of 1878.

Kautsky was by no means the only socialist thinker attracted to evolution-
ist ethics. Ludwig Woltmann, an avowed socialist, attempted to develop his
own unique synthesis of Kant, Marx, and Darwin in three books published in
successive years from 1898 to 1900.” Woltmann sought to develop an ethics
which would be ‘evolutionist and socialist’ in content and at the same time
‘unconditionally subordinated’ to Kantian ethics. For that reason Kant’s
moral philosophy would be for Woltmann an ‘ethic of socialism’, and social-
ism would be the ‘socio-economic fulfillment of the moral law’.™

Woltmann’s view of the relationships of Marx to Hegel and Marx to Kant
was typical of many neo-Kantian socialists.

That my book stands under the sign of the return to Kant is taken by some Marxists as
a regress. However, anyone who knows precisely the critical position of Marx towards
Hegel, and his own scientific method, must comprehend that Marx’s conception of
scientific reasoning corresponds throughout to Kant’s critical philosophy, and that
Marx’s rejection of Hegel, and his turn toward natural science and history was basically
a return to the genuine source of classical German philosophy, whether or not Marx was
clearly conscious of this connection of principle.m

In Die Darwinsche Theorie und der Sozialismus Woltmann described the views
of eighteen writers whom he counted as ‘Darwinist supporters of socialism’,
including Lafargue, Bebel, Liebknecht, Kautsky, Cunow, Bernstein, among
others, confirming the impression that evolutionary thought played a major
role in the background of late nineteenth century Marxism. For all of the
enthusiasm over Darwinism however, Woltmann was quite definite about the
necessity of a Kantian correction to evolutionary socialist ethical theory. In
his view the subordination of socialist, evolutionist ethics to Kantian ethics
was required because the universal validity of moral concepts depended not
upon their origins, but upon the possibility of providing a ground or justifica-
tion for them.3! He protested against the “eternally trivial objections of the
historians of morality from the Darwinist and Marxist school” who “have
so little methodological self-consciousness that they would undertake the
investigation of a subject whose concepts they have never clarified.”® The
details of Woltmann’s ethical theory may be passed over in favor of an exam-
ination of Kautsky’s views, which had a much greater impact upon subsequent
Marxist ethical theory.

Kautsky had been a Darwinian even before he discovered Marxism,® and
the motives which impelled him to endorse evolutionary theory were in large
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part the same which attracted him to the materialist conception of history,
namely “the strong desire to bring the entire world, including our intellectual
functions, under a unitary conception, and to exclude all factors besides the
natural from it.”® In this Kautsky merely shared the common aspiration of
that naturalism which had developed swiftly after the middle of the 19th
century in Europe, inspired by the simultaneous developments of evolution-
ary theory and the theories of conservation of matter and energy which were
just then gaining widespread acceptance in the scientific community.®> Man
was to be brought entirely within the sphere of nature through the demon-
stration of his ties with the animal kingdom, and nature as a whole was to be
conceived as a vast but unitary, closed system of matter and energy incor-
porating both life and mind. A new, more restricted contrast was to be drawn
between nature and society, or nature and culture. The distinctiveness of the
latter was no longer to be conceived in terms of its relations to the super-
natural, to a transcendent divinity. Instead, the distinction between nature
and society was to be drawn in terms of those characteristics which distin-
guish the species Homo sapiens from the others, remembering that all belong
equally to the same natural order.

In the sphere of ethical theory an analogous ambition led to the attempt
to provide a complete account of the phenomena of human morality in strict-
ly naturalistic terms. For Kautsky this was, at bottom, the major question of
ethical theory. Could the phenomena of morality be explained in ‘materialis-
tic’ terms, or was it necessary in the end to incorporate reference to some
supernatural or metaphysical element in the account? For Kautsky it seemed
sufficient ‘explanation’ of moral phenomena to provide an account of their
genesis. If their origins could be described in naturalistic (‘materialistic)
terms, the motive of the inquiry would have been satisfied. Such an approach
deflected attention from the prior problem of analyzing the possibly unique
properties of moral concepts, judgments, and principles, as Woltmann had
emphasized. Kautsky apparently did not take seriously Woltmann’s objections
to Darwinist and Marxist historians of morality who would investigate a thing
the concept of which has not been previously clarified.

The phenomenon to be explained, in Kautsky’s view, was the discovery
‘soon after the Persian wars’ of an internal ‘regulator’, of a ‘highly mysterious
power’ which ‘dwelt in the breast of every man’, as well as of judgments of
right and wrong ‘which appeared so natural and self-evident’ .8

The mysterious internal regulator of conduct, or sense of the moral law
could initially be explained in only two ways, Kautsky believed. Materialists
such as Epicurus could refer to experiences of happiness or pleasure as the
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motive force of human action, explaining ethical disagreements as rooted in
different types of pleasure as well as in ignorance of the true durations of
various pleasures.?’” Such an explanation of the moral law encounters two
great difficulties, according to Kautsky: it fails to explain action in accordance
with moral duty, as opposed to prudence, and it fails to explain the rapidity
and certainty of moral judgments (on the assumption that the calculus of
pleasures must require some time to operate).®

The alternative explanation of the moral law rests upon the apparent in-
ability of the naturalistic one to explain action inaccordance with duty, where
more pain than pleasure is likely to result. This puzzle led some thinkers,
above all Plato, to conclude that man lives not only a natural life but also a
life outside of nature; that supernatural or nonnatural forces operate in the
human spirit. From this source arose the ethics of philosophical idealism and
monotheism.*

The subsequent careers of these two positions, the materialist and the
spiritualist, Kautsky traces as follows: materialism is represented in the
eighteenth century egoistic utilitarians (Lamettrie, Holbach, Helvetius), the
English moral sense theorists, Darwinian ethics, and Marxist ethics; the
spiritualist position is dominated in the modern period by the ethics of a
single thinker — Kant.

French utilitarianism was a progressive development in that “it stood in
close logical connection with a materialist view of the universe. The world as
experience presents it to us appeared as the only one which could be taken
into account by us.”®® Moral passions and views are determined by the con-
ditions of human life, especially those supplied by education and by the state.
According to Kautsky there can be an inherent conflict between the interests
of the individual and those of the society at large only where the state,
society, and education are defectively constructed, affected by ignorance. In
the consequent demand for the reformation of the state and society lies the
revolutionary value of French utilitarianism. Its greatest defect lay in the
absence of any naturalistic account of the source of revolutionary zeal to
accomplish these transformations: “Whence . . . is a moral ideal to be derived
in a world of vice?”*!

The moral sense theory of the English constituted a partial retreat from
materialist ethics. They still sought to supply a purely naturalistic account of
morality, but did not believe that considerations of utility could account for
the complexity of moral life or for the sense of obligation. Accordingly, they
distinguished between an egoistic and a sympathetic sense to account for
moral conduct. The moral and the egoistic senses were opposed, but equally
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natural, and in this Kautsky saw the greatest virtue of the moral sense theo-
rists. Their greatest defect lay in an inability, in his view, to account for the
origin of such a moral sense in strictly natural terms. Only Darwinian ethical
theory would prove equal to this task.

The occurrence of Kantian ethics after the development of utilitarianism
and the moral sense theories of the eighteenth century illustrates the contra-
dictory path of development to which humanity is subject in Kautsky’s view.
Contemplating this paradox of dialectical development, Kautsky was moved
to observe, “Certain people like to cry now, ‘Back to Kant!’. But those who
mean by that the Kantian ethic, might just as well cry ‘Back to Plato!’.”%?

Not all of Kantian philosophy fell under Kautsky’s scorn. He was prepared
to countenance certain empiricist elements of the first Critique, in which
Kant stands on the same ground as the materialists: that the world outside
us is real, and that all knowledge is derived from the senses. He would also
agree with Kant that our knowledge of the world is conditioned by our cogni-
tive faculties, and that accordingly an investigation of our own cognitive
powers is a necessary prelude to the investigation of the external world. The
first investigation is the task of philosophy — the science of science.”®

Kautsky would also be content to accept Kant’s distinction between the
unknowable noumenal world and the phenomenal world of sense experience
— if Kant had merely used this distinction to support a conclusion that there
are no absolute truths, no final and complete knowledge.** According to
Kautsky, all the errors of the Kantian philosophy originated in Kant’s at-
tempts to characterize the noumenal. First of all, by asserting the ideality of
space and time, Kant in effect makes an assertion about the noumenal — that
it is not characterized by space and time. In Kautsky’s view, Kant was con-
stitutionally unable to resist the temptation of ‘break-neck leaps over the
bounaries of knowledge’ which he had himself established.®® In his ethics this
tendency takes over. “It seemed to him quite impossible to bring the moral
law into a necessary connection with nature; that is with the world of phe-
nomena. Its explanation required another world, a timeless and spaceless
world of pure spirit, aworld of freedom in contrast to the world of appearance
(phenomena) which is ruled by the necessary chain of cause and effect.”
The fundamental law of the pure practical reason then proves to be the crucial
entrée into the noumenal world. In Kant’s view the law is purely formal in
that it represents merely the form of universal law necessarily inherent in any
adequate maxim of conduct. Kautsky notes that the law must be ‘indepen-
dent of all conditions appertaining to the world of the senses’ in order that
its purely formal character not be compromised, and the heart of Kautsky’s
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criticism lies in the claim that Kant fails to achieve this ‘independence’ of the
world of the senses necessary for the moral law.

Kautsky first attempts to identify the moral law with an empirical thought,
and observes that “we cannot possibly grasp a thought which is independent
of all conditions appertaining to the world of the senses.”®” The moral law
fails the test of independence in several senses according to him: first it is not
a law of the ‘pure will’ in itself, but a law of the control of my will when
brought in contact with my fellow men; secondly it assumes a world of men
outside of me, and still more, the wish that these other men should conduct
themselves in a particular fashion; it assumes a harmonious society as desir-
able and as possible; and “it assumes that the moral law is the means to create
such a society, that this result can be achieved through a rule which the
individual sets to himself.”®® Thus Kant was thoroughly deceived when he
thought that this moral law was independent from all conditions appertaining
to the world of sense.”® Kautsky’s main thrust against Kantian ethics is so
briefly made that it would appear not to support the weight of much con-
sideration. Kautsky’s requirement of ‘independence’ appears so strong that
any moral law which proved capable of application in the phenomenal world
would be ruled out, and if this is so, perhaps all that can be said is that
Kautsky failed to grasp Kant’s position.

Curiously enough for a theorist whose primary interest centers on demon-
strating that mankind’s moral feelings must be understood as the creations of
a natural order in which strict causal necessity reigns, Kautsky explicitly and
unambiguously acknowledges that moral reasoning is quite distinct from
causal reasoning. “If in the world of the past, the sequence of cause and effect
(causality) rules, so in the world of action, of the future, the thought of aim
(teleology).”'® Having rejected Kant’s two worlds of the phenomenal and
the noumenal, Kautsky introduces two worlds of his own: the Past and the
Future. Although the concept of moral choice is absurd with respect to the
past, where ‘iron necessity’ rules, such choice is unavoidable with respect to
the future.!® The freedom which characterizes the world of the future is
described as a “feeling’ which is an ‘indispensable psychological necessary
which is not to be got rid of by any degree of knowledge.””’°? As such it is a
preconditiorr of rational action. Two further worlds must be introduced in
order to expound Kautsky’s own doctrine of freedom: nature and society.
My actions even with respect to the future are subject to causal determination
in the sphere of nature, and are not free. Only my actions with respect to the
future in the social sphere are free.

The obvious conclusion to Kautsky’s argument would be that moral rea-
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soning and causal psychological reasoning presuppose two distinct viewpoints,
as he himself just explained. We may exercise one viewpoint or the other, but
shifting from one to the other does not dissolve the first in the second; it is
merely to suggest that we have changed the point of our inquiry. In this dis-
cussion Kautsky came much closer than many ‘materialists’ to acknowledging
the distinctive nature of moral reasoning which was the principal concern of
their neo-Kantian opponents.

Darwin greatly improved the eighteenth century English moral sense theory
of ethics in Kautsky’s opinion by proving that “the altruistic feelings formed
no peculiarity of man, that they are also to be found in the animal world”.'%
The altruistic feelings are among the impulses which develop spontaneously
among those species of animals in which the social bond becomes a weapon in
the struggle for life.!®® Among those impulses which form the necessary con-
ditions for social forms of existence Kautsky lists altruism (self-sacrifice for
the whole), bravery in defence of common interests, fidelity to the commu-
nity, submission to the will of society, obedience and discipline, truthfulness
to society, and ambition (sensibility to the praise and blame of society).!%°

According to Kautsky these social impulses are none other than the highest
virtues; they constitute the entire moral code, with the possible exception of
justice. All of these moral virtues are ‘a product of the animal world’.!°® “An
animal impulse and nothing else is the moral law.”1*’

In this conclusion Kautsky adopted an extreme view of the origins of
human morality in the social behavior of animals. The general issue of the
suitability of animal behavior as a model for the explanation of human social
conduct was much disputed in these years. Darwin’s original evolutionary
theory depended in part upon the supposition that the behavior of primitive
animals could be modelled on that of humans caught in the Malthusian strug-
gle for economic survival in late eighteenth century England. Despite this
analogy at the heart of evolutionary theory, men such as Thomas Huxley
argued that the analogy was misplaced, that “cosmic nature is no school of
virtue, but the headquarters of the enemy of ethical nature.”'% The attempt
to discover the origins of human morality in nature was too far-fetched in
Huxley’s view. Kropotkin argued on the contrary that Darwin had been un-
fair to the animal kingdom in attributing the Malthusian mechanism to them
as the dominant principle of evolution, and stressed the role of cooperative
social behavior in animal and human conduct alike, thereby tending to rescue
somewhat the usefulness of the analogy.

This entire controversy has recently been started up again by the publica-
tion of E. O. Wilson’s Sociobiology: A New Synthesis,'®® and the fundamental
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questions at issue seem not to have changed much since the nineteenth cen-
tury. The shock value of tracing human social behavior to origins in animal
behavior in nature depends entirely upon how rigidly we restrict our concept
of animal nature at the outset. At one extreme the analogy between nature
and society threatens to collapse; at the other the contrast between nature
and society tends to disappear.!!®

At any rate, the answers to the puzzles which Kautsky originally noted
with respect to moral feeling — that they occur with great rapidity, and con-
vey a sense of compulsoriness which cannot be easily analyzed — are all
supposedly found in the fact that the moral law is a universal instinct, with a
force equal to the instinct for self-preservation and reproduction.!'’ (In a
curiously nihilistic extension of this argument Kautsky adds that when reason
begins to analyze the grounds for our moral convictions “‘then one finally
finds that to comprehend all means to pardon all, that everything is necessary,
that nothing is good and bad.”!!? But this seems to ignore his own discussion
of moral freedom with respect to choices of conduct in society.)

Darwin satisfactorily accounts for all these basic moral virtues or traits
of character according to Kautsky and thus was the first to make an end to
the division of human nature into an animal and a supernatural part. But
the Darwinian hypothesis cannot account for one crucial feature of human
morality: the moral ideal. “Of that there is not the least sign in the animal
world.”"*® The materialist conception of history alone is capable of explain-
ing the human capacity for setting ideals and following them in a naturalistic
manner. Tenets of morality, or moral precepts, are a component of morality
which did not exist in the animal world, dependent as they are on the prior
development of language. These moral tenets are themselves brought into
existence as a product of social needs.!'* Even though it is not always pos-
sible to fix the exact connection between particular moral conceptions and
the social relations from which they arose, sufficient numbers of such connec-
tions have been demonstrated to take it as a general rule.!'S Although moral
precepts are originally a product of social needs, social conditions may change
without bringing about an immediate, corresponding alteration of moral
precepts. In such a situation, these moral precepts, as elements of the social
superstructure, may have an influence upon the economic base. Just as the
prevailing ideology of a ruling social class may gradually be outmoded by
development of the mode of production, a moral code may become so in-
appropriate to existing circumstances that hypocrisy becomes the rule in hu-
man conduct. This, Kautsky insists, is not immorality. As all moral codes are
merely conventional fashions “that which is called immorality is simply a
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deviating kind of morality.”!'¢ (The nihilism which appeared in connection
with his Darwinism here becomes generalized). Finally, Kautsky characterizes
the moral precepts which arise in an oppressed class as an ideal morality. It is
‘ideal’ in the sense that it constitutes a protest against the actual prevailing
hypocrisy of the ruling class. It does not emerge from any scientific knowl-
edge of the social organism, but from a deep social need, a burning desire for
something other than the existing conditions. Kautsky insists that such an
ideal morality is only something “purely negative, nothing more than opposi-
tion to the existing hypocrisy”.!!?

In these passages, which are surely aimed at Bernstein’s demand for moral
ideals which would inspire the proletariat to take up the struggle for a better
world, Kautsky grants that an ‘ideal morality’ does have importance as a
motivational force; but given its ‘purely negative’ character and the absence
of a scientific understanding of social conditions in its foundations, “the
moral ideal will be deprived of its power to direct our policy”.!® The policy
of the social democratic movement must be based upon science, not upon a
morality of ideals. The moral ideal becomes a source of error in science. Hav-
ing painstakingly worked up to this point, where he can drive a sharp wedge
between the scientific and the ethical analysis of social conditions from a
Marxist perspective, Kautsky then unwittingly appears to throw it all away
by announcing that science can after all be viewed as a source of prescrip-
tions: it can certainly prescribe an ‘ought’, but dares to issue this ‘ought’ only
as a result of the insight into the necessary.!!®

The confusion apparent in the conclusion of Kautsky’s work is perhaps
indicative of the convoluted debates on Marxist ethics which took place in
the German social democratic movement. If Kautsky desired an account of
science which linked it so closely with ethical prescriptions perhaps he should
have simply endorsed the views of the neo-Kantians instead of leading the
battle against them; for it was precisely the goal of providing a detailed ac-
count of the relationship between the aims of Marxist social inquiry and
rationally defensible moral ideals which motivated the majority of them.

The discussion of the place of Kantian ethics within scientific socialism
reached its highest plane of sophistication in the exchanges between Karl
Vorlinder and Max Adler, the Austrian Marzxist. For Adler, the problem of
Marxist ethics led to the question of the relationship of the practical to the
theoretical philosophy of Kant. That problem in turn was to be approached
mainly through the question of the possible role of teleological reasoning in
social science. Adler was one of the participants in the argument also involv-
ing Dilthey, Munsterberg, Rickert, Simmel, Stammler, and Windelband among
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others, over the appropriateness of some form of ‘teleological’ reasoning in
the social sciences analogous to causal reasoning in the natural sciences. The
outcome of this discussion in Adler’s view was negative: there could not be
a distinction between the natural and the social sciences in terms of their
fundamental mode of reasoning.'® This in turn meant that the foundation of
social science was not to be sought in the sphere of Kantian practical philos-
ophy, but in the sciences of nature.'?* Adler denied explicitly that he belong-
ed to the ranks of the neo-Kantians, but Vorlinder insisted that Adler’s views
made him, if not a member, at least a follower of the neo-Kantian camp.'??

In one of his major works, Kausalitat und Teleologie im Streite um die
Wissenschaft, Adler distinguished two spheres of thought: 1. that of the neces-
sary relations of thought, i.e., the consistent elaboration of the thought forms
through which the entire world around us is constructed, and 2. that of value
relations, which are themselves always referred to norm-recognizing wills.'?®
To refuse to recognize an obligation may separate a person from the ethical
community, and perhaps from all human community, but not from nature in
general.'>* The law-like character of the moral principle depends upon the
existence of its cognizer; the law-like character of the theoretical or natural
judgment does not.'?S (Vorlinder retorts that were there no men, there would
also be no ‘natural law’).'?

Adler distinguishes the lawfulness of wills from the lawfulness of events.
The lawfulness of wills, or of ends willed, or of ethics, constitutes no science,
and cannot provide ‘absolute and objectively valid knowledge’. Such knowl-
edge comes only from the sphere of the cognition of nature, where by ‘nature’
is meant “the existence of the thing, insofar as it is determined in accordance
with universal laws”.'?” What goes beyond the cognition of nature, such as
ethics, aesthetics, or philosophy itself, is not science strictly speaking. It does
not augment the system of objectively valid judgments; rather, it supplies
only viewpoints of judgment, or sketches of the form of a Weltanschauung.'*®

After rejecting teleological reasoning from the social as well as the natural
sciences, Adler then admits that science always presents only one side of
existence, and so also of social life, namely that side which can be fixed in
the form of an object, abstracted in universal concepts, and brought under
laws.!?® Man is in the first instance a practical, goal-setting creature, and
therein consists the true ‘primacy of practical reason’. To grasp this is no
longer to allow the sphere of science to be disrupted by value concepts, but
to regard science as a means for the realization of moral goals, as a value to be
realized itself.'® In this respect Kant thinks like Marx, according to Adler.’!
The leap from the realm of necessity into that of freedom is accomplished for
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Marx and Engels as well as for Kant, only in the practical deed.'® The
rejection of teleological conceptions from science thus in no way puts into
question Kant’s great teaching of the primacy of practical reason, but on
the contrary, for the first time puts it in its true light. Kant’s philosophy of
practical reason finds its direct continuation in the saying with which Marx
began the great work of his life: “Philosophers have only tried in various
ways to interpret the world; but the point is to change it.”'**

In spite of his refusal to endorse the views of neo-Kantians such as Vor-
lander, Adler himself sounded very like a neo-Kantian in his criticisms of
Kautsky’s Ethics and the Materialist Conception of History. In a review
published in the Vienna Arbeiterzeitung he remarked that the materialist
conception signifies for Marxists only that standpoint which endeavors to
conceive the sum of all appearances without remainder according to causal
laws. It seeks a “radical and methodical exclusion of all religious‘and specula-
tive miracles from the ‘honest nutritive soil of experience’.”** That however
is a principle to which the critical philosophy would annex itself with its
whole heart. What is new in historical materialism, as opposed to vulgar
scientism, is the attempt to get away from any metaphysic, including mate-
rialism as a metaphysic, into a pure science.

Adler asserts somewhat charitably that Kautsky’s book repudiates any
‘shallow scepticism and empirical relativism’ in the matter of ethics:'** he
denies in no way the significance or even the existence of ethical problems.
Indeed Kautsky recognizes the obligatory force of ethical judgments as
their essential character. However he is not able to grasp this character
methodically, since he fails to distinguish between the ‘is’ and the ‘ought’,
between the description of, and the demand for, an event. To fail to con-
sider the nature of this obligation would be to set aside the whole problem
of ethics, to leave unsolved the twin problems of the nature of ethical ob-
ligation and of the ethical ideal, on which problems the previous materialism
ran aground.!®® The founding of a new moral order requires a double ac-
complishment: the framing of a new moral ideal, and the arousal of suf-
ficient moral passion to carry out the struggle. Unfortunately, Kautsky’s
inquiry comes to @ halt with the distinction. He does not ask what differences
these moral ideals, or moral senses, make. Instead he adopts the posture
of a merely theoreticai, as opposed to an ethical, inquiry and in a kind
of mental confusion, asks only what are the causes of these moral ideals
and passions. But of course the causal explanation of ethical phenomena
can only touch upon their historically determined manner of occurrence,
their appearance and disappearance, but can never illuminate for us “the
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existence of the ethical itself, that by which I know it as an ethical eva-
luation.” ¥’

As a consequence of his purely naturalistic-scientific standpoint, Kautsky
resists the methodological solution which a proper interpretation of the rela-
tionship between the theoretical and the practical reason in Kant provides.
Ethics construed as a natural science must be contrasted to ethics as practical
philosophy, a thesis which leads us back to the characteristic problem of
ethics: the ‘ought’. The materialist conception of history is an excellent
maxim (as Kant would have said) of causal explanation, an instrument of
scientific reasoning similar to Newton’s principle of gravity or Darwin’s
hypothesis of natural selection, but it is not a practical philosophy. Within
the limits of the materialist conception of history, ethics can only be a social
science, an investigation of determinate existences and events, fundamentally
only a branch of sociology. The limits of the materialist conception of history
coincide with the limits of natural science generally. It follows, according to
Adler, that if Marxism does not wish to remain in an uncompleted state, it
must proceed to the critique of reason in both its theoretical and its practical
respects, as performed by the critical philosophy. It must proceed to the
analysis of ‘the formal action-conditions of the self as a thinking and acting
being’. It speaks for the ‘scientific character’ of Marxism that its fundamental
concept of its own limits leads, just as in modern science, immediately to the
critical philosophy, which is undeniably required for the proper understand-
ing of both.!®

Vorliander pointed to passages such as these in order to claim Adler as
essentially an adherent of his own neo-Kantian views of the necessity for
‘completing’ Marxism with the Kantian practical philosophy, especially in his
major work Kant und Marx published in 1911. Two years later, in his own
book, Marxistische Probleme,”® Adler continued to insist that a substantial
difference divided them, and rejected Vorlinder’s accusation of inconsis-
tency.!*® In Adler’s view, as expressed in 1913, in light of the strict logical
and epistemological distinction of science from ethics, any project for the
‘grounding’ or ‘completion’ of socialism by ethical theory was out of the
question. He complained that the neo-Kantians were too ready to speak of
any systematization of insights as a ‘science’. From this perspective Kant’s
practical philosophy was also a science. Vorlinder had in fact complained
that it was a mistake “to limit the name and concept of science one-sidedly
to causal explanation.”*! Adler agreed that every science was a systematiza-
tion of insights; “however is every such system therefore a science?**? Adler
refers the reader to his work on causality and teleology for arguments against
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such a view. It is only systematization from the viewpoint of causal regularity
that deserves the name of science, strictly speaking, a conclusion to which
Kantian philosophy itself leads directly.’*® The refusal to label ethics a science
is no merely verbal matter, as Vorlinder would imply, because not to do so
leads to fundamental confusions over the methodology of the social sciences.

Adler ‘fully accepts’ the practical philosophy of Kant, for its ‘magnificent
contribution’ and ‘continuing effectiveness’, but still refuses to see in it a
foundation or even a completion of Marxism, understood as a theory of the
causal lawfulness of social development.

Adler sees in Kantian ethics an irrefutable demonstration of the “classic
formal properties . . . which belong to the nature of human consciousness
insofar as it is considered from the practical side” and of “the formal elements
of theoretical experience, insofar as it is considered from the epistemological
side.”!* This formal ethical judgment, equally operant in every human con-
sciousness, comes into consideration in causal investigation as the universal
direction-determinant of social events, so that ethical evaluation is imminent
in historical causation. In this apparent psychologization of the Kantian cate-
gorical imperative, along with the categories, Adler was perhaps misled by a
prevailing tendency among some of the neo-Kantians towards the same mis-
reading of Kant. Having psychologized the categorical imperative, it is then
easy for Adler to view the main service of the Kantian practical philosophy
for Marxism as the identification of an important causal factor in historical
development — namely the formal properties common to every human facul-
ty of ethical judgment. And this seems to be Adler’s central contention with
respect to the relationship between Kantian ethics and Marxism.

On the whole no intellectual resolution of this dispute over the role of
Kantian ethics in Marxism emerged during this period, apart from the organi-
zational ‘resolution’ which Kautsky brought about in 1905, when he pushed
those inclined toward neo-Kantianism off the editorial board of Vorwirts.

The intellectual problem of the relationship of Kantian ethical theory to
Marxism was left hanging, and it was to prove a constant temptation to Rus-
sian as well as Soviet writers to incorporate the categorical imperative some-
how into the doctrines of Marx. The further adventures of the categorical
imperative in Russian and Soviet Marxism will be described below.!45

4. MARX AND HEGELIAN ETHICAL THEORY

Many of the participants in the discussion of Marxism and ethical theory
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during the height of the German social democratic movement agreed on
one point: that Marx’s relationship to Hegel did not require prolonged
examination. Kant appeared to be “a much more modern spirit than Hegel”,
standing “much closer to the age of natural science and the socialist Welt-
anschauung”.'*® Vorlinder concluded his 1900 work on Kant and socialism
with the declaration that, instead of ‘Back to Kant!’, the slogan ‘Forward
with Kant!’, toward a unified conception of social events and social goals,
offered the most promising future for Marxist theory.

In view of the prevailing attitudes toward Hegel, it is not surprising that
in the discussion of Marxism and ethical theory in these years the relationship
between Hegel’s ethics, philosophy of history, and Marx’s treatment of both,
received comparatively little attention. It can be argued however, that Marx’s
views on ethical theory cannot be satisfactorily examined outside the context
of Hegel’s ethical theory and philosophy of history.

For Hegel, morality was a subject which could not be rationally compre-
hended in abstraction from history. The dialectic of spirit, culminating in the
realization of freedom, negated and transcended the prevailing moral codes of
a succession of cultures; and the ‘world-historical individuals’ who defied
prevailing standards of conduct were sometimes justified by the consequences
of their crimes. Noble individuals who resisted on moral grounds what the
advance of spirit made necessary, may stand higher in moral worth than those
whose crimes proved justified in the dialectic of history.!? It was no part of
Hegel’s ultimate intention to establish a thesis of ethical relativism. He re-
marked in the Science of Logic that “insofar as dialectic abrogates moral
determinations, we must have confidence in reason that it will know how to
restore them again, but restore them in their truth and in the consciousness
of their right, though also of their limitations.”™*® The relationship between
moral evaluation and what might be termed ‘historical’ evaluation constitutes
a central problem of Hegel’s ethical theory.

Hegel’s most thorough consideration of the problems of ethical theory
occurs in the Philosophy of Right. There we discover not simply a theory of
moral judgments, but four topics — civil law, morality (Moralitat), ethical life
(Sittlichkeit), and world history — joined in a single inquiry.’® To this must
be added the Philosophy of History, for a fuller account of Hegel’s views on
the relationship of morality and history.

The treatment of morality in Hegel depends upon his distinction between
Moralitit and Sittlichkeit. ‘Morality’ (Moralitit) as a technical term for Hegel
refers to abstract morality, or conscientiousness, which is to say the form of
all genuinely moral action; however it is used by Hegel to refer to the situation
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in which we think of actions performed by the individual in abstraction from
concrete social institutions, historically situated, which would provide the
actual circumstances and content of universally rational conduct. ‘Morality’
refers to principles of conduct regarded in their purely subjective aspect, as
founded on what the individual agent himself holds to be right and wrong,
good and evil, and not, as Hegel says, on a principle which is considered to be
in and for itself right and good.'*® So long as one confines one’s thinking
about the subject to the level of abstract thought, adopting the formal con-
cept of morality (mere conscientiousness) as one’s criterion of right and
wrong, any maxim of conduct whatever could turn out to be justified.'
Moreover, when one undertakes the justification of moral judgments at the
level of understanding (as opposed to reason), the suggestive evidence of
history — that there is no universal, objective standard of right or good —
turns out to be correct. But this conclusion is no more adequate than is the
understanding generally as a means of representing the truth. It is precisely
this consequence of ethical relativism which Hegel points to as proof of the
inadequacy of the concept of Moralitit as opposed to Sittlichkeit. This last
concept reflects the right and the good as grasped by speculative reason, and
can only be discussed within the context of Hegel’s philosophy of history.

By ‘ethical life’ (Sittlichkeit), or as some translators would have it, ‘con-
crete ethics’, Hegel means the concrete morality of an actual historically-
situated social order, where rational institutions and laws provide the content
of conscientious conviction and conduct.!? The validity of moral judgment
for Hegel is thus qualified by the dialectic of reason in history, and moral
philosophy cannot proceed independently of the philosophy of history. Ethi-
cal life is “a subjective disposition, but one imbued with what is inherently
right.”!53 It is “the concept of freedom developed into the existing world” in
the form of “absolutely valid laws and institutions” which are “above subjec-
tive opinion and caprice.”'® Now these ‘absolutely valid laws and institu-
tions’ can only be realized in a rational state, and that in turn can only be
realized through history. )

History, according to Hegel, is the development of the consciousness of
freedom on the part of spirit, and the consequent actualization of that free-
dom in social institutions. This development is first of all a self-duvelopment
of the idea, a self-development which proceeds dialectically. The course of
this dialectical self-development of the idea is displayed in the Logic. It is one
of the conclusions of the Logic “that every step in the process, as differing
from any other, has its determinate peculiar principle.”!*S The ‘determinate
principle’ of each historical stage constitutes the unifying principle of a
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particular national spirit which characterizes and dominates that period of
history. “Now that such or such a specific quality constitutes the peculiar
genius of a people, is the element of our inquiry which must be derived from
experience, and historically proved,” Hegel says.'® But to accomplish this,
not just in the case of a single culture, but in the succession of national cul-
tures which comprises world history, presupposes that the historian be
“familiar a priori with the whole circle of conceptions to which the principles
in question belong”.®” The philosophical examination of the materials of
history proceeds according to the categories of reason, not merely of the
understanding, and the chief category of that examination, its criterion of
historical progress, is the idea of freedom. The philosophical study of history
presupposes a knowledge of the idea of freedom. Just as Keppler had to be
familiar a priori with the logic of ellipses, squares, cubes, and their various
possible relations before he could discover from empirical data his famous
laws, so the historian must have a disciplined appreciation of all the a priori
elements or moments which contribute to the idea of freedom, an apprecia-
tion one could obtain by reading the Logic.!%®

The exegesis of Hegel's views on morality and history also requires refer-
ence to his famous notion of the ‘cunning of reason’. The actualization of the
idea of freedom which is the historical process, involves two elements, the
idea itself, and the complex of individual human passions, the warp and the
woof of history. The goals at which individual human passions are directed
are always limited and special. The individual human agents themselves are
intelligent, thinking beings, and their passions are “interwoven with general,
essential considerations of justice, good, duty, etc.”.'® However these general
considerations do not as such constitute the objects of individual human
passion. The object of their passion must always be some particular thing,
which they identify as good or obligatory. In these particular commitments,
individuals, guided by their finite comprehension of their duties, subject
themselves to ‘momentous collision’ with historical contingencies “which are
adverse to this fixed system; which assail and even destroy its foundations
and existence; whose tenor may nevertheless seem good — on the large scale
advantageous — yes, even indispensable and necessary.”'%® These contingen-
cies realizing themselves in history involve a general principle of a different
order from these fixed systems of judgment, a principle which is an essential
phase in the development of the idea. Such a general principle, in bringing
ruin to fixed systems of moral judgment, lies in the aims of world-historical
individuals, whose actions may contribute far more substantially to the real-
ization of the idea, than those of the most noble, indeed moral, individuals.
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In this ‘combat of history’ which tends to the frustration and destruction
of individual aims and passions, the idea of freedom makes no sacrifice of
itself; it remains in the background, untouched and uninjured.’®! Instead, it
makes use of the subjective passions, private aims, and selfish desires of indivi-
dual actors in history, sacrificing them on the altar of the self-development of
spirit. The individual actor whose hopes, interests, and passions are mangled
by it, remains largely ignorant and unsuspecting of the process in which he is
caught up. This view of matters leads of course to Hegel’s famous description
of history as “the slaughter-bench at which the happiness of peoples, the
wisdom of states, and the virtue of individuals have been victimized.”'6? In
similar fashion Marx was to speak of human progress as resembling ‘“that
hideous pagan idol, who would not drink the nectar but from the skulls of
the slain.” 16

It is a further apparent implication of Hegel’s notion of the cunning of
reason that a double perspective must be introduced in the evaluation of hu-
man action. The first of these can be termed ‘moral evaluation’; the second,
perhaps, ‘historical evaluation’. Hegel discusses the potential conflict between
these two perspectives of evaluation in the context of the great deeds of his-
tory. The perspective of morality is that of the evaluation of the individual
actor’s character in terms of “what the agent holds to be right and wrong,
good and evil.”'®* It is the issue of concientiousness, of the evaluation of
personal character. The perspective of historical assessment is a different
matter, as Hegel says, “for the history of the world occupies a higher ground
than that on which morality has properly its position.””*¢® These world-
historical individuals whose crimes spirit employs are not to be condemned
by comparison with the virtuous nobility of those who on moral grounds
oppose what the advance of spirit makes necessary.

In this respect Hegel’s philosophy of history provides ample support for
relativists who wish to speak of moralities being transcended, outmoded
through the dialectic of history, and to conclude from this that nothing is
objectively right or wrong. But that this was not Hegel’s intention is clear:
*“...in so far as dialectic abrogates moral determinations, we must have con-
fidence in reason that it will know how to restore them again . . . .”!%6

Historical evaluation cannot be treated as logically independent of the
making of moral judgments. The problem of the apparent divergence of moral
evaluation (good and evil, right and wrong) and historical assessment (pro-
gressive and reactionary) is in part an illusion. It is created by the fact of
our retrospective posture. Our grounds for making such judgments of the
divergence of abstract right or of morality from the requirements for the
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development of spirit are available only with respect to the past. The owl of
Minerva takes flight only at dusk. With respect to our own day and circum-
stances, no such perspective for a critique of ethical obligation is available. No
such distinction between the demands of morality and the ‘higher’ historical
interests of spirit can be made with respect to the present for the citizen of a
rational state. One’s objective duty is that publicly attached to one’s station
in the social and political order. There is no critical standpoint available to
the would-be autonomous individual who aspires to transcend the morality of
the present. The critique of moralities from the standpoint of the require-
ments of historical progress can never be more than a retrospective commen-
tary on the past. The present and future are beyond its reach.

The writings of Marx contain substantial evidence that his own view of
history, historical progress, and the relation between the historically progres-
sive and the moral are quite parallel to Hegel’s. The most substantial body of
materials for examining Marx’s treatment of the problem of history and mor-
ality consists of his writings on British rule in India, done mostly in the form
of his articles for the New York Daily Tribune in the 1850’s.

In these Marx can be seen to be a sharply ironic chronicler of history as
the slaughter-bench of the happiness of peoples and a highly consistent stu-
dent of the cunning of reason. Marx’s scathing commentary on the brutality,
rapacity, and stupidity of British imperialism in India, particularly in the
aftermath of the Indian mutiny of 1857, could scarcely be exceeded without
transcending the limits of journalistic good taste. In fact Marx’s concern over
the horrors of British rule in India is interrupted only briefly by a still more
basic concern — that the British armies might lose. When there appeared to be
a serious prospect of a complete British defeat in India, all of Marx’s invective
is directed against the stupidity of the British army. As soon as the military
basis of the British presence seemed secure again, Marx returned to the task
of communicating to his American readers the details of the rapacity and stu-
pidity of British colonial rule. But Marx, as any good Hegelian in these ques-
tions, does not become fixated on the business of making moral evaluations.

England, it is true, in causing a social revolution in Hindustan, was actuated only by the
vilest interests, and was stupid in her manner of enforcing them. But that is not the
question. The question is, can mankind fulfill its destiny without a fundamental revolu-
tion in the social state of Asia? If not, whatever may have been the crimes of England
she was the unconscious tool of history in bringing about the revolution. 67

In all of Marx’s writings on European colonialism, he is perfectly consistent,
so far as one can see, with the ironies implicit in the cunning of reason.
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Historical progress is a bloody business. But nowhere does Marx betray the
slightest doubt about the historical mission of European civilization.

England has to fulfill a double mission in India: one destructive, the other regenerating
— the annihilation of old Asiatic society, and the laying of the material foundations of
Western society in Asia. 168

The process will condemn an entire generation of Indians, and perhaps the
next as well, to degradation, poverty, and to the destruction of their entire
way of life. The benefits will be realized only by generations yet unborn.

In case there is any remaining moral squeamishness in his readers, Marx
deliberately adopts the moral perspective and pronounces upon the rights and
wrongs of the British intervention in India:

Now, sickening as it must be to human feeling to witness these myriads of industrious,
patriarchal, and inoffensive social organizations disorganized and dissolved into their
units, thrown into a sea of woes, and their individual members losing at the same time
their ancient form of civilization and their hereditary means of subsistence, we must not
forget that these idyllic village communities, inoffensive though they may appear, had
always been the solid foundation of Oriental despotism, that they restrained the mind
within the smallest possible compass, making it the unresisting tool of superstition, en-
slaving it beneath traditional rules, depriving it of all grandeur and historical energies.“"9

For Marx the objective inferiority of Hindu morality is proved in the fact that
man, the sovereign of nature, falls down on his knees in adoration of Hanu-
man, the monkey, and Sabbala, the cow.!™

In short, one is objectively justified in exercising the moral judgments of
one’s own society, retrospectively, against the morality of a national culture
which has been transcended in the development of history. To the extent that
one is right in arguing that Marx subscribes to the above-mentioned features
of Hegel’s philosophy of history, then there is an objective criterion of his-
torical progress, and one which is not independent of our ethical judgments.
That criterion of intrinsic good must be understood as ‘the unlimited develop-
ment of humanity’s creative powers with no presupposition other than the
previous historical development.’

One significant difference between Marx’s view of the relationship between
morality and history, and Hegels, lies in the fact that Marx was willing, as
Hegel was not, to forsee the outlines, in a limited sense, of the near future,
taking the developed contradictions of the present as a guide. To this extent,
and only to this extent, some basis for a distinction between the demands of
morality and the requirements of historical progress in the present is provided,
a basis which did not exist in Hegel’s system.
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But this cannot justify the conclusion that Marx’s theory is ultimately
independent of any particular value commitments, because for Marx, the full
realization of human potential is an historical project for which we assume
full, conscious responsibility as a consequence of the revolution. In a sense
the whole point of Marx’s notion of the socialist revolution was that it would
mark the inception of humanity’s self-conscious and knowing assumption of
responsibility for the realization of human potential. If this is true, it is diffi-
cult to see how humanity could dispense with a system of judgments for
obligating and forbidding, for praising and blaming individuals for their
contributions or hindrances to the realization of the intrinsic good. In other
words, from the moment of the revolution on, the apparent divergence be-
tween moral evaluation and historical evaluation must tend to disappear. (In
this sense as well, Prof. Kamenka is correct in asserting that for Marx, “Only
with the full fruition of the human spirit or essence could morality arise.”!™)

The above-mentioned un-Hegelian peculiarity of Marx’s views — that he
maintains a distinction between historical evaluation and moral evaluation in
the present — in conjunction with his insistence on using the vocabulary of
historical evaluation (‘progressive’ or ‘reactionary’) rather than that of moral
evaluation, leads to a serious ambiguity in Marx’s humanism. First of all, until
the revolution has been accomplished, historical evaluation of individual con-
duct appears to supercede moral evaluation entirely. Actions immoral from
the perspective of prevailing moral standards may be justified as conducive to
historical progress — the revolution. The moral appears to be subordinated to
the political. After the revolution, when humanity has assumed full, conscious
responsibility for its own self-development, it would appear that the institu-
tion of moral praise and blame for individual contributions, or lack thereof,
to the realization of the intrinsic good, would be unavoidable. If Marx had
little or nothing to say about the specific criteria of moral judgment under
Communism, he had equally little to say about the organization of the eco-
nomy, for example, under Communism. From the absence of details concern-
ing socialist ethical theory in Marx, one should not conclude that there is no
such thing, any more than one should conclude that there is no such thing as
socialist economic theory from its absence in Capital.

But there is a second ambiguity in Marx which has still more serious poten-
tial consequences. When he refers to ‘the development of all human powers as
such’ as an end in itself, it is not clear that Marx would apply this criterion to
individuals as such, rather than to humanity as a whole. Indeed, as Prof. Kline
has argued,'™ it would appear that most of Marx’s references to this problem
can be interpreted as referring to the development of humanity as a whole —
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a process which might entail treating individuals as instruments for collective
development, rather than regarding the development of the potential of each
individual as an intrinsic good. In Prof. Kline’s phrase, it may be that Marx
had only “a humanist ideal for the future, but no humanist principles for the
present.”!™ The dependence of the possibility of morality on the occurrence
of the revolution for Marx has just been disucssed; Marx will permit ‘histori-
cal’ evaluation to be replaced by moral evaluation only in the future. The
other problem indicated by Prof. Kline, the absence of unequivocal concern
with the moral conditions of individual existence as opposed to that of collec-
tive ‘humanity’ in Marx, can be illuminated in an interesting way by a sugges-
tion of Prof. Kamenka: that Marx employs a “metaphysical notion of the
human essence as truly universal in a qualitative, intensional sense and not in
a merely distributive sense.”’™ The use of this notion would signal the dis-
appearance of the very distinction between one individual and another. As
Prof. Kamenka argued in another passage, since the human essence for Marx
is universal, “its first and primary condition is the rational society, in which
the traditional problems of morality and law are entirely resolved. The true
basis of morality is not individual conduct, but social organization.”'”™ There
is a definite basis in Marx’s writings for this conclusion, and if true, it tends
to deepen the first as well as the second ambiguity discussed above.

In summary, there are at least two serious ambiguities about the nature of
Marx’s humanism, both related to the conflation of historical evaluation with
moral evaluation. Both these ambiguities result in part from Marx’s departure
from Hegel’s view that no (historical or political) perspective could be avail-
able with respect to the present from which to criticize or supercede the
prevailing morality of a nation state which has achieved rational laws, by
which of course Hegel meant primarily the freedom and equality before the
law which were seen by him as goals of the French revolution. Post-revolut-
tionary Soviet discussions of these problems will be explored below.



CHAPTER TWO

SOVIET PHILOSOPHY: THE AMBIGUOUS INHERITANCE
OF MATERIALISM

1. INTRODUCTION

By its own account the fundamental identifying trait of Soviet Marxist-
Leninist philosophy has been and is its dialectical-materialist standpoint.
Engels’, and more particularly Plekhanov’s insistence that all philosophies
belong to one or the other of two great camps, materialism or idealism, which
together exhaust the most important tendencies of philosophical thought has
been adopted as the first premise of all philosophical commentary.! Within
the camp of the materialists, two major groups are distinguished, the ‘vulgar’
or ‘mechanistic’ materialists and the ‘dialectical’ materialists. The differences
between these two varieties of materialism were thought to be so great that
‘dialectical’ or ‘intelligent’ idealism was to be preferred in Lenin’s eyes to
‘metaphysical’ or ‘stupid’ materialism.? Thus, in the view of most Soviet
philosophers, the identity of Marxist-Leninist philosophy depends entirely
upon success in maintaining the distinction between ‘dialectical materialism’
and all other species of materialism, as well as all varieties of idealism. This
commitment, and the assertion that dialectical materialism constitutes the
only true interpretation of Marx’s and Engels’ philosophical writings, are
perhaps the two most fundamental dogmas of Soviet philosophy.

As was argued in the Preface the problem of articulating a Marxist ethical
theory also involves the task of interpreting, or re-interpreting, Marx’s writ-
ings in such a way as to indicate the appropriateness of such an undertaking,
and its logical relation to the rest of his system. Since materialism represents
the central philosophical theme of Soviet Marxism, that issue will be explored
here in summary fashion as an introduction to the general framework of
thought which governs the development of Soviet ethical theory. The devel-
opment of dialectical materialism rests ultimately on the critique of the
Hegelian dialectic supplied by Feuerbach and Marx, and constitutes a parti-
cular interpretation of that critique; dialectical materialism will be surveyed
here in terms of the history of that critique.

Since the 1920’s the complex issue of the relation of Marx to Hegel has
provided one of the most sensitive means of discrimination among the num-
erous interpretations of the former to be found in Eastern as well as Western
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Europe. That issue was effectively raised by the publication of Korsch’s
Marxism and Philosophy and Lukdcs’ History and Class Consciousness, both
in 1923. During that decade in the Soviet Union, the issue of Marx’s relation
to Hegel was sharply contested in the dispute between the ‘mechanists’ and
the ‘Deborinites’ or ‘dialecticians’. The mechanists among other things were
opposed to the suggestion that dialectical reasoning had any serious role to
play in scientific Marxism, preferring a straightforwardly empiricist concep-
tion of that science, and denigrated Hegel’s role in the development of Marx-
ism. This dispute was resolved in favor of the dialecticians, and since the end
of the 1920’s no serious challenge to the claim that Marxian materialism
incorporates the ‘dialectical method’ developed by Hegel has been counten-
anced in the Soviet Union. Marx’s claim that he extracted the ‘rational kernel’
of the Hegelian system is reiterated constantly. But where Hegel employed
the dialectic idealistically, Marx and Engels applied it materialistically, it is
claimed. But the problem of explaining precisely what dialectical materialism
owed to Hegel was not fully resolved. In an important sense, the basic justifi-
catory task of Soviet Marxist-Leninist philosophy has been and is to explain
in what the ‘materialist’ transformation of the Hegelian dialectic consists, and
hence also to explain precisely the intended meaning of ‘materialism’.
As many commentators have recognized, this last problem is infected with
a radical ambiguity in the meaning of ‘materialism’, afflicting the Marxist
tradition from its very origins in the critique of Hegel’s system supplied by
Feuerbach which Marx endorsed and repeated in the 1844 Manuscripts. That
- ambiguity, it can be argued, set the stage for an apparent oscillation within
the Marxist tradition from an implicitly pre-Kantian empiricism (in many
respects comparable to Locke) on one hand, to a near endorsement of the
Hegelian dialectic on the other, all in the name of Marxist orthodoxy. Ob-
viously, any account given of the relation of Marxism to Hegel’s philosophy
will be largely determined by the choice of empiricist or dialectical terms to
describe Marx’s own position. However, the choice between these two very
different emphases in the interpretation of Marx’s work remains subject to
controversy. For the source of this ambiguity one must return to its origin in
Marx’s own temporary mentor, Feuerbach.

2. FEUERBACHIAN MATERIALISM AS A CRITIQUE OF HEGEL

In the intellectual circles to which Marx belonged as a university student and
for a few years thereafter, the philosophy of Hegel excited deeply ambivalent
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feelings. It was generally viewed as ‘“‘the culmination of modern philosophy”
and “the most perfect system that has ever appeared”.? But at the same time
it was experienced as a potentially “oppressive burden” and ‘““a prison of the
intellect”.* Hegel’s system stood as an indomitable peak, largely blocking out
their view of the sun. How to live in the shadow of the mountain was a prob-
lem which preoccupied most of them in one way or another. The ambivalence
of their attitudes toward the master is exemplified particularly well by Feuer-
bach who had sat in Hegel’s lectures, and was known both for his able defense
of Hegel in 1835 against Bachman’s Anti-Hegel, as well as for his work of
1839, ‘Toward the Critique of Hegelian Philosophy’, which repeats practically
the whole of Bachman’s criticism as his own.’ In this initial critique we
discover Feuerbach earnestly attempting to prove “that the Hegelian philos-
ophy is really a definite and special kind of philosophy” on the ground that
despite its being ““distinguished from all previous philosophies by its rigorous
scientific character, universality, and incontestable richness of thought”, it
nevertheless came into being at a definite point in human history and there-
fore must be based upon certain accidental presuppositions in addition to
those which are necessary and rational!®

The Hegelian philosophy is “the most perfect system that has ever ap-
peared”,” but it cannot be ‘“‘the absolute redlity of the idea of philosophy”
because it is impossible that an entire species realize itself in a single indi-
vidual — “‘art as such in onme artist, and philosophy as such in one philoso-
pher”.8

In his 1839 critique of Hegelian philosophy, Feuerbach develops an ela-
borate doctrine of the ownership of ideas, in which he distinguishes between
ideas themselves, and the forms of communication of ideas. Demonstration
and inference are necessary forms of communication, but the demonstration
of one philosopher’s ideas does not actually communicate the original philos-
opher’s ideas themselves to the second philosopher. ‘“‘Demonstration is there-
fore only the means through which I strip my thought of the form of ‘mine-
ness’ so that the other person may recognize it as his own . . . .”° In this sense
“every system is only an expression of or image of reason” and not reason
itself.!® But Hegel’s system was supposed to be “reason itself; all immediate
activity was to dissolve itself completely in mediated activity, and the pre-
sentation of philosophy was not to presuppose anything, that is, nothing was
to be left over in us and nothing within us — a complete emptying of our-
selves”.!! (underlining mine) One of Feuerbach’s deepest anxieties thus seems
to have been that if Hegel’s system were truly without presuppositions, if
the ‘being’ with which the Logic began were real being, then nothing would
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remain thinkable which was one’s own, as opposed to Hegel’s; Feuerbach
himself would have been ‘emptied’ by Hegel.

In retrospect one can only be struck, not by Feuerbach’s denials and
objections, but by the awe which made them necessary. To be confronted
with such a colossus in the shape of one’s own professor would be enough to
traumatize any ambitious student aspiring to make a contribution in the same
field, and evidence of this trauma in the history of the Young Hegelian move-
ment abounds.

The ‘solution’ generally seized upon was to present their own work as a
realization of the Hegelian philosophy, “but a realization which is simulta-
neously a negation, and indeed the negation without contradiction, of this
philosophy”.** Hegel was accused of having remained merely contemplative
in his solution of the various riddles and alienations which afflicted mankind,
especially established religion, and later in the writings of the Young Hegel-
ians, the state. This accusation appeared in a great variety of forms; on
occasion it amounted to an accusation of having failed to overcome Cartesian
dualism, having failed to achieve the identity of thought and being (or having
achieved this identity only in the realm of thought),'® having failed to
account for the active as opposed to the passive subject in the cognition of
the objective world, having failed to account for the reality of the material
world (or having accounted for it only in thought), or, in a somewhat differ-
ent perspective, having presented philosophy as capable of comprehending
the world only post festum, as the owl of Minerva, and not achieving a philo-
sophical anticipation of the future; or still more strongly, not bringing about
that future through a critique of the present. The alleged ‘conservatism’ of
the Hegelian system was presented in the form of various accusations: that he
failed to transcend theology, that he failed to repudiate Christianity as an
historical institution, that he hypostasized the constitutional monarchy in the
form of the Prussian state as the realization of reason, and so forth.

Typical of the difficulties into which these attempts to criticize the master
led is the following passage from Feuerbach:

Hegel is a realist, but a purely idealistic realist, or rather an abstract realist; namely, a
realist abstracting from all reality. He negates thought — that is abstract thought — but
he does so while remaining within abstractive thought with the result that his negation of
abstraction still remains abstraction. Only ‘that which is’ is the object of philosophy
according to Hegel; however, this ‘is’ is again only something abstract, only something
conceived. Hegel is a thinker who surpasses himself in thought. His aim is to capture the
thing itself, but only in the thought of the thing; he wants to be outside of thought, but
still remaining within thought — hence the difficulty in grasping the concrete concept. !4
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This paradoxical desire ‘to be outside of thought, but still remain within
thought’ attributed to Hegel might better serve as an epigram for much of the
Young Hegelian movement, especially Feuerbach and the Feuerbachian Marx.
‘To be outside of thought’ meant to engage in action, to transform the human
situation in accordance with the needs of true humanity, to determine the
future; it also meant to get outside the Hegelian system. But the primary
instrument of this struggle remained ‘within thought’; it was philosophy;and,
(the possibility remains significant) perhaps even Hegel’s philosophy. Marx,
commenting on the impracticality of the ‘practical’ political party in Germany
which demanded the ‘negation of philosophy’ insisted that “you cannot tran-
scend [aufheben] philosophy without actualizing it,” (although to be sure
the actualization of philosophy was also to be its abolition).!’

Of all the accusations against Hegel, perhaps the soundest, or most easily
defended, was also one of the simplest: Hegel’s philosophy was fundamentally
contemplative. In the famous image of the owl of Minerva spreading its wings
only at dusk, Hegel confirmed that philosophy could not serve as a futurology.
It could comprehend the necessity of what had taken place in human history
only at the end of the development in question; it could not command the
future. Against this particular ‘failing’ of the Hegelian system, one senses that
the deepest frustration of the Young Hegelians accumulated, and that these
frustrations motivated their most persistent criticisms of that system.

Given the commitment of the Young Hegelians (including Marx) to the
belief that philosophy was the essential instrument of that critique of the
present which would determine the future, Hegel’s claim that philosophy was
a purely retrospective science could obviously not be credited. There had to
be some reason, a flaw within the system, which prevented the Hegelian
philosophy from achieving its appointed task of unambiguously revolutionary
critique leading to political or social action. Feuerbach and Marx were both
convinced that Hegel’s ‘problem’ lay somehow in a failure to overcome ‘ideal-
ism’, in an insufficiently ‘materialist’ or ‘realist’ starting-point of the system.

The most usual definitions of ‘materialism’ and ‘idealism’ however are
utterly inadequate to capture the sense of the criticism which Feuerbach, and
soon Marx, wished to make of the Hegelian system. In the pre-Kantian sense,
in the context of the Cartesian tradition, to call Hegel an ‘idealist’ would
make of him a Berkelyian, as Lenin implicitly attempted to do in Materialism
and Empirio-Criticism, denying the reality of material substance.'® And to
call Marx a ‘materialist’ would place him in the same school as Lamettrie and
the other French materialists of the eighteenth century. The explicit criticisms
offered by Feuerbach and Marx of these erstwhile ancestors should indicate
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that neither category, understood in its Cartesian sense, is adequate to repre-
sent their views.

What must be kept in mind to assess the meaning of ‘materialism’ for either
Feuerbach or Marx is the desire of both to preserve what they generally held
to be one of the greatest achievements, or at least aspirations, of Hegel’s
philosophy: its monism, overcoming the metaphysical distinction between
thought and being.!” A relapse into dualism would have been considered a
failure by either thinker; only some form of monism which presupposed the
underlying identity of thought and being, would have been taken as a worthy
successor to Hegel’s philosophy.

Both Feuerbach and Marx suspected that Hegel’s monism had somehow
slighted the reality of the objects comprising nature and society in their exist-
ence independent of individual consciousness. Feuerbach had tentatively
advanced his own alternative criterion of the real as early as his doctoral
dissertation in 1828, ostensibly an orthodox Hegelian work. That criterion
was intended to remedy the ‘defect’ of the mind-dependence of objects in
Hegelian metaphysics, and at the same time preserve the greatest aspiration
of the Hegelian system, the elimination of the metaphysical gap between
thought and being, permitting one to conceive man as an integral whole, mind
and body. This new criterion of the real Feuerbach termed ‘sensuousness’
(Sinnlichkeit), and it remained a fundamentally important notion in many of
his later works, especially those which most influenced Marx.!®

Taken in its reality or regarded as real, the real is the object of the senses — the sensuous.
Truth, reality, and sensuousness are one and the same thing. Only a sensuous being is a
true and real being.1?

In his doctrine of sensuousness Feuerbach mixed a variety of elements,
including suggestions of an empiricist, sensationist epistemology, and a
metaphysics of love.

Feuerbach believed his own philosophy superior to Hegel’s in part because
his own cognizing subject had ‘real eyes’, and Hegel’s lacked human eyes: “jt
is forever unable to cross over to the object, to being; it is like a head separat-
ed from the body, which must remain unable to seize hold of an object
because it lacks the means, the organs to do s0.”%° In several senses the
instrument of liberation from the Hegelian absolute for Feuerbach was to be
the human eye. Whereas the ‘cruel hand’ of Hegel’s dialectical system robbed
nature’s creatures of their independence, the passive organ of perception,
the ‘sympathetic’ eye cognized them without imposing itself upon them.?!
Cognizing the world of things through thought, the Hegelian system “imposes
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on them laws that are only too often despotic.” Sensuous perception on the
other hand “leaves things in their unlimited freedom.”*

Feuerbach’s sensationist epistemology must be regarded as more of an
inclination than an accomplished fact however, for despite its occasionally
almost naive realist tone, the account of perception in Feuerbach remains
closer to Hegel’s than to any empiricist’s. Had Feuerbach’s doctrine of
perception gone so far as a classical empiricism (or its twentieth century
sense-datum variants), claiming the existence of some discriminable nucleus
of content in the percept uncontaminated by judgment, he would have at
least succeeded in opposing Hegel’s epistemology in an umambiguous way.
But instead he endorsed the thoroughly Hegelian notion that “true percep-
tion is perception determined by thought.”?® Feuerbach criticizes Hegel for
letting that thought which purports to present the world as perceived exist in
“uninterrupted continuity with itself”” and thereby constitute a world which
circles around itself as its center, in contradiction to reality.?* In Feuerbach’s
conception, the real world of objects, unconstrained by the ‘cruel laws’ of
the Hegelian dialectic, is meant to speak directly for itself to the cognizing
subject, suggesting perhaps the metaphor of a straight line, in contrast to
Hegel’s alleged circle. But Feuerbach opposes to the Hegelian ‘circle’ no
straight and open-ended line of a genuine empiricist philosophy of perception;
he only wishes to modify Hegel’s circle to an ellipse! ... The ellipse is the
symbol, the coat of arms of sensuous philosophy, of thought that is based on
perception.”?

In this period Feuerbach’s empiricist aspirations are left surrounded by
ambiguities. To take the numerous empiricist passages seriously would make
of him more of a Lockean representative realist than a post-Hegelian thinker.
But he nowhere admits that firm distinction between the pure sensory con-
tent, and judgments concerning it, which any classical empiricist epistemology
requires. Instead he rests with Hegel in claiming that ““true perception is percep-
tion determined by thought.” His ‘critique’ of Hegel in this respect constitutes
a genuine critique only on the assumption that Hegel’s account of perception
somehow failed utterly, so that Hegel’s cognizing subject remained ‘blind’.

In a further dimension of Feuerbach’s notion of ‘sensuousness’ he presents
it as a metaphysics of love. “Thus, for example, love is the true ontological
demonstration of the existence of objects apart from our head: there is no
other proof of being except love or feeling in general.”’?

The old philosophy maintained that that which could not be thought of also did not

exist; the new philosophy maintains that that which is not loved or cannot be loved does
)
not exist.



THE AMBIGUOUS INHERITANCE OF MATERIALISM 47

The reality of the individual human being cannot be given in isolation from
the human community. “The essence of man is contained only in the com-
munity, in the unity of man with man — a unity however, that rests on the
reality of the distinction between ‘I’ and ‘You’.”?® This last extension of the
notion of ‘sensuousness’ from ‘capable of being sensed’ to ‘capable of being
loved’ seems more of a pun than a philosophical argument, but it cannot be
said that Feuerbach was not in earnest; he saw in it a new criticism of Hegel,
who “derives these ideas from man understood as an isolated being, as mere
soul existing for himself.”?® Since Feuerbach’s own view suggests a very sim-
plified re-telling of Hegel’s argument for the necessity of mutual recognition
in the development of self-consciousness toward objective spirit, the justice
of Feuerbach’s criticism cannot be easily demonstrated.

3. MARXIAN NATURALISM AND MATERIALISM

Marx like Feuerbach sought a monism which transcended the Cartesian sepa-
ration of thought and being, and at the same time, like Feuerbach, claimed to
repudiate Hegelian idealism, the position which led to many of the ambigui-
ties of Feuerbach’s views. In the chapter on Hegelian philosophy in the 1844
Manuscripts Marx began by applauding Feuerbach as “the only one who has
a serious, critical relation to Hegel’s dialectic,” and as the one who established
“true materialism and real science by making the social relationship of ‘man
to man’ the fundamental principle of his theory.”* Marx then proceeded to
restate many of Feuerbach’s arguments against Hegelian idealism, on the basis
of a very Feuerbachian criterion of reality: “To be sensuous or actual is to
be an object of sense or sensuous object and thus to have sensuous objects
outside oneself, objects of sensibility. To be sentient is to suffer.”3 Like
Feuerbach, Marx was convinced that Hegel’s system failed to include ‘actual
man’ and ‘objective nature’, that Hegel’s categories man and nature were only
abstractions, products of alienated mind comprehending itself abstractly.?
For Hegel human nature is equivalent to self-consciousness, Marx says, and
thus all alienation of human nature for Hegel is nothing but the alienation of
self-consciousness.’® For this Hegelian man, who is not actual man but only
the abstraction of man, thinghood can only be externalized self-conscious-
ness.>* But real man, “actual corporeal man with his feet firmly planted on
the solid ground inhaling and exhaling all of nature’s energies” should have
real natural objects confronting him, and his self-externalization should es-
tablish an actual objective world (if an alienated one).* “An objective being
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acts objectively and would not act objectively if objectivity did not lie in its
essential nature” says Marx, again echoing Feuerbach. This view Marx terms a
“consistent naturalism or humanism” and claims that it is distinguished from
both idealism and materialism, but is “the unifying truth of both.”3’

Marx’s critique of Hegelian idealism finally focuses on the transition from
the Logic to the Philosophy of Nature in the Encyclopedia. The motives
which Marx attributed to Hegel for this transition refer to the absolute idea,
the culmination of the Logic. The absolute idea, says Marx, is an abstraction
which comprehends itself to be an abstraction, and a self-comprehending
abstraction knows itself to be nothing.® It must therefore abandon itself as
abstraction and arrive at its exact opposite, nature, which is something.3® It
decides to let nature speak freely for itself. The entire transition from the
Logic to the Philosophy of Nature is thus only the transition from abstracting
to intuiting. In this process the abstract thinker discovers that the nature
which he “thought he was creating out of nothing from pure abstraction” was
merely an abstraction from nature’s characteristics, now discovered by intuit-
ing. But this intuiting itself remains abstract. Nature, taken abstractly, for
itself and fixedly isolated from man, is nothing for man.*® “Nature as nature,
that is so far as it is sensuously distinguished from that secret meaning hidden
within it, . . . is nothing, a nothing proving itself to be nothing.”*!

The nature which interests Marx is that ‘actual objective world’ which real
men established by their self-externalization, the world of society, or culture,
the ‘second nature’ of which Enlightenment writers spoke. Within a few
months of writing the 1844 Manuscripts Marx criticized Feuerbach in the
German Ideology for failing to grasp the truth that nature apart from man is
of no consequence for man:

And after all, the kind of nature that preceded human history is by no means the nature
in which Feuerbach lives, the nature which no longer exists anywhere, except perhaps on
a few Australian coral islands of recent origin, and which does not exist for Feuerbach
either.*3

Marx’s general lack of interest in untransformed, or virgin nature, abstracted
from the process of human appropriation, has quite properly been interpreted
as meaning that Marx has no fundamental interest in the traditional meta-
physical problem of mind and body, at least as it occurs within the Cartesian
tradition. To signal this shift of interest away from the traditional ‘idealist-
materialist’ controversy in metaphysics, it would have been fortunate if Marx’s
expressed preference for the term ‘naturalism’ rather than ‘materialism’ had
prevailed.**
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In order to assess Marx’s relation to any of the standard forms of material-
ism, it is important to remember that unlike Hegel, he declines to elaborate
anywhere a pure philosophy of nature. For Marx, pre-historical nature, un-
transformed by human action, does not constitute an object of theoretical
interest. This concept of pre-historical or untransformed nature plays a signi-
ficant role, according to Marx, only in the ‘pure’ natural sciences. These same
natural sciences are, however, an activity rooted in human society:

Even this ‘pure’ natural science receives its aim, like its material only through commerce
and industry, through the sensuous activity of men. So much is this activity, this con-
tinuous sensuous working and creating, this production, the basis of the whole sensuous
world as it now exists, that, were it interrupted for only a year, Feuerbach would find
not only a tremendous change in the natural world but also would soon find missing the
entire world of men and his own perceptual faculty, even his own existence.**

The world confronting humanity is the world constituted by social activity;
the world man cognizes is the world for man, the world transformed by
human activity. A Communist society, says Marx in the 1844 Manuscripts,
will be man-naturalized-and-nature-humanized, and as such will form the
object of a single science incorporating both the history of nature and the
history of man.

The process of the transformation of nature which is also the history of
humanity’s creation of itself, constitutes the subject matter of historical
materialism, and hence Marxian ‘materialism’ signifies an inquiry quite dis-
tinct from that indicated by ‘materialism’ in the Cartesian tradition.

Feuerbach probably intended, and Marx suggested more clearly, a trans-
formation of the problems of Cartesian metaphysics. Neither rejected the
dichotomy between consciousness and material objects in one sense, but both
presupposed a more fundamental cosmological category, a monistic one,
embracing both consciousness and the Cartesian external (material) world, —
‘material’ or ‘sensuous’ nature. ‘Nature’ in this peculiarly Marxian sense refers
to ‘all there is (in the world) for man.’** Marx supposes that the world of
things exists for humanity only as a totality of possible satisfactions of its
needs. Humanity develops its conceptual apparatus for differentiating and
cognizing elements of the world as an integral part of its practical activity
aimed at compelling the world to supply its needs. Because the structure of
human concepts is determined by specific needs, the world as known by
humanity is the world as related to those needs. As humanity’s needs develop,
so does the conceptual structure for knowing the world. In this sense human-
ity produces its world as a continuous by-product of the struggle to satisfy
those needs, produces it conceptually as well as ‘materially’. Not only does
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Marx constantly insist on the fact that humanity produces nature, but also
that nature in this sense is capable of being humanized, made into the “in-
organic body of man.”

Nature developing in human history — the creation of human society — is the actual
nature of man; hence nature as it develops through industry, though in an alienated
form, is truly anthropological nature.*6

Just as nature is destined to be humanized, man is destined to become na-
turalized; the conflict between man and nature is to be resolved in a new
entity, society.

Thus society is the completed, essential unity of man with nature, the true resurrection
of nature, the fulfilled naturalism of man and humanism of nature.*”

If ‘nature’ in the usual philosophical sense refers to the world of extended
bodies in contrast to mind, Marx expands the notion to include, in effect, all
there is; specifically all that humanity is, including its conscious activities. As
a contemporary German commentator, Schmidt, has remarked, ‘“Nature in
this broad sense is the sole object of knowledge. On the one hand it includes
the forms of human society; on the other, it only appears in thought and in
reality in virtue of these forms.”*® In this respect Marx fails to exorcize the
ghost of Hegel in convincing fashion. Nature (as Marx would say, ‘real’,
‘objective’ nature) is the sole object of knowledge; but Schmidt is correct in
saying that it appears in thought and in reality only in virtue of its social
forms. Just as for Hegel objective spirit (society) ranked higher in reality than
nature, ‘social’ or ‘transformed’ nature constitutes the truth (‘“the secret
meaning hidden within™) of ‘abstract’ or ‘virgin’ nature for Marx. Thus,
‘society’ can be treated as a synonym for ‘reality’ or ‘cosmos’ for Marx, in
that it will eventually designate all there is for humanity, including within its
reference untransformed nature insofar as the latter constitutes anything for
humanity .*

In these respects one can agree with Schmidt’s conclusion that Marxian
materialism should not be interpreted as an answer to any of the central prob-
lems involved in the traditional metaphysical inquiry signified by the terms
‘materialism’ and ‘idealism’. However, it is not true, as Schmidt tends to
imply, that Marx offers no doctrine of matter in the traditional metaphysical
sense. In one of his earliest works, The Holy Family,he does venture to pre-
sent an extraordinarily vitalistic conception of matter:

Among the qualities inherent in matter, motion is the first and foremost, not only as
mechanical and mathematical but even more as impulse, vital spirit, tension, or — to use
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Jakob Bohme’s expression — “Qual” of matter. The primitive forms of matter are living,
individualizing, essential capacities inherent in it, producing specific differences.

In Bacon, its first creator, materialism conceals within itself, still in a naive way, the
germs of an all-sided development. On the one hand, matter smiles upon the whole of
man in poetic-sensuous splendor. On the other, this aphoristic doctrine itself is still full
of theological inconsistencies.

In this essay, one of his earliest attempts to characterize ‘materialism’, Marx
did not hesitate to hint at a philosophy of nature which would appear to have
far more in common with the metaphysics of German idealism than with any
accepted sense of ‘materialism’.

Feuerbach’s intention to combine a thorough-going rejection of Hegelian
idealism with preservation of some version of an identity thesis, without
reducing consciousness to a property of matter in any usual sense of the term,
should probably be seen as the immediate progenitor of this rather special
doctrine of matter hinted at by Marx. Given all of these philosophical com-
mitments, the precise motives for the rejection of Hegel's metaphysics must
necessarily have been rather convoluted. If Hegel’s system was the most
nearly successful of all nineteenth century attempts to defend the thesis of
the identity of thought and being (we have Feuerbach’s authority for this in
part), and if Feuerbach and Marx remained firmly wedded to some version
of that monism, then a Hegelian ‘naturalism’ may well have been the most
coherent alternative open to them. As J. N. Findlay remarked, “There is, for
Hegel, nothing ideal or spiritual which does not have its roots in Nature, and
which is not nourished and brought to full fruition by Nature.”*!

On the other hand, to the extent that any genuinely materialist critique of
the Hegelian system succeeded, Hegel’s thesis of the identity of thought and
being would have to be radically modified or abandoned. This peculiar com-
bination of theses advocated by both Marx and Feuerbach placed a great
tension on the term ‘material’ which is quite evident in the passage quoted
from the Holy Family, as well as in subsequent Marxist philosophy.

In order to understand how Marx could, even as a young man in Germany
in the 1840’s, advocate such a doctrine of matter with no apparent doubt
about its plausibility, one must recall a now obscure intellectual development
of nineteenth century Germany which seemed to offer precisely what was
required: an alternative account of the identity of thought and being which
could claim to be ‘materialist’ in a certain sense, yet distinct from and super-
ior to the reductionist materialism of the eighteenth century French variety,
and still better, could claim the authority of ‘science’. That tradition resided
in Schelling’s philosophy of nature and in the scientific works inspired by it
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in the field of biology, most notably those of Lorenz Oken and Henrich
Steffens. A substantial controversy over the proper aims and procedure of
scientific biology took place in the first half of the nineteenth century. The
controversy centered on the issue of whether that science consisted in the
ever more detailed accumulation and study of individual specimens in order
to develop the most refined possible classificatory schemes registering their
differences, or whether the future of biological science lay primarily in ex-
ploring the morphological similarities among them, relating these in tentative
developmental sequences. The latter tendency was manifest in Goethe’s Mor-
phology of Plants, and of course received cosmic justification in Schelling’s
Naturphilosophie. Followers of Schelling such as Oken and Steffens also took
it as their aim to develop a general evolutionary scheme which applied to the
cosmos as a whole, and the earth in particular, illustrating their theses with
vastly more detailed empirical observations of nature.5?

Oken’s work in particular enjoyed wide esteem through much of the first
half of the nineteenth century, as a major representative of one of the ex-
tremes contending over the proper conception of biological science.’> One
must remember that this controversy had by no means been resolved by the
1840’s; conceptions of empirical science in these areas were still very much in
dispute, and a German intellectual who became disenchanted with the details
of Hegel’s unification of nature and spirit, but not with the entire tradition
which produced it, need only have retreated the relatively short distance to
‘scientific’ versions of a Naturphilosophie such as that of Oken to have felt
comfortable in the general supposition of identity of nature and spirit — from
a ‘scientific’ perspective which presupposed the ‘primacy’ of nature. Given
the unsettled state of conceptions of empirical science, especially of biological
science, in the early and middle parts of the nineteenth century, one should
be quite wary of assuming that Marx understood by ‘empirical science’ the
same positivist conception that came to dominate the later part of the century.

Marx’s published works from this period and later contain so few detailed
discussions bearing directly upon the problems of a philosophy of nature in
the usual sense that one can only speculate about Marx’s attitude to ‘scien-
tific’ versions of a Naturphilosophie such as Oken’s.’® At a minimum one
can say that Marx did not consider the elaboration of a philosophy of nature
relevant to his enterprise; whether he also considered such a project incoher-
ent, as some have alleged, is less certain. The complex relation between ‘scien-
tific’ doctrines such as Oken’s, and the Hegelian Naturphilosophie, might
serve as an illuminating analogue of the relation between Marxian ‘material-
ism’ and the Hegelian system. Such an analogue might further illustrate the
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truth of Nicholas Lobkowicz’s remark that “all such inconsistencies and di-
lemmas are, in the last resort, due to the basic paradox of Marxism-Leninism,
namely that it wants to be a materialism without leaving the heights of Occi-
dental metaphysics which, to Soviet philosophers, is exemplified in Hegel.””%%

4.ENGELS,PLEKHANOV, AND LENIN ON DIALECTICAL MATERIALISM

Whereas Marx displayed no serious interest in systematic speculation on a
concept of nature independent of human activity directed to the transforma-
tion and appropriation of it, Engels displayed an unmistakeable ambition to
supply Marxism with a Naturphilosophie, a doctrine of the laws of dialectical
development exhibited by nature itself, independently of human history or
thought. This ambition is first articulated in detail in Engels’ preface to the
second edition of the Anti-Diihring in 1885, in the second year after Marx’s
death. In the Preface to the first edition, Engels was primarily concerned to
register his distaste at having been prevailed upon to rebut the views of
Diihring, disclaiming professional competence in the subject matter of the
natural sciences. In the second Preface however, he invoked the authority of
Marx for the doctrines contained in the book (“I read the whole manuscript
to him before it was printed,”)*® and explicitly presents it as an attempt to
complement Marx’s work on the dialectics of history with ‘“‘a conception of
nature which is dialectical and at the same time materialist”.>” Engels claims
that

the same dialectical laws of motion as those which in history govern the apparent for-
tuitousness of events; the same laws as those which similarly form the thread running
through the history of the development of human thought and gradually rise to con-
sciousness in the mind of man

are to be discovered in nature.%®
On the relationship of mind to matter, Engels holds that

thought and consciousness . . . are products of the human brain and that man himself is
a product of Nature, which has been developed in and along with its environment;
whence it is self-evident that the products of the human brain, being in the last analysis
also pr(;gucts of Nature, do not contradict the rest of Nature but are in correspondence
with it.

Neglecting the interrelation of praxis and cognition suggested by Marx, Engels
also re-invoked the copy theory of knowledge in a manner reminiscent of
Lockean representative realism. In the introductory part of Anti-Diihring,
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Engels asserts that “an exact representation of the universe, of its evolution
and that of mankind, as well as of the reflection of this evolution in the
human mind, can therefore only be built up in a dialectical way . ..”%° The
commitment to a copy theory of knowledge is still more explicit in his later
work, Ludwig Feuerbach and the Outcome of Classical German Philosophy ,
in the second part on ‘Idealism and Materialism.” There he explains that “the
influences of the external world upon man express themselves in his brain,
are reflected therein as feelings, thoughts, instincts, volitions — . . .””.5!

His general view séems to have been that thought must be dialectical
because we are so taught by nature; the processes of nature take place in
accordance with dialectical laws, and hence only dialectical thought can
accurately reflect these processes. It was a deficiency of contemporary science
that “the scientists who have learned to think dialectically are still few and
far between . ..”.%? His view that the laws of the dialectic as he formulated
them were exhibited by nature itself could hardly be put more succinctly
than in his discussion of the ‘law of the negation of the negation’:

What therefore is the negation of the negation? An extremely general — and for this
reason extremely comprehensive and important — law of development of Nature, history
and thought; a law which, as we have seen, holds good in the animal and plant kingdoms,
in geology, in mathematics, in history and in philosophy . .. .63

Engels’ determination to produce a full-blown philosophy of nature unques-
tionably transgressed the bounds Marx set for his own intellectual endeavors,
as many commentators have pointed out.®* Whether Engels’ project must be
considered an incoherent or mistaken extension of Marx’s work cannot be so
easily decided. In addition to Engels’ claim that Marx approved the Anti-
Diihring, there is the evidence discussed above that Marx himself in his early
years saw nothing offensive in a doctrine of matter which would have fit
fairly comfortably within either Hegel’s or Oken’s Naturphilosophie. Marx
himself had no interest in developing such an inquiry, but the question of its
legitimacy or illegitimacy can only be settled in the context of the larger issue
of the coherence of Marx’s critique of Hegel’s system as a whole; whether
Marx succeeded in developing a distinct alternative, or whether in the absence
of such an alternative Marx’s deeper presuppositions must be seen as locked
into orbit about those of Hegel.

Plekhanov confidently endorsed Engels’ general program of providing a
‘dialectical materialist’ philosophy of nature to complement the ‘dialectical
materialist’ philosophy of history: “Like every modern philosophical system,
materialist philosophy must give an explanation of two kinds of phenomena,



THE AMBIGUOUS INHERITANCE OF MATERIALISM 55

on the one hand of nature and on the other of the historical development of
mankind.”%® Since Plekhanov served as teacher to a whole generation of Rus-
sian Marxists, in Lenin’s famous words, the consonance between Plekhanov’s
and Engels’ views on this question appears to have established beyond serious
question for many subsequent Russian and Soviet Marxists, that Marxist
philosophy incorporates a specific philosophy of nature as well as of history:
dialectical materialism.

For Plekhanov all modern materialism, metaphysical as well as dialectical,
rests on the supposition that matter possesses the capacity of sensation.5®
This doctrine is attributed alike to Locke, to Holbach, and to Marx.5”

The chief respects in which dialectical materialism differs from the meta-
physical variety are summarized by Plekhanov in two points:

1. The essence of everything finite lies in the fact that it cancels
itself and passes into its opposite. This change is realized with the
assistance of each phenomenon’s own nature: every phenomenon
itself contains the forces which give birth to its opposite.

2. Gradual quantitative changes in the given content are finally
transformed into qualitative differences. The moments of its
transformation are the moments of leap, of interruption in
graduality. It is a great error to think that nature or history makes
no leaps.®

Plekhanov’s own predilection was for the study of leaps in human history —
revolutions — and he did not share Engels’ fascination with the progress of
the natural sciences in his own day as demonstrating the truth of dialectical
materialism. This preference for the social over the natural did not diminish
the importance which Plekhanov attached to dialectical materialism as a
monistic view of reality applying equally to nature and history, however.
Repeatedly in the Development of the Monist View of History and in the
Essays in the History of Materialism he stressed the superiority of monism,
idealistic or materialistic, over dualism.®® Plekhanov’s vigorous and literate
defense of materialism in its eighteenth century French as well as dialectical
varieties served to confirm the ‘orthodoxy’ of Engels’ views in the Anti-
Diihring, especially in the eyes of Lenin.

Against the background of Engels’ and Plekhanov’s conceptions — some
would call it invention — of dialectical materialism as a philosophy of nature
as well as of history, Lenin’s 1908 work, Materialism and Empirio-Criticism
served to establish this doctrine once and for all as a component of orthodox
Soviet Marxist philosophy. Lenin unhesitatingly attributed the doctrine in
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question to Marx: “Marx frequently called his world outlook dialectical
materialism, and Engels’ Anti-Diihring, the whole of which Marx read through
in manuscript, expounds precisely this world outlook.”™ Far from imitating
Marx’s lack of interest in any discussion of a concept of nature independent
of the process of human appropriation of it, Lenin takes the two central
problems of philosophy to be, one, establishing the reality of external nature
existing independently of the cognizing subject (essentially the Cartesian
problem), and two, establishing that our perceptions are reliable ‘copies’ of
this independently existing reality.

His general position would be more appropriately termed ‘realism’ than
‘materialism’, as has been pointed out by numerous commentators: . . . the
concept ‘matter’, as we already stated, epistemologically implies nothing but
objective reality existing independently of the human mind and reflected by
it.”™ In general Lenin tended to conflate the epistemological doctrine of
realism with the metaphysical doctrine of materialism.” Materialism as a
metaphysical doctrine would normally consist of a specific definition of
‘matter’ plus the claim that nothing but matter is ultimately real. However
by ‘materialism’ Lenin often meant only the denial of the mind-dependence
of external objects, plus the claim that they really possess the properties they
appear to have, i.e. the epistemological doctrine of realism.

As further confirmation of the essentially epistemological focus of Lenin’s
inquiry, he omits any account of the metaphysical problem of the relation of
mind to matter, but is quite specific as to the epistemological relation of ideas
to their objects — they are accurate ‘copies’ of these objects. Nevertheless the
metaphysical problem of the relation of mind to matter must be viewed as an
unavoidable one for Lenin, because he insists that mind is not the same as
matter, only a property.

That the concept of ‘matter’ must also include ‘thoughts’, is a muddle, for if such an
inclusion is made, the epistemological contrast between mind and matter, idealism and
materialism . . . loses all meaning. That this contrast must not be made ‘excessive’,
exaggerated, metaphysical, is beyond dispute . . . 73

By insisting in this manner upon the distinction between mind and matter,
and yet failing to give any positive characterization of matter beyond “being
an objective reality”, Lenin leaves open a variety of possible metaphysical
positions as compatible with his interpretation of dialectical materialism. It
could be argued that he succeeds in eliminating only Berkeleyian subjective
idealism as incompatible with dialectical materialism, leaving a consistent
metaphysical materialism, or even dualism of the Cartesian or Lockean
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varieties as possibilities. In this respect the position Lenin defends in Material-
ism and Empirio-Criticism is arguably pre-Kantian in substance, if not in
vocabulary, and certainly pre-Hegelian, in that no significant role is provided
for dialectical reason.

Such was the opinion of at least one well-known German Marxist philos-
opher who was a younger contemporary of Lenin. In his 1923 publication
Marxism and Philosophy Karl Korsch argued that the true purport of Marx’s
materialist dialectics had been lost in the scientistic ‘vulgar Marxism’ of the
Second International.’® In Korsch’s view, the primary defect of the vulgar
interpretation of Marxian socialism was its refusal to countenance anything
but naive realism “in which both so-called common sense, which is the ‘worst
metaphysician’, and the normal positivist science of bourgeois society, draw a
sharp line of division between consciousness and its object.””™ Korsch asserted
that this distinction had ceased to be completely valid even for Kant, and has
been ‘completely superseded’ in dialectical philosophy, because every dialec-
tic is characterized by the coincidence of consciousness and reality.”

In a subsequent defense of his views published in 1930, Korsch elaborated
his criticism of Lenin’s materialism, accusing him of having dragged the entire
debate between materialism and idealism back to a pre-Kantian stage, prior to
the emergence of German idealism. In Korsch’s view, after the Hegelian sys-
tem, the ‘Absolute’ was definitively excluded from the being of both spirit
and matter, and was transferred into the dialectical movement of the idea.
Lenin, however went “back to the absolute polarities of ‘thought’ and ‘being’,
‘spirit’ and ‘matter’, which had formed the basis of philosophical dispute in
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.”” Such a materialism, Korsch
alleged, was derived from a metaphysical idea of being that is absolute and
given, thus no longer fully dialectical, much less dialectically materialist, and
rather collapses into “a dualism comparable to that of the most typical
bourgeois idealists.” ™

Unknown to Korsch, Lenin had pursued his philosophical education signi-
ficantly beyond the ambiguously pre-Kantian metaphysics of Materialism and
Empirio-Criticism and the copy theory of knowledge. In the years 1914 and
1915 Lenin undertook a serious study of Hegel’s philosophical system, espe-
cially the Science of Logic and the History of Philosophy, as evidenced in
extensive notes and comments which he made for his own use. A small por-
tion of these was published in 1925 and the majority of them in 1929-30
as volumes IX and XII of the Lenin Miscellanies.™ In Hegel’s Logic, Lenin
discovered, apparently for the first time, the significance of dialectical reason
in the Hegelian system, and therefore also in Marx:
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Movement and ‘self-movement’ ... ‘change’, ‘movement and vitality’, ‘the principle of
all self-movement’, ‘impulse’ (Trieb) to ‘movement’ and to ‘activity’ — the opposite of
‘dead Being’ — who would believe that this is the core of ‘Hegelianism’, of abstract and
abstruse (ponderous, absurd?) Hegelianism. This core had to be discovered, understood,
hiniiberretten, laid bare, refined, which is precisely what Marx and Engels did.8°

Lenin’s interest in Hegel revolved about one central ‘idea of genius’, the idea
of the dialectic; he was uninterested in the ‘nonsense about the absolute’ and
tried to read Hegel ‘materialistically’ by which he meant, ““I cast aside for the
most part God, the Absolute, the Pure Idea, etc.”® Lenin offered many
abbreviated formulations of this ‘idea of genius’, among the first of which was
“the universal, all-sided vital connection of everything with everything and
the reflection of this connection . .. — in human concepts, which must like-
wise be hewn, treated, flexible, mobile, relative, mutually connected, united
in opposites, in order to embrace the world.”®? Having discovered the notion
of dialectics, Lenin insisted that any continuation of the work of Hegel and
Marx “must consist in the dialectical elaboration of the history of human
thought, science, and technique.”®

In the briefest definition Lenin offered of his newly discovered dialectics
he described it as “the doctrine of the unity of opposites.”’8*

Dialectics is the teaching which shows how Opposites can be and how they happen to be
(how they become) identical — under what conditions they are identical, becoming trans-
formed into one another, — why the human mind should grasp these opposites not as
dead, rigid, but as living, conditional, mobile, becoming transformed into one another. 3’

In a development closely related to his discovery of the dialectic, Lenin also
made a substantial advance upon the copy theory of knowledge as the central
doctrine of his epistemology. In place of discussions of the copy theory Lenin
explored the notion of truth in its connection with practical reason.

Theoretical cognition ought to give the object in its necessity, in its all-sided relations, in
its contradictory movement, an-und fiir-sich. But the human notion ‘definitively’ catches
this objective truth of cognition, seizes it and masters it, only when the notion becomes
‘being-for-itself’ in the sense of practice. That is, the practice of man and of mankind is
the test, the criterion of the objectivity of cognition.86

Notwithstanding Lenin’s fascination with Hegel’s dialectic, and the concept
of practice as crucial for a dialectical theory of knowledge, it would be wrong
to suggest that Lenin has entirely abandoned the standpoint of Materialism
and Empirio-Criticism in his subsequent study of Hegel. Occasional remarks
in his notes on the Logic suggest that Lenin has correctly grasped the nature
of Hegel’s realism, e.g., “The dialectic is not in man’s understanding, but in
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the ‘idea’, i.e., in objective reality.”8” But such insights as these do not pre-
vent Lenin from re-asserting his own version of realism on numerous occa-
sions: “But he leaves aside the question of Being outside man!!! A sophistical
dodge from materialism.”% “The crux here — aussen ist — outside man, inde-
pendent of him. That is materialism. And this foundation, basis, kernel of
materialism, Hegel begins wegschwitzen.”® “In particular there is suppressed
the question of existence outside man and humanity!!! = the question of
materialism!*

This uneliminable, metaphysically fundamental contrast between individual
consciousness and external reality persists as an underlying theme throughout
much of Lenin’s discussion of Hegel’s Logic, not excluding echoes of a copy
theory of knowledge in the midst of his exposition of Hegelian epistemology.
Lenin characterizes ‘truth’ in one note as “the totality of ail sides of the phe-
nomenon, of reality and their (reciprocal) relations.”® The main content of
the logic is described as the relations “by which these concepts (and their
relations, transitions, contradictions) are shown as reflections of the objective
world.”®* (underlining mine) Hegel is described as having “brilliantly divined
the dialectics of things (phenomena, the world, nature) in the dialectics of
concepts.”®® But, insists Lenin, the dialectics of things produces the dialectics
of ideas, and not vice versa.’® He is tempted to describe Hegel’s assertion of
the dialectical relations inherent in reality as a ‘brilliant guess’ because in
Lenin’s view Hegel actually grasped these dialectical relations in ‘mere’ con-
cepts. “Hegel actually proved that logical forms and laws are not an empty
shell, but the reflection of the objective world. More correctly, he did not
prove, but made a brilliant guess.””*

In one of his summative judgments on the contribution of Hegel’s Logic to
Marxist philosophy, Lenin claims that it cannot be applied in its given form,
it cannot be taken as given. ““One must separate out from it the logical (epis-
temological) nuances, after purifying them from Ideenmystik: that is still a
big job.”’%

From the collection of Lenin’s various commentaries and marginal notes
on Hegel a single interpretive thesis emerged as Lenin’s central claim: that in
the Hegelian system, dialectics is identical with the content of logic, and with
the theory of knowledge (essentially a correct statement). This claim first
appeared publicly in 1925 in Boishevik (Nos. 5, 6), in a short essay entitled
‘On the Question of Dialectics’ which had been written in 1915. In this essay
he asserted that “dialectics is the theory of knowledge of (Hegel and) Marx-
ism. This is the ‘aspect’ of the matter (it is not ‘an aspect’ but the essence
of the matter) to which Plekhanov not to speak of other Marxists, paid no
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attention.”®’ The same claim, identification of the dialectic and theory of
knowledge with the logic, appears or is alluded to at least six times in his
notes on the Greater and the Lesser Logics.®® Subsequent Soviet works on
the interpretation of Hegel have tended to take Lenin’s thesis as defining the
fundamental task in the explication of Hegel.

The tensions inherent in Feuerbach’s and Marx’s uses of the term ‘material’
were in effect magnified by Lenin’s philosophical legacy. The problem of the
relation between ‘dialectical materialism’ and ‘dialectical idealism’, or the
relation between Marx and Hegel, was if anything, intensified and still further
complicated by Lenin’s Philosophical Notebooks: “The sum total, the last
word and essence of Hegel’s logic is the dialectical method — this is extremely
noteworthy. And one thing more: in this most idealistic of Hegel’s works
there is the least idealism and the most materialism. ‘Contradictory’, but a
fact!”%

The entire range of Lenin’s philosophical writings would seem to embrace
at one extreme a largely pre-Kantian response to what was essentially the
epistemological problem inherent in Cartesian dualism, and at the other an
endorsement of the Hegelian dialectic (modified in some appropriately
‘materialist’ fashion which has yet to be satisfactorily clarified) as the heart
of Marxist philosophy. Between these two poles Soviet Marxist philosophy
has been free to oscillate, and from this perspective it is clear at least that the
problem of interpreting the philosophy of Hegel, and supplying the details
of a ‘materialist’ critique of it, can be regarded as the most sensitive measure
of the general position of Soviet philosophy, and of individual philosophers
as well.

5. DIALECTICAL MATERIALISM AND THE CRITIQUE OF
DIALECTICAL IDEALISM IN SOVIET THOUGHT

As noted in a recent Soviet collective work on Hegel, “the question of the
evaluation of the philosophy of Hegel, particularly his dialectics, is one of the
sharpest of the problems which have been vigorously discussed throughout
the existence of Soviet philosophical science.”'® The problem of the role of
dialectics in Marxist philosophy, and hence the relation of Marx to Hegel,
constituted a central issue of the philosophical disputes of the 1920’s. In the
early twenties there were brief echoes of ‘vulgar materialism’; there were
advocates of an eliminative reduction of psychic phenomena to neurophy-
siological processes, and demands that philosophy be entirely replaced by
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empirical investigations.!®! While such demands were not central in the think-
ing of the majority of those writing on philosophical subjects at the time, a
certain suspiciousness concerning the possible contributions of philosophy to
science appears to have been widely shared in the scientific community,
which was itself heavily influenced by mechanist views.'®> The prevalence
of mechanist views in parts of the scientific community led to particular
scepticism about any role for dialectical thought in connection with the study
of nature, and that in turn tended to reflect on the claims of dialectical
thought generally.

In the years 192425 a major dispute erupted over 1. I. Stepanov’s book
Historical Materialism and Contemporary Natural Science: Marxism and
Leninism, in which he articulated the mechanist position, simply identifying
Marxist philosophy with the general conclusions of the natural sciences.!?®
Such challenges as these eventually led to sharp public polemics between
critics and defenders of dialectical reasoning, as well as to scholarly works on
the subject.

Continuing public scepticism over the usefulness of the study of Hegelian
dialectics eventually provoked such philosophers as Deborin and his students
to a spirited defense of both the importance of the Hegelian dialectic for the
proper interpretation of Marxism, and of the necessity of dialectical reasoning
in the study of nature. The repudiation of dialectical reasoning in science was
of course a corollary of the central conviction of the mechanists that neither
contradictions nor ‘dialectical leaps’ were to be encountered in nature. Nature
and society as well were to be investigated with the methods of empiricism,
proceeding on the assumption of universal determinism and the possibility of
ultimately physical, or even mechanical explanations of all natural processes.

Two publication events in 1925 affected the course of the dispute. Engels’
unfinished manuscript, The Dialectics of Nature, appeared for the first time,
during the midst of the mechanist-Deborinite controversy, and Lenin’s essay
‘On the Question of Dialectics’ also appeared in print then for the first
time.'* Both these events tended to intensify the debate. This posthumous
intervention by Engels created several difficulties for the mechanist position,
because a major motive for Engels in writing the book had been rooted in
opposition to Newtonian mechanism as he understood it.

Lenin’s essay on dialectics stressed the “contradictory, mutually exclusive,
opposite tendencies in all phenomena and processes of nature (including mind
and society),”!% suggesting that Marx’s Capital should be understood as a
study of the dialectical contradictions of modern bourgeois society, showing
the development of these contradictions. He claimed that the method of
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investigation used by Marx “must also be the method of exposition (or study)
of dialectics in general (for with Marx the dialectics of bourgeois society is
only a particular case of dialectics).”'® This essay also contained Lenin’s
subsequently much-quoted thesis that the dialectic constitutes the theory of
knowledge of (Hegel and) Marxism, to which Plekhanov ‘not to speak of other
Marxists paid no attention.”’®” These two publications were used by Deborin
and his supporters to attain something like a victory over the mechanist fac-
tion. Deborin insisted that the doctrine of dialectical materialism was “his-
torically and logically an immediate adjunct of Hegelian dialectics, constitut-
ing its continuation and further development.”'% Referring to Hegel’s Science
of Logic, Deborin claimed that “If one abstracts from the fundamental inade-
quacies of Hegelian logic which we have indicated, then we must recognize
that in general the Hegelian system must be considered correct from the
materialist point of view.”!% Deborin took it to be the primary task of Marx-
ist philosophy to elaborate Hegel’s dialectical structure of thought systemati-
cally from the materialist point of view.

The triumph of the dialecticians should have been complete after the
publication in 1929 and 1930 of the bulk of Lenin’s philosophical notebooks,
revealing his painstaking study of Hegel’s Science of Logic, including such
aphorisms as “It is impossible completely to understand Marx’s Capital, and
especially its first chapter, without having thoroughly studied and under-
stood the whole of Hegel’s Logic.”!°

However, just at the point when it appeared that Hegel studies had secured
a firm basis and a serious intellectual leader in the Soviet Union, Deborin’s
views on the relation of dialectical materialism to dialectical idealism were
condemned.'! A recent Soviet account of the philosophical motive for that
condemnation reads as follows:

Finally, also condemned was that idea (although never formulated succinctly by Deborin
or any of his students), that the Hegelian analysis of the categories of the dialectic as a
whole are fully sufficient for Marxism and are in need only of a cleansing from idealist
forms.!12

This author however thought Deborin was responsible for “a significant
strengthening of scientific research in the sphere of materialist dialectics.”!'?
Another author writing on the same subject praises Deborin for defending the
idea of a “materialist re-working of Hegel’s dialectics arid the development on
that basis of Marxist dialectics,” and explains that Deborin maintained an
“insufficiently critical attitude toward the Hegelian idealistic dialectic, and
an incorrect merging of it with the dialectic of Marx.”!!?
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Following this turn of events, an attempt was made to provide an accept-
able commentary on the relationship of Hegelian philosophy and dialectical
materialism under the new conditions established as a result of the resolution
of the Deborin affair. This resulted in the publication in 1932 of an anthology
entitled Hegel and Dialectical Materialism.''® Quite recently this work was
still being described as ‘the most thorough analysis’ of ‘scientific approaches’
to the study of Hegel produced in the 1930’s. It also provided the first sub-
stantial commentaries on Lenin’s recently published Philosophical Notebooks
however the commentaries contained in it are not now regarded as especially
valuable.

One Soviet writer, B. V. Bogdanov, has offered the following periodization
of Hegel studies in the Soviet Union. The period from 1917 through the
criticism of Deborin’s work was characterized by significant amounts of
‘propadeutic and in part propagandistic’ work on Hegel under the difficult
conditions immediately following the revolution and civil war. The work of
Deborin and others in criticizing the mechanist faction is praised, but the
claim is made that materialist dialectics during this period was developed
almost entirely in the form of Hegelian dialectics rather than on the basis
of “a theoretical generalization of the experience of the revolutionary move-
ment.” 116

A second period, from 1931 to the mid-1930’s began with a scrutiny of
Deborin’s work and a criticism of his errors, stressing the opposition of
Hegelian and materialist dialectics. It continued with the study of Lenin’s
writings on Hegel, and substantial publications of Hegel’s works (eleven
volumes of Hegel’s writings published in the 1930’s).!!” During the period
from the mid-1930’s until 1953 the task of developing a materialist re-work-
ing of Hegel is described as suffering from ‘serious hindrance’ caused by the
dogmatism “connected with the cult of personality of Stalin.”!!® In this
period of little investigation into the development of Marxism, ‘underestima-
tion’ of Lenin’s Philosophical Notebooks occurred from time to time. Follow-
ing sharp criticism in the press in 1943 of the third volume of the History of
Philosophy for the absence of criticism of the conservative side of German
idealist philosophy, the erroneous evaluation of Hegelian philosophy as the
aristocratic reaction to the French bourgeois revolution and French material-
ism predominated until 1953.1° The literature of that period was restricted
mainly to journal articles and brochures.

In a third period, beginning after the death of Stalin, Soviet stud’es of
Hegel have been characterized, according to Bogdanov, by an illumination of
the positive achievements of Hegelian philosophy, with the rational content
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of his dialectic predominating by comparison with criticism of its negative
tendencies.'® He reports no unanimity on this score, however.

The re-evaluation of Hegel has taken a number of avenues in the last two
decades of Soviet philosophy. The largest single category of Soviet interpre-
tive efforts focuses on Lenin’s thesis of the identity of the logic, the dialectic,
and the theory of knowledge in Hegel’s system. One recent Soviet study lists
more than twice as many bibliographical items devoted to this problem than
to any other aspect of Hegel studies since the mid-1950’s."?! It is in this form
that Soviet philosophers commonly address the fundamental problem of
attempting to reconcile insofar as possible, the Marxist use of the Hegelian
dialectic with the materialism from which Marxist philosophy is held to be
inseparable. The difficulty presents itself in the following way: Soviet Marxists
wish to employ Hegel’s dialectic as a logic (or method) governing all forms of
scientific inquiry, on a materialist basis. It is clear however that within Hegel’s
system, the dialectic is not merely a logic of inquiry. As presented, especially
in the Phenomenology, the dialectic of the successive ‘shapes of conscious-
ness’ also constitutes Hegel’s theory of knowledge, for the objects of knowl-
edge are themselves moments of the dialectical succession of relations of
subject to object which constitute the history of natural consciousness. But
this dialectic constitutes a theory of knowledge only on the ‘idealist version’
of the identity of thought and being, which is inadmissible for Soviet materi-
alism. The problem in part thus becomes, how to characterize the relation
between the logic, the dialectic, and the theory of knowledge so that the
dialectic can be employed without involving oneself in all the assumptions
behind Hegel’s theory of knowledge. There is after all a well-known alter-
native ‘solution’ for this problem — Lenin’s copy theory of knowledge.

One distinctive attempt to deal with this dilemma, or rather to dissolve it,
was offered by K. S. Bakradze, but is apparently not widely shared among
other Soviet philosophers.!?? Bakradze asserted that one can speak of the
identity of the dialectic, logic, and theory of knowledge in Hegel only in a
certain limited sense: the laws of logic as a logic of development, and the
general laws of the dialectic coincide, but as a whole, dialectic as science does
not coincide with the theory of knowledge. The dialectic is significantly
wider; it is not only a doctrine of the development of knowledge, but a doc-
trine of the most general laws of development of nature and society. Further,
Bakradze considered logic proper to consist of formal logic. He did not con-
sider Hegel’s dialectical logic to be in essence a logic, rather only a theory of
knowledge worked out on the logical plane.'??

By qualifying Lenin’s thesis of the identity of the logic, dialectic, and
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theory of knowledge, Bakradze created an opportunity to deal boldly with
another difficult problem for Soviet Marxist interpretations of Hegel. In
the usual formula, Marx took over the revolutionary method of Hegel’s
philosophy, the dialectic, while discarding the reactionary idealistic content
of the system itself. In his book, Bakradze provided an exposition of a central
thesis of Hegel’s Logic — the impossibility of making an ultimate distinction
between form and content of the logical categories — and insisted that Hegel’s
method must be understood analogously, as ultimately identical with his
system, the content of the dialectic. Hence the thesis of the independence
of Hegel’s method from the content of his system cannot be defended,
and Marxism cannot be understood to develop from Hegel’s method exclu-
sive of his system. Having reached these essentially sound conclusions,
Bakradze appeared to retreat somewhat, restoring the distinction in an altered
form:

It is not the dialectical method, in that form in which Hegel constructed it, which con-
tradicts his system; rather the rational moment, the ‘rational kernel’ in the dialectical
method of Hegel. What requires endless development is not the Hegelian dialectical
method in its mystified form, but that moment in his dialectic which needed to be
threshed out, saved, and further developed on a new materialistic basis. 124

An evidently more widely shared view of Hegel is presented by V. L. Sinkaruk
in The Logic, Dialectic, and Theory of Knowledge of Hegel.'*® Sinkaruk sees
no difficulty in agreeing with the thesis of identity of dialectical logic with
the dialectic as a theory of knowledge (a theory of the dialectical method of
cognition). They are one and the same science: dialectical logic as the theory
of dialectical method is the dialectic as a theory of knowledge, for Hegel as
well as for Marx.'26

However he argues that a qualification must be introduced to deal with
the problem adequately. He speaks of the coincidence (but not identity) of
the logic and the dialectic, which he defines as ‘identity of content and differ-
ence of object and form’.'?” According to Sinkaruk the problem of the
coincidence of the logic and the dialectic is one of the relation between
dialectical logic and the dialectic as a theory of development (i.e., the dialec-
tic as a science of the universal laws of development of nature, society and
thought). He asserts that Hegel ‘solved’ this problem by interpreting the laws
of thought, studied by dialectical logic, as laws of being, and the latter as laws
of thought. As a result, the logical principles of cognition were “dialectically
ontologized (the laws of development of the system of knowledge were
converted into [the laws of] the development of material systems), and the
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laws of development of material systems were logicized, brought under the
categories of the process of thought, of logic.”'®

The object of dialectical logic in Hegel is confused, and idealistically iden-
tified, with the object of dialectics as the science of the laws of development
of nature, society, and thought. Reiterating Lenin’s phrase, Sinkaruk insists
that Hegel only guessed (a brilliant guess) that in the laws of the development
of concepts one could discern the laws of development of things, a guess
which could be correct only to the extent that the laws of development of
thought happen to coincide with the universal laws of being. But in order to
know to what extent this coincidence obtains, it is necessary to discover
[presumably empirically?] the universal laws of development of nature and
society. “In Hegel, all dialectical regularities of thought are interpreted as
regularities of being itself (being = thought).”'?*

Therefore the Marxist dialectic as the science of the laws of development
of nature, society, and thought proceeded not from the bosom of the Hegelian
dialectic, but resulted from the application of the dialectical means of thought
to the study of social life and the generalization of the achievements of
natural science.

In order to create the dialectic as a science, it was necessary to scientifically discover
the dialectic of things only guessed at by Hegel, and then only on that basis (on the
basis of knowledge of the objective dialectical laws of development of nature, society
and human thought) produce a materialist reworking of the idealistic dialectic of Hegel
into the system of the materialist dialectic as a theory of development and as a theory
of knowledge.130

Lenin’s phrase describing Hegel’s dialectic of concepts as containing a ‘brilliant
guess’ wherein was revealed the dialectic of things finds its fruition in views
such as Sinkaruk’s. Since the materialist dialectic is conceived as a dialectic of
things, not of concepts, the latter may be conceived as a simple reflection of
the former. One could thus introduce a copy theory of knowledge into the
midst of the dialectic.

Moreover, since the materialist dialectic is to be developed by the study of
social life and generalization from natural science, it appears that the essential
method of that investigation is to be conceived simply in empiricist terms.
The transformed Hegelian dialectic is to be discovered and demonstrated
through the process of empirical inquiry — a triumph of Engels’ conception.

In a curious irony, since the most general laws of thought and being are
to be discovered through ‘scientific’ investigation, one could even argue that
the mechanists triumphed after all. Depending upon one’s interpretation of



THE AMBIGUOUS INHERITANCE OF MATERIALISM 67

that ambiguous word ‘scientific’ it could turn out that the ‘method’ of much
philosophical inquiry is implicitly construed as a form of armchair sociology.
Such a conception of philosophical method is in fact encountered in many
Soviet writings on ethical theory. Hence the fundamental ambiguity of Marx’s
and Feuerbach’s ‘materialist critique of Hegel’ is preserved where it began —
in the interpretation of the Hegelian dialectic.



CHAPTER THREE

THE ORIGINS OF SOVIET ETHICAL THEORY

The disputes over ethical theory conducted within the German Marxist
movement were monitored in great detail by Russian Marxists. In the period
from 1900 up to the revolution, most of the major German contributions to
the debate over ethical theory and socialism were translated promptly into
Russian, and discussed at length in Russian publications. Multiple translations
of some of these German works appeared almost simultaneously in various
parts of Russia, and certain contributions were published repeatedly in antho-
logies over a period of years. Books by Vorlinder, Woltmann, and Hildebrand,
not to mention Kautsky and Engels, were translated; numerous articles by
Kautsky, Bauer, Mehring, and other leaders of the German social democratic
movement were also translated and published in anthologies, including nearly
all the major articles on ethical theory appearing in the pages of Neue Zeit
both prior to and during the period.

Russian Marxists were not merely observers of the German Marxists’
debates, of course; Plekhanov, Berdjaev, Peter Struve, and Tugan-Baranovskij,
among others, all either wrote contributions in German for publication
abroad, or had works translated into German which played a part in the
evolution of the debates within the Marxist movements of Western Europe.
Russian Marxists took a prominent role in the discussions of Bernstein’s
‘revisionism’ and in the debates over the neo-Kantian tendency within the
Marxist movement which emerged in part from the controversy over Bern-
stein’s writings. '

During the period from 1898 to 1900 a number of contributions from
Russian Marxist authors appeared in German journals reacting to Bernstein’s
theses. In 1897 Bernstein had begun publishing a series of articles in Neue
Zeit under the general title ‘Problems of Socialism’, containing most of the
views which were shortly to be collected in his celebrated ‘revisionist’ book.!
Plekhanov leapt into the ensuing polemic with great energy, attacking
Bernstein, Conrad Schmidt, and Peter Struve in particular for their ‘revisionist’
views on a variety of subjects.? In defense of a ‘materialist’ critique of Kantian
metaphysics and epistemology against Conrad Schmidt, Plekhanov argued
that Kant’s notion of the ‘thing-in-itself” involved a radical inconsistency: on
the one hand, the ‘thing in itself is a cause of our perceptions, and on the

68
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other, the category of cause is inapplicable to it.> This unknowable ‘thing in
itself’ constituted the chief source of metaphysics in the Kantian system, its
‘meta-phenomenalism’, which left in question the reality of objects indepen-
dent of our perceptions of them, a defect from which ‘materialism’ did not
suffer. The chief motive for this renaissance of interest in Kantian philosophy
on the part of the bourgeoisie, Plekhanov insisted, was their desire to ‘moral-
ize’ the proletariat and combat atheism, combined with the supposition that
Kant’s philosophy, theoretical and practical, would be the most appropriate
weapon in this class struggle.®

Some of Plekhanov’s most pointed criticisms of the neo-Kantian move-
ment within Marxism were published a few years later in the form of greatly
expanded notes for his second Russian edition (1905) of Engels’ Ludwig
Feuerbach.® There Plekhanov specifically took up the question of the cate-
gorical imperative and endorsed some of Hegel’s criticism of it — namely that
Kant’s three examples of conduct forbidden by the categorical imperative are
inadequate: that Kant’s conclusion in each of them follows only if one adds
a further moral premise to each of them. “Kant’s teaching, as Hegel says, does
not contain a single law of morality clear in itself, without any further argu-
ments and without contradictions, independently of other qualifications.”®
Most seriously in Plekhanov’s view, Kant’s ethical doctrine was fundamentally
misguided in its objection to any form of utilitarianism. Kant’s objection to
utilitarianism was motivated by his understanding of the utilitarian principle
as that of *“’personal happiness’ which he correctly calls the principle of self-
love”.” Such an understanding of utilitarianism prevents Kant from coping
“with the basic questions of morality”, because “morality is founded on the
striving not for personal happiness, but for the happiness of the whole: the
clan, the people, the class, humanity. This striving has nothing in common
with egoism. On the contrary, it always presupposes a greater or lesser degree
of self-sacrifice.”® Plekhanov then goes on to suggest that this ‘social feeling’
is selected and strengthened in its transmission from generation to generation
by the Darwinian mechanism of evolution.

Nikolaj Berdjaev, in a lengthy three-part article on Albert Lange, published
in Neue Zeit in 1900, similarly criticized Kantian epistemology, but also
criticized ‘dialectical materialism’ as an invention of Engels’ Anti-Diihring
which had little to do with Marx’s sociological doctrines, and which was
bound to be superceded in the development of Marxist social theory.’®
Berdjaev, while much more respectful of Kant’s philosophy than Plekhanov
at this point, nevertheless considered it an inadequate basis for Marxist social
theory.
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The philosophy of Kant, perhaps the most profound in the history of thought, and in the
highest degree suited to stimulate new human thought, is from the socio-historical stand-
point a philosophy of compromise. It suffers from half-measures and contradictions.!®

As did Plekhanov, Berdjaev objected most strongly to Kant’s doctrine of the
unknowable thing-in-itself, which he considered ultimately selfcontradictory.
This supposed contradiction in Kant’s epistemology according to Berdjaev
resulted from a contradiction in his psychology which in turn was produced
by disharmonious social conditions."!

Kant and critical philosophy as a whole superceded both naive realism and
the common forms of idealism as well.

For Kant knowledge is a product both of the subject and of the object: the first gives
the form, the second, the content; all cognizable things (with secondary and primary
qualities) are only appearances for us, i.e., not for the individual consciousness, but for
the universal transcendental consciousness which makes knowledge also objective and
universally valid.!?

This according to Berdjaev was the “most profound thought in the history of
epistemological ideas”; however Kant’s ‘bifurcated’ psychology led him to
the concept of the thing in itself, an unknowable something which acts upon
me and can be cognized only as appearance. Hence Kant’s philosophy cul-
minates in an unacceptable dualism. Berdjaev himself predicted (and aspired
to) a ‘harmonization’ of life which would lead to the ‘harmonization’ of
thought, and to a “unified, monistic Weltanschauung” which would be tightly
bound up with life.'®

Berdjaev’s own ‘rectified’ Kantianism (he termed it ‘critical realism’) was
allegedly distinct from naive realism in that it recognized no object which
was not cognized by a subject, and distinct from idealism because it conceded
‘no privilege whatever’ to the subject. Finally, it was distinct from Kantianism
because it permitted no epistemological dualism: the concept of the thing-in-
itself was for Berdjaev “meaningless”.™*

He was equally critical at this point of Kant’s practical philosophy. “What
Kant takes as an eternal postulate of practical reason, we hold to be a tempo-
rary postulate of the humanly determined socio-psychological formation.”$
Other times will arrive, and other interests will assert themselves; what Kant
took as sacred we will tear down. “We do not need the ‘intelligible world’
without which Kant could not live, and we have, on our side, our own realm
of sacred things in the name of which we condemn the social foundation of
the ‘intelligible world’.”6

At the time of writing this article, Berdjaev described himself as an
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enthusiastic supporter of Marxism, however embracing the ‘critical direction’
within it. His disaffection with Marxism became still more marked in his first
book, Subjectivism and Individualism in Social Philosophy, which appeared
soon after the publication of the article just discussed.'” Directed in the first
instance against the ‘subjective sociology’ of Mixajlovskij, the book also
constituted a reaction to the first of Ludwig Woltmann’s three Kantian-
socialist, Darwinian treatises on ethics, which Berdjaev undoubtedly had in
mind when he spoke of being “‘sick to death” of hearing about the usual view
of social phenomena from “German ‘academic socialists’ .'® Although he
did not repudiate his previous criticisms of Kant, he appeared on the whole
to be more favorably disposed toward Kant, and less so toward Marx in this
work. He rejected the view that moral obligation and moral ideals could be
considered only as subjectively justifiable, and argued that “there must be
some objective standard which would enable us to set one subjective ideal
above the others”.?® The subjective sociologists, in which group he apparently
included Marx as well as Mixajlovskij where ethics was concerned, believed
that social ideals could be grounded in two ways: first, that a given social
ideal is objectively necessary, i.e., historically inevitable; and second, it is
subjectively desirable for some social class. Berdjaev considered such a ‘justifi-
cation’ of a social ideal ‘absolutely inadequate’. He claimed instead that

it is necessary to show that our social ideal is not only objectively necessary (the logical
category), not only subjectively desirable (the psychological category), but also that it is
objectively moral and objectively just, ... that it is binding on all, has unconditional
value, is something obligatory (the ethical category).20

He stressed the distinct character of the ethical as a subject of inquiry ulti-
mately fitted only for philosophical as opposed to scientific inquiry. He
emphatically disputed the tendency current in some Marxist as well as other
circles to suppose that philosophy was destined to be replaced by scientific
social theory. Only philosophy would be capable of demonstrating the basis
for an objective moral ideal. He then turned to Kant for the starting point of
this philosophical inquiry, arguing that the source of the objectively moral, as
well as of the objectively true, is rooted in transcendental consciousness.?!
“Objective morality is possible only if one accepts the a priori character of
a moral law which distinguishes unconditionally between good and evil.”?
“The formal difference between good and evil or between the moral and the
immoral precedes every sense experience; the category of justice is given a
priori to our transcendental consciousness, and this ethical @ priori is what
makes moral experience and moral life possible.”?
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In this new work, Berdjaev acknowledged ‘“‘one postulate of practical
reason, the postulate of moral order,” in contrast to his criticism of the
“eternal postulate” in the Neue Zeit article. He still maintained however that
this moral order was not located “in the intelligible world, nor in unknown
things in themselves”, but rather in “the one real world of phenomena, in
that progress which is being accomplished within the worldly and historical
process and is actualizing the ‘realm of ends’ ”.2% Thus in place of the Kantian
‘intelligible world’ Berdjaev rested the reality of his moral order on one
fundamental empirical assumption, ‘“the presupposition of universal pro-
gress”, and admitted that “if the latter falls, our argument too will inevitably
collapse”.?> Vorlinder viewed Berdjaev’s ethical theory on the whole as
threatening to collapse into a purely natural-scientific, merely causally
explanatory one, and as Professor Kline has argued, Berdjaev’s single empiri-
cal assumption constitutes a very frail reed upon which to hang one’s entire
theory of moral order.26

In the same period when Berdjaev was commenting upon the Kantian
direction in contemporary Marxism and developing his own distinctive
attitudes toward the problem of Marxism and ethical theory, the emerging
debate over these problems within German Marxism was being presented to
a Russian audience. In December, 1900, the journal Zizn’ in St. Petersburg
published a lengthy article entitled ‘The Neo-Kantian Tendency in Marxism’
which contained a sympathetic summary, indeed almost a paraphrase, of
Vorlander’s just-published Kant und der Sozialismus.?” The author, Evgenij
Lozinskij, referred approvingly in a postscript to Berdjaev’s article on Lange,
which appeared after Lozinskij’s had been prepared for publication, as
the most distinctly neo-Kantian article yet to appear in the pages of Neue
Zeit. Lozinskij’s article thus had the effect of drawing his Russian reader’s
attention to the development of neo-Kantianism in German Marxism with-
in months of Vorlinder’s original declaration of its status as a coherent
movement.

A negative reaction to all of this appeared from the hand of Ljubov’
Aksel’rod, an associate of Plekhanov and like him a defender of ‘orthodox’
Marxism, under the title ‘Why Don’t We Want to Go Back?’ (a rejoinder to
the ‘Back to Kant!” slogan).?® In regard to Kantian ethics, Aksel’rod first of
all echoed Plekhanov in attributing the fashionableness of the categorical
imperative to the desire of the threatened bourgeoisie to ward off the im-
pending revolution.?® The categorical imperative itself she described as an
“abstract formula, suitable for all times, for all social orders, and all classes,

which in actuality condemns not a single form of human communal life””.%
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The capitalist sincerely convinced of the rectitude of the institution of private
property is as moral as the socialist striving to destroy it.

Aksel’rod further argued that Berdjaev could not consistently discard the
three postulates of pure practical reason and retain the categorical imperative,
quoting Windelband’s History of Modern Philosophy in support of her view.

If you believe in the necessity and universal obligatoriness of the moral law, then you
must believe also in those conditions under which alone the necessity and universal
obligatoriness are possible. These conditions are freedom and the suprasensuous world;
consequently you must, if the whole of your conviction is not unfounded, believe
also in the reality of freedom and the suprasensuous world. Accordingly Kant terms
the ideas to which the activity of practical faith must apply, the postulates of pure
practical reason.3!

She then suggests that Berdjaev thought he could ignore this aspect of the
Kantian doctrine because in fact he accepted approximately the same postu-
lates himself on other, partly religious, grounds.3 Aksel’rod showed a certain
prescience in these remarks, written in 1901, for within approximately a year
Berdjaev had renounced Marxism and begun to develop his own explicitly
religious existentialism. As one of the contributors to the famous Vexi
anthology in 1909 criticizing the Russian intelligentsia tradition, including
Marxism, Berdjaev’s hostility to the latter was to become still more pro-
nounced.

Another of the temporary neo-Kantian Marxists of Russia, Peter von
Struve, also entered the debates over Bernstein’s ‘revisionism’ and the Kantian
tendency within Marxism from the beginning. In 1899 he published a sub-
stantial article in the Archiv fiir Soziale Gesetzgebung und Statistik criticizing
the Marxist conception of social revolution.3® In particular he criticized the
notion of a ‘contradiction’ between the forces of production and the prevail-
ing social relations, arguing that the distinction between them was an artificial
one, that in reality no such regular contrast could be discovered; hence this
could not be the main mechanism of revolution. He argued further that the
single theoretical model of contradiction employed by Marx, which pictured
the resolution of such contradictions as invariably a violent qualitative change
in phenomena, was incorrect. There was in fact more than one theoretical
model of contradiction, and other models did not lead to resolutions involv-
ing sudden qualitative changes or ‘dialectical leaps’. In support of his views
Struve drew upon Kant’s discussion of the ‘law of continuity of all alteration’
in the Second Analogy from the Critique of Pure Reason.>* Concluding that
the theoretical and evidentiary basis on which Marx claimed to predict scien-
tiﬁcally“the!inevi\table revolutionary transition from capitalism to socialism
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was quite inadequate, Struve then attributed the certainty of Marx’s convict-
tion to a distinctly utopian component of his theory, rooted in passionately
held social ideals: “Scientific socialism is no pure culture of science: as a
social ideal it is necessarily a combination of science and utopia.”3*

Plekhanov devoted a great many pages of the journal Zarja in 1901 and
1902 to a defense of Marxism against Struve’s criticisms; however as these
articles by Plekhanov touched only indirectly on the problems of ethical
theory, they will not be discussed here.3¢

Another Russian neo-Kantian socialist, Prof. Tugan-Baranovskij, went even
farther than Struve in this question of the relationship of Marxism to social-
ism as a social ideal. He claimed that the essence of modern socialism as a
doctrine lay in its proclamation of a new social ideal, and that ideal was one
developed not by Marx but by the utopian socialists. Still more, he claimed
that Marxism had not added anything to the ideal as it was created by the
early socialists.

Thus the tactics of Marxism, crowned by so brilliant a success in practical life, have in
theory resulted in weakening the interest in the final issue of socialism. Nothing can,
therefore, be more erroneous than the opinion generally entertained, that the theory of
socialism is entirely to be found in the writings of Marx and his school.3”

At the heart of this new social ideal, according to Tugan-Baranovskij, lay the
idea of the human personality as the greatest aim in itself. “The best founder
and interpreter of this system’ was “‘the greatest philosopher of modern time
— Kant”.3® The slogan promulgated in the French revolution, ‘liberty, equal-
ity, and fraternity’, above all equality, was supplied a foundation ‘solid as
granite’ by Kant’s practical philosophy. As was true for most of the German
neo-Kantian Marxists, Kant’s ‘kingdom of ends’ represented the ideal of
human society at the heart of socialism for Tugan-Baranovskij.>

This critical attitude toward Marxism grew sharper in the following years.
When four of Vorlinder’s essays on Kant and Marx were translated and
published as a book in St. Petersburg in 1909, Tugan-Baranovskij wrote a
foreword in which he declared that the attempt to base Marxism upon Kant’s
practical philosophy was impossible. “The ethical grounding of socialism is
marked not by the supplementation of Marxism, but by the fundamental
transformation — more precisely, dissolution — of it.”*® Tugan-Baranovskij
argued that socialism was in clear need of a reformation which would incor-
porate the theoretical foundations for its moral ideals. This ‘new theory of
socialism’ would be constructed on the ruins of Marxism which could itself
not survive the attempt to provide an ethical foundation; hence while agreeing
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with Vorliander’s concern to supply such a foundation, he rejected the entire
supposition of a possible reconciliation between Marx and Kant (to Vorlidn-
der’s evident surprise).*!

The dialogue between German and Russian Marxists over the place of
Kantian ethical theory in Marxism was not restricted to bilingual contribu-
tors. (Indeed Vorlinder himself did not read Russian, but was able to sum-
marize the views of three Russian philosophers at length in his 1911 work).
The rate of translation from German into Russian on this subject remained
quite high for several years. For example, in 1907 an anthology, The Ethical
Problem in Historical Materialism, was published in Moscow containing essays
from Neue Zeit on the subject by Kautsky, Joffe, and Bauer. Vorlinder’s
works received special attention from the ‘Pulse of Life’ (Pul’s Zizni) publish-
ing house in Moscow, which published three of his works in the years 1906
and 1907.** These were followed in 1909 by the anthology of Vorlinder’s
essays from St. Petersburg just mentioned.*® All three of Ludwig Woltmann’s
works mentioned above had been translated and published in 1900 and
1901.44

Opponents of the Kantian tendency received aid from the complete trans-
lation of Engels’ Anti-Diihring which appeared in 1904, and from a minor
industry engaged in the translation and publication of the works of Kautsky.
His two early articles from Neue Zeit on the social instinct in animals and
humans were published three times in translation (1890, 1907, and 1922).%5
His polemic with Quessel in Neue Zeit after the appearance of Ethics and the
Materialist Conception of History appeared as a separate pamphlet in 1907 46
An anthology of Kautsky’s essays published in 1918 also contained a number
of his writings on ethical theory.*” Above all, his book Ethics and the Mate-
rialist Conception of History appears to have descended upon Russian readers
in a blizzard of at least eight separate editions in 1906, another in 1918, two
more in 1922, with substantial excerpts reprinted in 1923 and 1925.%® A
major anthology entitled Marxism and Ethics appeared in 1923, containing
many of the Neue Zeit articles plus substantial parts of Kautsky’s book; and
it was followed by a second, much enlarged edition in 1925 which contained
practically all the exchanges on ethical theory which had appeared in Neue
Zeit involving Kautsky, excerpts from his book, and the entire dispute among
Plekhanov, Martov, and Aksel’rod concerning ‘simple moral norms’ and the
categorical imperative. While not publishing a representative sample of the
works of neo-Kantian Marxists, the anthology nevertheless included a detailed
bibliographical guide to most of their works available in Russian.*®

The Russian extension of the debate originating in Germany between
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‘neo-Kantian’ and ‘orthodox’ Marxists was clearly a major episode in the early
history of twentieth century Marxism in Russia. At the same time, as Professor
Kline has pointed out, there was a quite distinctive Russian development in
the discussion of Marxism and ethical theory which had almost no counterpart
in Germany: a school of ‘Nietzschean’ Marxists whose views coincided with
neither of the two camps discussed above.® Professor Kline describes four
persons as the principal writers in this group: A. A. Bogdanov (Malinovskij),
V. A. Bazarov (Rudnev), A. V. Lunacarskij and S. Vol’skij (Sokolev).
Lunacarskij and Vol’skij both objected to the constraints placed upon the
individual by abstract concepts of moral duty, by universal moral ideals, and
by the various forms of moral pressure on the individual to conform to
socially dictated standards of conduct. The goal of both these persons was a
release of the individual personality for the fullest possible expansion of his
powers. Whereas Lunacarskij tended to oppose any attempt to “transform the
individual into a cell of the social organism,” and expected that only in some
“splendid future” could the interests of the individual and those of society
achieve harmony, Vol’skij argued that tactical considerations dictated the
temporary renunciation of individualism for the immediate future, and that
only following the defeat of capitalism would an ethics liberated from the
concept of duty be possible.! In his book The Philosophy of Struggle: an
Essay in Marxist Ethics, Vol’skij claimed that the idea of duty was “the
inevitable companion of bourgeois society”.5? In a Nietzschean extreme of
individualism, Vol’skij argued that “the class sees in itself something to be
eliminated, the individual something to be asserted””.%® Prof. Kline states that
Vol’skij’s work in 1909 was one of the last defenses of naturalistic ethical
individualism to appear in Russia.>*

The other two prominent Nietzschean Marxists, Bogdanov and Bazarov,
were ‘collectivists’, intent on liberating the individual from an ethics of duty,
yet conceiving the future primarily in terms of an organically fused, vital
social organism in which the individual perceived no disparity between his
own and the collective’s interests.® Bazarov even employed the Slavophile
term sobornost’ to describe the “fusion of all human souls” which he en-
visioned as the outcome of the repudiation of the ethics of individual duty,
of the rejection of abstract ethical norms in general.* In their collectivism,
Bogdanov and Bazarov were less consistent with their Nietzschean inspiration
than either Lunacarskij or Vol’skij, but much more consistent with the collec-
tivism of the future Soviet order.

By the end of the first decade of the twentieth century, the focus of
debates over ethical subjects within the Russian Marxist movement had begun
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to shift, and the year 1909 may be usefully regarded as a pivotal one for
several reason. First, it was the year in which the last of the translations of
Vorlinder’s works appeared, and in reviewing it Deborin felt confident
enough to claim, with perhaps only a certain amount of polemical exaggera-
tion, that “at the present time the theme of ‘Kant and Marx’ has lost its
topicality and already has to a significant degree only historical interest”."’
Deborin may well have had in mind the fact that the original representatives
of neo-Kantian ethics within the socialist movement, Berdjaev, Struve, and
Tugan-Baranovskij, had all for various reasons declared their opposition to the
doctrine of Marxism in particular, if not to socialism in general, and their
views on ethics no longer had to be taken seriously within the Russian Marxist
movement.

Second, the famous Vexi (Signposts) anthology also appeared in 1909,
openly hostile to the socialist-intelligentsia tradition within Russian culture,
with essays by Berdjaev, Struve, and four other theorists. Thereafter the con-
frontation between Marxists and ‘Vexovcy’ was to be an established feature
of Russian intellectual life (until about 1922 when most of the Vexovcy were
driven into emigration); but it no longer had the character of an intellectual
exchange in which the opponents could take each other and their respective
arguments as worthy of serious consideration. The assumptions under which
each group operated had diverged too widely for mutually profitable inter-
changes. The Vexovcy group published another anthology in 1918 reacting
with extreme pessimism to the events surrounding the revolution, and a num-
ber of them contributed to a third in 1922.%8

Third, Vol’skij’s major work, The Philosophy of Struggle, also appeared
in 1909; however as Professor Kline observed, it was not only the most signi-
ficant and consistently argued of the Nietzschean individualist works to
appear, it was also the last. In the preceding year, the ‘Nietzschean’ group as
a whole had suffered a strenuous attack by Lenin in the form of his Material-
ism and Empirio-Criticism, directed against their epistemological views, which
had the political consequence of identifying them as a deviationist group
and isolating them from the ‘orthodoxy’ defended by other leaders of the
Bolsheviks.

In summary, after 1909 the more original and adventurous views on ethical
theory within the Marxist movement, from both Kantian and Nietzschean
sources tended to be driven into opposition (in the case of the main neo-
Kantians of course the path of opposition was freely chosen and taken
somewhat earlier). Disputes over ethical theory within the Russian Marxist
movement did not cease, but they tended to revolve more closely about the
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formulations of Engels’ Anti-Diihring, Kautsky’s Ethics, and various alleged
‘deviations’ from these.

The most philosophically talented opposition group was that informal one
known as the ‘Vexovcy’ or simply the ‘idealisty’ who criticized the Bolshevik
revolution, especially on moral grounds, as it unfolded. The most visible
philosophical opponents of the Bolsheviks were people such as Berdjaev,
Frank, Shestov, S. Bulgakov, Radlov, and N. Losskij, who at various times
represented almost everything from neo-Kantianism to Christian mysticism.
Between the February and October revolutions of 1917 Frank published The
Moral Watershed in the Russian Revolution, dividing all its participants into
two groups, those who sought “justice, liberty and individual dignity, culture,
broad political development based on mutual respect” and those on the side
of “violence, arbitrariness, unbridled class egoism, contempt for culture,
indifference to the common national good”, i.e., the Bolsheviks.*® In the
summer of 1917 Berdjaev published two works, Is Social Revolution Possible?
and People and Class in the Russian Revolution, interpreting Marxism as an
eschatological utopia of heaven on earth in the name of which the masses
were being whipped into a frenzy of evil, hate-filled passion.®® The doctrine
of class revolution threatened to erect a social order founded upon hate
rather than love, a catastrophe for Russian history.

The confrontation between the Bolsheviks and this philosophical opposi-
tion was less marked during the Civil War, but immediately upon the close of
the war in 1921, until the forced emigration of its main participants in 1922,
the opposition group generated one last burst of public criticism of the
revolution within Russia. The main instruments of this final outpouring were
the journal Mysl’ in Petrograd, which succeeded in publishing three issues in
the first half of 1922, the philosophical annual Mys!’ i slovo in Moscow, the
‘Philosophical Society’ at the University of Petrogard which was resurrected
in 1921, chaired by Radlov, and the ‘Free Ecclesiastical Academy’ in
Moscow.®! The most sweeping moral criticism of the revolution was rooted in
the Christian historiosophy of such writers as Berdjaev, Frank, and Stepun. In
their view capitalism and the socialist revolution alike were products of the
same spiritual collapse stemming from loss of faith during the Enlightenment.
They reached back to Solovév’s and Dostoevsky’s criticisms of the spiritual
poverty of capitalism and its child, socialism, and recalled the Slavophile
notion of a special destiny of the Russian people to establish an ideal of moral
harmony on earth. Needless to say, that moral ideal, and therefore the destiny
of the Russian people, they saw utterly betrayed by the Bolshevik revolution.
Such views were presented by Berdjaev in The Fate of Russia (Moscow, 1918),
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by L. Karsavin in The East, the West, and the Russian Idea (Petrograd, 1922),
and in the anthology Oswald Spengler and the Decline of Europe, containing
articles by Berdjaev, Frank, Stepun, and Bukspan (Petrograd, 1922). Radlov,
in a work entitled Ethics (Petrograd, 1921) criticized the revolution from the
perspective of ‘moral principles’ which were ““as unchanging as the fundamen-
tal laws of thought”.%? The development of this wide-ranging discussion of
Russian history, ethics, Christianity, and the socialist revolution was abruptly
transferred to Western Europe when its main leaders were forced out of the
Soviet Union in 1922. In particular Berdjaev continued to develop this inter-
pretation of Russian history and the revolution in a series of well-known
books published in Western Europe.®® As mentioned above, however, this
particular dispute over the ethics of the revolutionary movement had long
since ceased to be one between opponents who recognized the legitimacy of
each other’s fundamental position and hence bore the character of a hostile
polemic, rather than a reasoned argument.®*

Focusing once again on the Marxist movement in these years, an example
of the type of dispute over ethical theory still occurring within the ranks
broke out in 1915 when Plekhanov accused the Germans of violating “‘simple
norms of morality and right” in their invasion of neutral Belgium, and casti-
gated German social democrats for not resisting these developments more
energetically.5® He borrowed the phrase from the first Manifesto of the Inter-
national Brotherhood of Workers, to which Marx had been a contributing
author. When criticized for this reference to ‘simple norms of morality and
right’, Plekhanov in a second essay called on Kant’s Critique of Practical
Reason for support.

You know that I am nota Kantian, and do not like to lean on Kant. But when one begins
speaking about simple norms of morality and right, it is impossible not to recall the
author of the Critique of Practical Reason. ¢

Plekhanov’s ‘reliance’ on Kant amounted to little more than a favorable men-
tion of the categorical imperative, but it sufficed to bring forth a severe attack
from Martov, accusing him of “capitulation before idealism and metaphy-
sics”.%7 Martov confined his attack largely to quoting a letter from Marx to
Engels in which Marx complained about the circumstances in which the refer-
ences to ‘morality’ and ‘right’ found their way into the Manifesto, explaining
that he had been forced to permit a few such harmless phrases to remain in
the document in deference to the sensibilities of other members of the draft-
ing committee.® Aksel'rod then entered the fray in defense of her associate
Plekhanov and his assertions concerning “simple laws of morality and right”.
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Class ethics and the relative character of right and morality notwithstanding, humanity
has worked out in its long socio-historical life general norms of mutual existence. These
general norms, penetrating the whole of our life, have become functions of the social
organism as unnoticeable to the simple eye as the physiological functions of the indivi-
dual organism.%°

Despite her own previous attacks upon the Kantian categorical imperative, in
defense of Plekhanov she argued that,

The categorical imperative in all of its ramifications and with all of its rules and norms is
a fully clear and fully evident product of socio-historical development. And as such, it is
an actually existing fact, possessing real significance. 70

Martov chose not to let the matter rest there, and composed a very lengthy
rebuttal of Aksel’rod’s view, which appeared only somewhat later.”

This same dispute erupted a second time when about 1926 the philosopher
Deborin found himself engaged in a very wide-ranging public dispute with
Aksel’rod. He chose among other things to attack her views on moral philos-
ophy, especially the Kantian sympathies expressed in the 1916 article, as
decidedly anti-Marxist. In the course of this second dispute Aksel’rod restated
her views in the following passage, equivocating somewhat on the question of
the ultimate obligations of the proletariat:

... There do exist general simple laws and norms of morality, and . . . these laws are
obligatory likewise for the proletariat, but only insofar as they do not contradict the
class revolutionary tasks of the latter, since the victory of socialism over capitalism is not
only a historical necessity, but also the highest moral ideal for the proletariat and all who
are oppressed, . . ..72

Deborin insisted that no genuinely Marxist account of ethics could contain
any universally obligatory norms of conduct:

The concept of the universally obligatory signifies for them that which is obligatory for
all times and peoples, something supra-experiential, not dependent upon real life, stand-
ing above history, above reality . ... The origin of these laws and norms is purely meta-
physical, supra-experiential; they are rooted in a suprasensuous world. 73

In support of this criticism he quite properly cited Engels’ Anti-Diihring, in
which very similar assertions are to be found.

Deborin’s positive views on the subject of ethics very clearly pose the
problem so frequently encountered in Marxist discussions of ethical theory
which was pointed out repeatedly by the neo-Kantians: the dissolution of
ethics into sociology.
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Ethics, generally speaking, is nothing other than the study of the behavior or life of
people corresponding to ideals in which are formulated definite requirements arising
from the social position of these people.74

On the subject of moral obligation, Deborin asserted that moral duty is
nothing other than ‘social instinct’ or ‘social feeling’ become conscious.

Duty or conscience is the voice of the collective in the individual, the reflection of the
interests and strivings of the collective in the individual consciousness, the ‘pressure’ of
the collective on the individual . . .75

The doctrine of ‘social instinct’ or ‘feeling’ was not developed at length by
Deborin; he referred to Darwin and Spencer as the sources of his analysis. The
evolutionary reference was evidently thought sufficient to deflect inquiry
from the possibly vexatious problem of the ground of moral obligation.

Social feelings, present to some degree in animals which live in herds are transformed
over the course of human history into social stimuli and social obligations laid upon the
individual by the corresponding collective.

All social instincts or feelings and the moral laws resting upon them, that is, man’s social
obligations toward the collective, developed gradually in the historical process of social
life.”®

To inquiry about the possible grounds of moral obligations, such a view sup-
plies an irrelevant speculation about the psycho-social, historical origins of
men’s actual patterns of moral behavior. Deborin in this passage still retains,
unexplained, an apparent distinction between ‘social instincts’ and ‘moral
laws resting upon them’, which might have been influenced by Kautsky’s
similar distinction between social instincts and moral ideals.” That Deborin
attempted no more detailed account of this crucial distinction is a measure of
the superficiality of his thinking on the subject. He was by no means to be
regarded as a moral philosopher; his primary philosophical interests were else-
where. That he expressed himself in any detail at all publicly on these matters
was apparently due to the circumstance of his falling into a polemic with
Aksel’rod.

He was not left to contemplate his victory over Aksel’rod very long, how-
ever. Within a year his speculations about the evolution of ‘moral laws’ from
‘social instincts’ were the object of a sharp attack by M. Furiéik, on the
grounds that Deborin had identified human morality with that of the apes.
Furicik denied that human morality could be viewed as a species of, or devel-
opment from, social instincts in any sense of the term.™
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In 1930 Novikov sprang to the vigorous defense of Deborin’s view, but
found it expedient to emphasize still more strongly the unexplained distinc-
tion between ‘social instinct’ and ‘moral law’.

Precisely because morality is, in comparison with the social instinct of animals, a new

quality, entirely a product of the socio-historical process, Deborin asserts that “morality
» 79

doesn’t exist in the animal kingdom”.
However Novikov, and also Razumovskij, argued that the concept of ‘social
instinct’ was not to be discarded from Marxist social science as Furi¢ik
evidently intended.®

About this time Deborin’s position as a Communist philosopher in favor
with the young Soviet regime was being threatened. A particularly vicious
and unprincipled form of politics invaded the philosophical arena, ultimately
including the personal intervention of Stalin. Deborin was shortly deposed as
head of the Communist Academy and a few months later, as editor of Pod
Znamenem Marksizma.® The exchange of articles surrounding Deborin’s
ethical views in 1930 is illustrative of the general collapse of the necessary
conditions for even modestly independent thought. Intellectual activity
degenerated into a morass of vulgar diatribe, personal slander, and politically
incriminating accusations whose consequences were potentially of the utmost
seriousness.

The problems of ethical theory involved in the dispute were submerged,
largely unresolved, in an escalating exchange of political incriminations by
participants on both sides of the dispute. Deborin’s view retained the advan-
tage of a rough-hewn simplicity, reminiscent of the chapter on morality in
Engels’ Anti-Diihring.

Morality has neither an absolute nor a classless character (insofar as discussion concerns
contemporary class society). All its norms, in terms of their content, are in essence
subordinated to the interests of this or that class . . . .52

The significance of this episode in Soviet intellectual history has been various-
ly interpreted by recent Soviet commentators. Gontarev and Xajkin have
described the exchanges between Aksel’rod and Deborin as an argument
over the relationship between simple universal norms of morality and class
morality, in effect an earlier version of an argument which took place at the
beginning of 1960’s among contemporary Soviet writers on ethics.®® Xargev
and Jakovlev have more recently criticized that interpretation as a ‘modern-
ization’ of the original dispute affected by recent Soviet discussions.®* These
authors interpret the discussions (more accurately, polemics) of 1926—1930



THE ORIGINS OF SOVIET ETHICAL THEORY 83

as a crucial contribution to the development of ethical theory as a relatively
autonomous subject of inquiry in Soviet thought, the primary accomplish-
ment of which was to overcome the widespread influence of Kautsky’s ethical
theory in the Soviet Union and to eliminate certain extremely serious errors
involved in his views.

The central issue in their view was the problem of how to construct Com-
munist forms of upbringing (vospitanie), how to modify people’s conscious-
nesses. The answers to these questions in turn depended upon the issue of
whether people’s moral consciousnesses were formed entirely by social
conditions and socially-imposed patterns of individual upbringing, or whether
some ‘universal moral law’ dwelled in a ‘psychic substance’ as a social instinct
within each individual, placed there by evolutionary mechanisms originating
in some ancestral forms of collective herd existence. This Darwinian bio-
psychological conception of moral consciousness as a social instinct enjoyed
wide popularity in the 1920’s, primarily as a consequence of Kautsky’s
writings.®® (Remember that Kautsky’s two articles on social instinct in the
animal and human worlds were published in Russian on three separate occa-
sions).® The cardinal mistake of Kautsky’s doctrine lay in its implication of
an unchanging ‘moral-phychological substance’ which would have strictly
limited the possibilities for a socialist transformation of human moral con-
sciousness.

The series of exchanges described above served, in their view, to eliminate
Kautsky’s Darwinian conception. Deborin’s critique of Aksel’rod correctly
excluded the resurrection of the categorical imperative, an unchanging moral
law based upon the Kautskian concept of an unchanging ‘moral psychological
substance’ in human consciousness. However, in his critique, Deborin himself
wished to rely on the notion of a ‘general moral feeling’ produced as a modifi-
cation of these same Kautskian ‘social instincts’ of our biological ancestors.?”
FursCik then quite ‘justly’ attacked Deborin for recognizing a common moral
feeling (in essence a common content of social instincts), claiming that
Deborin’s views lead to a restoration of Kautskianism in another form.%®
Later, Novikov and Razumovskij in separate articles properly criticized
FursCik for attempting to eliminate the concept of ‘social instinct’ altogether
as ‘unscientific’. Summarizing the accomplishments of this period, Xarlev
and Jakovlev claim that

Despite certain errors and the extremely sharp tone of the discussion, its scientific results
were extremely significant. Soviet philosophers showed in the course of the discussion
that moral consciousness is not genetically conditioned, produced by some pre-historical
content; concepts and feelings of duty, conscience, etc., reflect the inter-relationships
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among people, the particularities of social existence. Simultaneously with the overcoming
of Kautskian influence in ethics, nihilistic and simplistic-rationalistic conceptions in the
understanding of morality put forward several years before the beginning of the discus-
sion by Buxarin and Preobrazenskij were decisively shattered. In the process of criticizing
them, the relative autonomy and historical specificity of the moral form of conscious-
ness, excluding the possibility of a rationalistic-organizational treatment of this particular
sphere of the spiritual life of society, was demonstrated.3?

Whatever the truth of this interpretation of the ‘discussion’ in question it
would be difficult to believe that the participants themselves could have given
such an account of the underlying issues and their aims at the time. That their
exchanges might be seen in retrospect to have had some of the consequences
attributed to them by Xaréev and Jakovlev is another matter.

In a further extension of their interpretation of this period, XarCev and
Jakovlev argue that the battle for the recognition of moral consciousness as
a relatively autonomous sphere of social consciousness, meriting its own
‘special’ science (ethical theory) and exhibiting a linguistic vocabulary uni-
quely its own, was effectively won by 1935. In that year Pod Znamenem
Marksizma published an editorial entitled ‘Proletarian Humanism’ criticizing
attempts to eliminate references to ‘humanity in general’, ‘humanism’, etc.,
from Soviet Marxist literature in the name of a purely class viewpoint in
morality. The editors argued that instead of seeing the resolution of universal
human tasks in the practice of the proletariat, in proletarian but ‘authentically
socialist’ culture, some people wished to restrict proletarian culture to pre-
cisely those qualities and characteristics to which the barbaric forms of
capitalist production had condemned it.*®

The ‘leftist ethical nihilism’ against which this editorial was directed ac-
cording to XarCev and Jakovlev stemmed above all from the ‘pseudo-class
demagoguery’ begun by the Proletkul’t (Proletarian Cultural and Educational
Organization) and continued in part by the leaders of RAPP (Russian Asso-
ciation of Proletarian Writers), which strove to eliminate such terms as
‘humanism’ and ‘universally human’ from the Marxist vocabulary.®® For the
preservation of a broader conception of the humanist intent of the socialist
revolution during this period, Makarenko and Gor’kij are given great credit.”
Makarenko’s writings on pedagogy and other subjects related to his work with
orphaned and anti-social teenagers presented the first detailed analysis of the
new Communist morality, and Gor’kij’s numerous writings and speeches
before and after the revolution continually stressed the theme of ‘proletarian
humanism’ according to Xarcev and Jakovlev.

At any rate, after 1930, there were very few publications during the next
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two decades which could be unequivocally viewed as contributions to the
development of a Soviet Marxist ethical theory. During the 1930’s the works
of Makarenko and the dispute over the notion of ‘proletarian humanism’,
echoes of which could be heard at the first congress of the Union of Soviet
Writers in 1934, appear to be more worthy of investigation than any other
developments outside of purely literary ones, from the point of view of the
construction of an ethical theory. The 1940’s produced almost nothing of
serious theoretical interest in this field, and while the following decade did
witness the publication of several monographs on ethical theory, they were
largely propagandistic in intent or presented a very low level of theoretical
sophistication.”



CHAPTER FOUR

ETHICAL THEORY AND ITS OBJECT, MORALITY

1. MORALITY AS AN ASPECT OF SOCIAL CONSCIOUSNESS

A resurrection of interest in problems of formal ethical theory about 1960 in
the Soviet Union led to a concern with more precise definitions of terms, and
particularly to an attempt to characterize both moral’ (morality), as a social
phenomenon, and etika (ethics), as the science of morality, in a manner con-
sistent with the general perspectives of dialectical and historical materialism.!

The Russian language contains two terms which are normally translated by
‘morality’: moral’ and nravstvennost’. The second is based on a Slavic root
meaning ‘custom’ or ‘more’, and hence can be regarded as a simply synonym
of the first.2 However the two terms provide a natural means for rendering
Hegel’s distinction between ‘Moralitat’ and ‘Sittlichkeit’ in Russian, and
are so used, ‘Moralitit’ being translated by ‘moral” and ‘Sittlichkeit’ by
‘nravstvennost”.® Following Russian translations of Hegel, some Soviet au-
thors have used ‘moral’ to signify the subjectively moral, and ‘nravstvennost”
to signify the objectively moral; others have used the terms in the reverse
senses.* Still others have wanted to use ‘moral” as a form of consciousness
and ‘nravstvennost” as a form of practical activity. The two terms have also
been used to distinguish between the regulation of behavior by strict rules
and external compulsion, versus voluntarily adopted, internal standards.®
However the large majority of writers on ethical theory do not choose to
make a systematic distinction between the uses of the two terms, and they
are freely employed as synonyms in much Soviet philosophical literature.®

Because it is one of the clearly established categories of historical material-
ism, morality has long been thought of as one of the elements of social con-
sciousness ranking along with. politics, law, religion and art as a phenomenon
fundamentally determined by social being. In other terms, it is one of the
elements of the ideological superstructure and as such a product of the
economic base. It shares all the standard properties of such superstructural
phenomena, which were enumerated by one Soviet moral philosopher in part
as follows: (1) it appears as a result of the reflection in people’s heads of the
material conditions of their social being; (2) its development is not auto-
nomous, but produced, secondary, in relation to social being, and hence its

86



ETHICAL THEORY AND MORALITY 87

historical development is determined by the historical development of mate-
rial social relations; (3) once arisen on this basis however, morality exhibits
a ‘relative autonomy’ in which it may fail to reflect the objective world ade-
quately, and may also influence the development of the material (economic)
base itself, as well as that of other superstructural phenomena such as the
state, politics, culture, science, etc.”

The necessity of maintaining this fundamental Marxist distinction between
social consciousness and social being leads in this case, as in others, to a num-
ber of difficulties. It would appear difficult to provide an adequate account
of morality either exclusively in terms of ‘social consciousness’ or exclusively
in terms of ‘social being’. As L. M. Arxangel’skij recently observed,

Morality is unquestionably one of the forms of social consciousness. But at the same
time it is also an essential aspect of social activity, inasmuch as the originating and
terminating point of all moral prescriptions is human deeds, behavior.?

Hence, *“the distinction between moral consciousness and moral practice does
not signify their absolute opposition. Morality is a contradictory unity of the
spiritual and the practical . ..”.°

This difficulty of reconciling the standard Marxist definition of morality as
an element of social consciousness (rather than of social being) with the
obvious truth that morality refers to certain types of behavior, and social
relations motivated by certain conscious projects, leads to a number of prob-
lems in defining ‘morality’. Addressing himself to some of these difficulties,
0. G. Drobnickij maintained that the problem of identifying the constituent
elements of morality had not received adequate attention. Some authors, he
said, identified morality as a whole simply with moral consciousness. Others
included moral action and moral relations as constitutive elements. Drobnickij
himself defined ‘morality’ as constituted of all three elements: moral con-
sciousness, moral action, and moral relations.'®

In the most literal possible application of the Marxist categories, the moral
relations in question could be viewed as a component of the social relations
(productive relations) which together with the forces of production constitute
the material basis of society. Moral consciousness could then be viewed, in
one of the standard categories of Soviet philosophy, as a simple reflection of
the more basic material, social relations. This desire to describe morality in
accordance with the most fundamental concepts of Marxist sociology has led
writers such as G. D. Bandzeladze to posit some objective phenomenon which
could be viewed as the ‘object’ (and basis) of moral consciousness, such that
moral consciousness would obtain its own identity through being a reflection
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of that object. Bandzeladze observed that ‘“‘the basis of consciousness in
general is the relation of an individual to the reality surrounding him”, and
argued that “consciousness can have no other content than a reflection of
reality”.!! Accordingly he defined this reality of which moral consciousness
is the reflection, as “the specific inter-relations with one another and society
as a whole” in which people stand.!* Judgments expressing these real relations
are called “rules, norms and principles of behavior”.!*> Moral consciousness,
in turn, is defined as “the totality of people’s views toward these rules of
behavior and inter-relations of interests”.!* Bandzeladze concluded that
moral consciousness as a rule is expressed in actions, hence morality includes
not only moral consciousness but also “practical moral action”.!® The appeal
to Soviet theorists of this particular strategy for defining ‘morality’ should be
obvious.

In similar fashion, in an earlier work, Utkin described the distinguishing
characteristic of morality as the fact that “it reflects norms of behavior of
people objectively taking shape in society in such concepts as ‘the good’,
‘honesty’, ‘conscience’, ‘justice’, etc., which have an evaluative character” 1%

Criticizing the simple application of this distinction between social being
and social consciousness, however, other writers such as SiSkin and Svarcman
have complained of the tendency in Marxist literature to hold that moral
concepts and judgments possess objective content to the extent that they
reflect moral relations supposedly constituting an element of the productive
relations, or a tendency to speak of the existence of ethical qualities of social
reality similar to the objective properties of material objects existing inde-
pendently of human beings. “Morality in this fashion is converted into the
reflection of ethical or moral qualities of reality existing independently of
people.”!” Amending this view, SiSkin and Svarcman claim that morality
consists not merely in a reflection of some objective social relations, not
merely in an element of consciousness, “but as a form of social practice,
regulating the relations of people to each other and to society”.'® Ethical
concepts, just as esthetic ones, reflect a “dialectical connection of the object
and the subject”. An evaluation always presupposes a clear position of the
one who produces it — his conceptions of good and evil, which are connected
with definite social views, ideals, etc. Hence these authors speak of the
“impossibility of viewing moral relations as something existing independently
of social consciousness, as something being formed ‘without passing through
consciousness” ”.°

In her work Theoretical Problems of Ethics, Svarcman takes the view that
morality can be characterized in terms of two concepts, ‘moral consciousness’
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and ‘moral relations’, but doubts the usefulness of the concept ‘moral action’.
Other authors, such as Xarev and Jakovlev, disagree; they insist that the
concept ‘moral action’ cannot be discarded while the concept ‘moral relations’
is retained, on the grounds that ‘social relations’ and ‘social action’ are not
only closely-related, but in some respects identical, concepts.?

The problem of defining ‘moral relations’ and relating that concept to the
distinction between social consciousness and social being was pursued at a
conference in Novosibirsk in 1969. Several participants undertook to defend
the importance of ‘moral relations’ as a distinct component of morality. A. K.
Uledov claimed that “moral relations, in our opinion, are neither partially
nor completely related to the sphere of consciousness. They exist outside
consciousness as real practical relations among people”.?! Nevertheless, in
their formation, moral relations “pass through the moral consciousness of
people”.?2 N. A. Trofimov described moral relations as “morality itself in its
real living manifestation”, as “the most essential category of ethics”.?® G. E.
Borisov claimed that “distinguishing moral relations from moral consciousness
is both advisable and fruitful”.2*

Such views as these, emphasizing the concept of ‘moral relations’ as a
distinct component of morality have come to represent the dominant view
among Soviet moral philosophers on this question. Consequently, some
earlier, previously widely-reiterated definitions of ‘morality’ such as that in
the Philosophical Encyclopedia (“‘a conjunction of principles, rules, norms by
which people are guided in their behavior’”) have been criticized for their
exclusively ‘mentalistic’ emphasis.?®

Drobnickij and Bandzeladze have each pointed out a problem inherent in
the most usual attempts to define morality in terms of certain types of rela-
tions obtaining in society: the types of relations in question are normally
identified as moral relations, norms, principles, or ideals, producing an ob-
vious definitional circle. Or where ‘morality’ is not defined in terms of moral
norms and principles the latter are not then distinguished from legal, custom-
ary, and other norms. Hence in neither case can the definition be considered
successful.?’

The apparent agreement by a majority of Soviet ethical theorists to view
moral relations as a distinct component of morality does not really resolve
the issue of whether these moral relations are to be regarded in some sense as
the ‘real’, ‘objective’ (‘material’) phenomenon of which moral consciousness
is merely the reflection. A number of authors have argued that moral relations
are dependent on moral consciousness for their identity, and not the other
way around. Drobnickij, for example, objects to all forms of the strategy of
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defining ‘morality’ in terms of some underlying reality of which moral con-
sciousness could be said to be the reflection. The attempt to define ‘moral
consciousness’ in terms of some objective component of social relations is
defeated, according to him, because “moral consciousness does not have to

do with some particular sphere of social life”.?® He argues that

Moral behavior, the analysis of which must be placed at the basis of the construction of
a system of moral phenomena, cannot be empirically separated out as a fact immediately
distinguished from others: the concept of moral behavior is a theoretical abstraction,
selecting out a certain aspect of the complex phenomena of social life. Morality is not an
isolated sphere of human activity, or behavior, but a specific means of regulating it,
independent of the objective content of the action.?’

Morality of course is not alone among the means of regulating social activity;
there are also material interests, legal norms, charters and arrangements of
particular organizations, decrees of the state and ideas of socio-political
doctrines as well, not to mention uninstitutionalized regulators of behavior
such as folk custom, national traditions, collective rituals and ceremonials,
canons of etiquette, and life-styles approved by various groups. Morality is
interwoven with all of these and “constitutes only some sort of aspect or side
but by no means an objectively isolated, empirically observable phenome-
non”.* If morality has any single distinguishing feature in comparison with
all these other means of regulation, it is perhaps in the role of “higher author-
ity and judge, prescribing, founding, justifying, or condemning” reasons,
interests, or goals of action.

From this perspective, Drobnickij rejected Bandzeladze’s (and also Utkin’s)
attempts to define ‘morality’.®" “As it turns out we are not in a position im-
mediately to indicate that criterion by which it would be possible to separate
out moral actions and relations from the complex totality of other spheres of
social life and means of regulation.”® Instead, Drobnickij suggests, only
‘moral consciousness’ can be separated out, distinguished from all other forms
of spiritual culture by means of a simple reference to moral norms, principles,
ideals, concepts of good and evil, conscience, honor, and justice known to
us.

In short, moral consciousness is not definable by reference to some object
— moral action or moral relations in society — of which it is the reflection;
rather moral action and moral relations are abstractions from social reality
which can be identified only by prior reference to well-established concepts
of ‘moral consciousness’ which has already historically produced its work of
abstraction, defining its own object in the process.**
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Drobnickij is not alone in defending this more complex ‘dialectical’ view
of the relation between moral consciousness and moral relations. Siskin and
Svarcman, Arxangel’skij, Titarenko, Ivanov and Rybakova, and Tugarinov,
among others, have all emphasized one aspect or another of this view.> Their
view appears to be that, although moral relations are a distinct aspect of
morality, they are constituted only by passing through moral consciousness,
another component of morality, and consequently the connection between
morality and the productive basis of society is mediated through moral con-
sciousness or a “moral-evaluative orientation”.3® This fact of course also
entails that ‘subjective, individual’ factors as well as ‘objective, social’ factors
must be considered in the definition of ‘morality’.

In this way the attempt to define ‘morality’ has led a number of Soviet
philosophers to focus their attention on ‘moral consciousness’ as opposed
to ‘moral relations’ or ‘moral action’ in the belief that morality as a social
phenomenon can only be defined after ‘moral consciousness’ has been
successfully analyzed.

Drobnickij in particular devoted a large part of his attention to the analysis
of ‘moral consciousness’ in the years 1968—73.37 As an example of one of
the most detailed treatments of ‘moral consciousness’ available in Soviet
literature, Drobnickij’s views will be briefly summarized here. Drobnickij
believed that ‘moral consciousness’ possessed a stable structure, divided into
three branches, each of which had evolved according to its own historical
logic. By ‘structure’ he meant ‘logical’ or ‘conceptual’ structure; hence the
analysis of the structure of moral consciousness for him entailed a study of
the historical sequence of evolution of each of the groups of concepts or
logical forms comprising a branch of moral consciousness. In addition to
individual concepts, the ‘logical forms’ which he thought he could order in
their sequence of historical development were primarily types of imperatival
phrases. (This project was partly inspired by the work of two contemporary
German philosophers who have had substantial influence upon Soviet ethical
theory: F. Loeser and W. Eichhorn, both of whom have undertaken to dis-
tinguish and classify imperatival expressions according to logical form).3®

In this analysis of the structure of moral consciousness Drobnickij distin-
guished three branches: 1. conceptual forms of moral consciousness expressing
the demands of society toward the mass of individuals and to each individual
separately (involving the concepts ‘norm’, ‘moral code’, ‘forbidden’, ‘obliga-
tory’, ‘good’, ‘evil’, ‘moral qualities’, ‘moral ideal’, and ‘moral principle’);
2. conceptual forms of moral consciousness directed to social reality (involv-
ing the concepts ‘social ideal’, ‘social justice’, ‘meaning of life’, and ‘destiny
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of man’); and 3. conceptual forms expressing individual (subjective) moral
demands (involving the concepts ‘duty’, ‘responsibility’, ‘conscience’, ‘self-
evaluation’, ‘honor’, and “dignity’).%

The analysis of all these terms as well as of certain imperatival forms
provided by Drobnickij relied primarily upon notions of logical simplicity and
complexity. He assumed that the logically simpler (more basic) concepts and
forms must have developed earlier, in historical terms, than logically more
complex concepts and forms. In this manner he believed that the analysis
of moral consciousness could be carried out equally well by relying either
primarily on logical analysis, or primarily on anthropological, ethnographical
and other historical data; if the general assumption were correct, either pro-
cedure should yield approximately the same results. Drobnickij himself relied
mainly on an analysis of the simplicity or primitiveness of the terms in ques-
tion, but did not hesitate to equate the results of his analysis with historical
generalizations offering approximate dates for the evolution of each form in
terms of Marxist socio-historical categories.

Confining his discussion initially to the first of the three supposed dimen-
sions of ‘moral consciousness’, Drobnickij declared the simplest (most basic)
form of moral demand to be ‘You must immediately act thusly’ or ‘That act
is evil’, addressed to some particular individual under specific circumstances.*’
Such judgments need not be moral ones of course and become so only where
the authority for the demand does not merely depend upon the will of the
individual speaker making it, but proceeds from a rule which applies generally
to all persons in the society. (This would be a necessary, but surely not a
sufficient condition for a moral imperative). Such a rule would be a norm,
which constitutes the simplest possible foundation for unique prescriptions in
individual cases. The logical formula for norms expressing the general obliga-
toriness and impersonal nature of the demand would appear to be: ‘All people
must (must not) act in such-and-such fashion’.*! Although the generalized
norm was implicit in such moral judgments, Drobnickij points out that the
actual prescriptions found in most ancient documents (such as the Bible) are
of the form ‘Do such and such’ or ‘You must...”, which he attributes to
the fact that such ancient forms of moral demand arose in the context of a
religious consciousness in which moral duties were interpreted as commands
of God to individual believers.*? A collection of such norms together com-
prised the simplest form of moral code, which prescribed a form of life as a
whole, rather than merely guiding conduct in a variety of special situations.

From this circumstance developed the most generalized (even tautological)
form of prescription: ‘Everyone must do what is obligatory, and refrain from
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what is forbidden’. The ‘forbidden’ and the ‘obligatory’ in this abstract sense
are, Drobnickij claims, the simplest forms of the concepts ‘good’ and ‘evil’.**

Supposedly the next major stage in the development of the first branch of
moral consciousness was the appearance of the concept of moral qualities or
traits of character, a development which Drobnickij believed to have taken
place in late gens society, “when the individual for the first time becomes an
independent bearer and personification of social morality possessing such
distinguishing characteristics as bravery, endurance,” etc.** Such qualities
were viewed as internal traits of character, and consequently one’s character
at this time came to be viewed as subject to training. In connection with the
concept of moral qualities also appeared such concepts as ‘self-education’
(samo-vospitanie), ‘courage’, ‘honesty’, etc. The concept of ‘trait of character’
did not however include either the notion of an inner integrity or wholeness
of the moral person, or the indefinitely great perfectibility of individual
character, both of which notions are signified by the term ‘moral ideal’. “The
paradigm of moral perfectibility was conceived as the universal fulfillment of
all possible accomplishments of humanity.”5 This concept of the ‘moral
ideal’ arose together for the first time with the concept of ‘humanity in
general’, as distinguished from membership in a particular culture or state,
both developments taking place in the writings of the Stoics.

With the appearance of the moral ideal in the structure of moral conscious-
ness as a whole, the contradiction between existing conditions of life and that
which ought to be was greatly exacerbated.*® With the appearance of the
concept of membership in humanity as a whole rather than in some particular
political order, there arose a need for some guidance in conduct which did
not derive entirely from customs and traditions of a particular culture. This
function was fulfilled by the development of moral principles, extremely
widely formulated normative expressions fixing the ‘essence’ or ‘significance’
of humanity, revealing the meaning and general purpose of human activity.
The development of such moral principles freed the individual to make his
own moral decisions; hence the concept of autonomy of the moral individual
appeared at the same time (in the period of ‘late antiquity’).*’

The second dimension of moral consciousness hypothesized by Drobnickij
arose when the moral consciousness of the autonomous individual, expressed
in the form of moral principles, was succeeded by a new form of conscious-
ness encompassing duties to society as a whole, social ideals, and justice. This
dimension of moral consciousness Drobnickij regarded as a more or less dis-
tinct one, ultimately encompassing such things as norms expressing moral
duties of society itself toward the individual. Such a consciousness arose in



94 CHAPTER FOUR

the context of extreme contrasts of poverty and luxury, oppression and
power in society, giving rise to concepts of alternatives to the existing condi-
tion such as a golden age, the kingdom of God, or more recently the idea of
social progress. All of these constitute social ideals, and each is founded on a
still more complex concept of social justice. These two concepts, social ideals
and social justice, constitute the nucleus of this dimension of moral con-
sciousness. They are supplemented however by certain additional concepts
such as the meaning of life and the destiny of man.*®

The third dimension of moral consciousness identified by Drobnickij
concerns individual (subjective) forms of moral demands. The concepts
examined here include ‘duty’, ‘responsibility’, ‘conscience’, ‘self-evaluation’,
‘honor’, and ‘individual dignity’; and as before, the historical appearance
of each of these is roughly dated in terms of the Marxist scheme of socio-
historical stages, as part of the account of the origin and development of
moral consciousness.*

Drobnickij’s project of sketching in the logical structure of ‘moral con-
sciousness’ as a history of the moralities of various cultures (in part a history
of ethical theory) obviously owes something of its over-all conception to
Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit. Hegel’s project of deriving the science of
phenomenology from a study of the stages of natural consciousness, charac-
terized in epistemological terms, is roughly paralleled by Drobnickij’s attempt
to derive ethical theory from a study of the stages of moral consciousness,
characterized in terms of the evolution of the logical forms of norms and
moral concepts. It proceeds by the method of a logical (speculative) recon-
struction of the order and sequence of that evolution through an analysis
of the present result of that historical process.

In some explicit remarks on the method of his own inquiry, Drobnickij
cited the appearance of continuity and gradual development “which retro-
spectively presents itself as a completely logical and consistent development
and concretization of concepts and ideas”.5® This appearance of completely
logical and consistent development is possible “only due to the fact that
several general lawful regularities of the development of society are crystal-
lized in the structure of moral consciousness”.5! The moral consciousness
resulting from this process grows by the accretion of concepts in various
epochs, each of which may be incorporated into the structure of moral con-
sciousness at a different time. Previously incorporated concepts may also be
gradually modified in significance as a result of this evolutionary process.
Given such a notion of moral consciousness, Drobnickij saw the essence of his
method as lying in a certain ‘correlation of the logical and the historical’:
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The problem arises of the inter-relation of the factual, empirical path of formation of
morality in the actual historical process, and the ‘logical’ formation of the structure of
moral consciousness — its lawfully-sequenced ‘construction’, its movement from the
simple to the complex, the building up of ever more concretely-developed elements, etc.
It appears that in some of the most general respects here it is possible to speak of a.
correlation of the logical and the historical. At the very least it is possible to establish
parallels of a sort between the historical genesis and the theoretical consistency of the
formation of the structure of moral consciousness. 52

Notwithstanding this general ‘coincidence’ of logical and historical develop-
ment, Drobnickij acknowledged that it could not be treated “in any sense
categorically, let us say, tying the development of this or that element of
morality to some chronological dates and concrete epochs’™, due to the lack
of sufficient historical and ethnographical materials.”> Consequently
Drobnickij chose “the path of logical exposition and development of the
structure as a whole in accordance with the way it appears in established
form”. He believed that such an approach nevertheless justified him in making
observations about ‘certain nodal points of causality’ in the historical process
of the development of moral consciousness.>*

It might be argued that an enterprise which owes so much to the example
of the method of Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit would do well to give an
explicit justification for borrowing elements of that method, most especially
where the justifying assumptions inherent in the larger argument of Hegel’s
logic and metaphysics have been abandoned. As Drobnickij presents it, his
method appears to lean indiscriminately on philosophical analysis, the study
of social history and ethnography, the history of ethical theory, and Marxist
philosophy of history.

Other theorists have undertaken similar approaches to the study of moral-
ity stressing one or the other of these various types of inquiry. A. I. Titarenko
for example has stressed the necessity of drawing heavily on history and the
social sciences in the analysis of the structure of morality; he speaks of the
impossibility of resolving the problem by means of ‘“abstract-speculative,
purely terminological specifications and distinctions™.%5 Titarenko undertakes
an approach to the study of morality which emphasizes the role of emotions,
feelings, and intuition in shaping the moral consciousness of each particular
culture and epoch; the description he seeks of the moral consciousness of any
culture would necessarily draw upon literary, artistic, and other materials
constituting the particular history of that culture. He emphasizes the mul-
titude of essentially unpredictable features which affect the development
of particular moral cultures through history and insists that only the most
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detailed historical studies can resolve the question of the nature of moral
consciousness.

At the other extreme, authors such as O. P. Celikova have stressed the
necessity for close study of the language and logical forms of moral judg-
ments, placing relatively less stress on the historical factors which Titarenko
and Drobnickij advocated. Celikova pays particular attention to the possi-
bility of distinguishing all normative judgments into a number of basic types,
which could then be ordered into an analysis of all the forms of moral con-
sciousness, an approach inspired partly by the two German philosophers
mentioned above.%

Not every approach to the problem of defining morality found in Soviet
literature has been presented here, but enough has been said to suggest the
spectrum of approaches to be found. A recent Soviet textbook of ethics,
commenting on this problem, simply declared that the structure of morality
is a problem which remains poorly worked out.%’

Notwithstanding the above-mentioned difficulties, the general intent of
most Soviet definitions of ‘morality’ remains clear: to emphasize the social
nature of morality and to interpret its development in accordance with
objective laws of history as established by historical materialism. Morality is
to be conceived as a social phenomenon in several very different respects.
First of all, no ground for moral judgments or principles is to be located in
non-naturalistic modes of judgment, or by references to a noumenal world,
or by relation to a supra-historical frame of reference. Second, the authority
for moral judgments is not to be ultimately located in an autonomous indivi-
dual moral agent, but in the social collective, or perhaps ‘history’. Third,
inquiry into the nature of moral concepts and principles is to be satisfied
primarily by the study of their genesis as part of the evolution of human
social forms. In these respects Soviet ethical theory remains quite faithful to
the views of Engels in Anti-Diihring.®

The assumption that the most important questions about moral concepts
and principles are to be answered by an inquiry into their historical, social
genesis has naturally led to an elaborate concern with a kind of ethnographi-
cal and anthropological speculation about the early history of morality and
other forms of social regulation of conduct. Soviet authors are relatively more
confident of their grounds in such discussions as these, but a certain range of
disagreement persists. A number of authors have maintained that some form
of morality as a means of regulating individual conduct in relation to the
purposes of the group must have arisen simultaneously with socially-organized
productive labor, in the earliest transition from forms of life governed by
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animal instinct.® Others have argued that the problem of regulating the con-
flict between individual interests and group interests, or morality proper,
arose only comparatively recently in history when the self-conscious indivi-
dual actively pursuing his own interests in opposition to those of the society
developed from a previous form of individual consciousness which was essen-
tially communal in nature.%® Though a substantial literature on such problems
can be found in Soviet publications, the issues involved will not be pursued
here.

A further dimension of the discussion of morality has developed in recent
years — the question of the functions of morality. The nucleus of a specialized
literature on this subject already exists and appears to be expanding.®' Moral-
ity functions primarily, in the view of many Soviet authors, to regulate the
conduct of individuals in such a way as to harmonize individual and social
interests. For example Drobnickij unequivocally views the regulative function
as primary.%? Arxangel’skii agrees that regulation constitutes the leading func-
tion of morality, but also discusses two others: its educational (vospitatel‘naja)
function and its cognitive function.® T. S. Lapina as well as A. 1. Titarenko
have linked the discussion of the functions of morality with the discussion of
its structure.®* Lapina describes the ‘value-orienting’ function of morality as
dependent on the ‘philosophical concepts of morality’ (by which presumably
she refers to the ‘world-view’ implicit in any moral system, a point discussed
by several Soviet authors); the regulative function of morality as dependent
upon the ‘prescriptive side of morality’; and the function of ‘forming the
social subject’ as dependent upon the basic forms of self-knowledge of the
subject such as “duty, conscience, responsibility, honesty and dignity, etc.””.6
The most elaborate discussion of the problem has been provided by Titarenko,
who distinguishes no less than eight functions of morality: regulative, educa-
tional, cognitive, value-imperative, orientational, motivational, communica-
tive, and prognostic.% Interest in this topic among Soviet ethical theorists
appears to be growing, but as yet has not produced any especially striking
results.

2. THE SCIENCE OF ETHICS AND ITS OBJECT

The general intent of most Soviet definitions of ‘ethics’ as a science has been
clear for some time. S. Utkin stated that intent as succinctly as possible by
saying, “Ethics is the study of morality, its special characteristics, and laws
of development.”®” As described just above, ‘morality’ has yet to be defined
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with any notable success; that difficulty aside however, most Soviet authors
are in close agreement that ethics is to be construed as a ‘science’ with ‘mo-
rality’ as its object of investigation. N

One of the older, but most widely copied definitions of ethlcs and its
object was given by A. F. Siskin:

Marxist-Leninist ethics is the science of the social essence and lawful regularities of
development of morality as a particular form of social consciousness; of the lawful
regularities of moral progress the result of which is Communist morality, a higher stage
of the moral development of society and personality; of the lawful regularities of
development of Communist morality, of its principles and norms, of its role in the
struggle for Communism. 58

More recently-offered definitions still adhere rather closely to this formula:

Marxist ethics is the science of the essence, laws of origin and historical development of
morality, of Communist morality in particular; of the specific functions of morality; of
the moral values of sociat life.%?

The language used in Soviet definitions of ethics usually suggests that the
relation between the science and the object investigated does not differ
fundamentally in ethics from that between any empirical science and its
object. That impression is usually qualified however by some discussion
of ethics as a ‘philosophical science’. Acknowledging this ambivalence,
Bandzeladze remarks that,

Insofar as morality is a social phenomenon, to that extent ethics is related to the class of
social sciences. But on the other hand, morality is a form of consciousness, constituting
part of humanity’s world-views; for that reason ethics is related to the class of philo-
sophical sciences, and is a part of philosophy.'70

Not all Soviet authors agree to this dual characterization of ethics, however.
A very recent collective text Marxist Ethics observes that some authors con-
sider ethics a division of philosophy, but others regard it as a special science
which, like psychology or mathematics, has already cut its ties with philos-
ophy. The majority, however, like Bandzeladze above, “reject these extreme
conclusions”.”™ This middle view shared by the majority in effect leaves the
matter in ambiguity: ‘“‘ethics, although it is a philosophical science, has its
specific object of investigation, distinguishing it from other philosophical
sciences”.™ It is neither a pure philosophical inquiry, nor strictly speaking a
special science, but both. The existence of this ‘compromise’ view explains
much of the linguistic style characteristic of Soviet writing on ethical theory,
and certain common methodological assumptions as well.
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This ambiguity appears in many discussions of the ‘normative’ nature of
Soviet ethics. Bandzeladze explains that ethics studies moral norms and in
that sense is a normative science. But it is not normative “in the sense that
it supposedly itself formulates and establishes moral norms™.

Ethics investigates the nature, essence, and prospects for development of moral norms
already formed in the practice of social life. The object of ethics is the natural-historical
necessity of the development of morality; for that reason ethics is a theoretical science.”

On the same subject, the text Marxist Ethics describes ethics as “called upon
to reproduce morality ideally, to scientifically ground its necessity, origin,
essence, special characteristics, role in society, laws of development’”. Ethics
is described as a normative science which does not merely represent morals,
“but gives them a critical-evaluative, party-committed analysis”.” Such a
conception of ethics, in the view of these authors, avoids the two unaccept-
able extremes of ethics as purely normative or as positivistic-scientistic. “If
ethics is limited to working out and formulating norms of conduct and values,
it ceases to be a science, [and] is converted to didacticism, to moralization.’
Hence the double conclusion that ethics is normative, ‘“‘but its normativity is
based on objective scientific analysis’’; and is scientific, “but its scientific
nature leads to the grounding of a definite moral ideal”.””

A slightly different view of the relation between the science of ethics and
its object, morality, can be found in the Dictionary of Ethics. The authors
there, after noting the distinction between normative ethics and metaethics
current in much non-Marxist ethical literature, interpret this distinction as
meaning that in non-Marxist views, if ethics pretends to be a science, it must
refrain from the task of formulating moral principles, or, if it remains ‘prac-
tical philosophy’, it must reject principles of scientific thinking.” (The
authors ignore the problem of what they mean by ‘science’ and whether there
is any univocal use of that term which renders their view coherent). In their
view “only Marxist-Leninist ethical science correctly resolves the question of

the relation of ethics to its object — morality”.”

It proceeds from the fact that moral principles are not established by philosophers, but
are worked out in the process of social practice. In them is reflected the enormous
life experience of many generations. Ethics generalizes and systematizes these principles,
and develops a theoretical understanding of their content.8?

Marxist-Leninist ethical science turns out not to be quite so passive as this
would suggest, however. After the emergence of a scientific theory of the
development of society, revealing in part the laws of development of morality
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(Marxism), ethics supposedly became capable of providing scientific ground-
ing for moral principles, demonstrating the rationality of some and subjecting
others to rational criticism.®

In this sense Soviet conceptions of the science of ethics move slightly
closer to more usual non-Marxist conceptions of moral philosophy, as an
inquiry aimed at justifying specific moral principles. However the canon of
rationality to which the Dictionary appeals is evidently a special one: Marxist
philosophy of history, the ‘laws of development’ of society and incidentally
of morality. One of the most significant, and most elusive, features of Soviet
ethical theory lies in the relation asserted between this specific theory of his-
tory and the moral principles which are viewed as a lawful product of that
history. The relation in question is understood by many Soviet philosophers
to justify or dzmonstrate the rationality of specific moral principles. Explain-
ing precisely how this justification occurs could be viewed as the central task
and challenge of Marxist-Leninist ethical theory.3 It is obviously closely
related to the problem pointed out in the previous section, of explaining the
‘correlation between the logical and the historical’ which is presupposed by
the method of inquiry most typical of Soviet ethical studies.

In connection with this problem of defining the science of ethics, and
its object, morality, Soviet writers have repeatedly emphasized a particular
theme: that the terms ‘good’, ‘duty’, ‘right’, ‘conscience’, etc. must be under-
stood to have one set of meanings when employed in ordinary moral dis-
course, or morality, and quite another when employed as ‘categories’ of the
science of ethics.

A. G. XarCev was one of the first to emphasize this distinction, in the
concluding article of an extended discussion of problems of ethical theory
organized by the editorial board of Filosofskie nauki between 1961 and
1965.% This series commenced with an article by L. M. Arxangel’skij on the
categories of ethics, and later revolved about his book on the same subject.
In his article, XarCev objected to the view that the concepts of ethical theory
were to be distinguished from those of ordinary moral discourse only by
their greater systematization, a view implying that ethical theory is only the
theoretical dimension of morality itself. Ethics, according to XarCev, is a
science of the essence and laws of development of morality relating not to the
moral but to the scientific understanding of society.®* Failure to maintain
such a strict distinction between the concepts as employed in scientific ethical
theory and the concepts employed in ordinary moral discourse constituted
the primary shortcoming of Arxangel’skij’s work in XarCev’s view.

The thesis of a systematic distinction between the meanings of terms
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employed in scientific ethics and the meanings of the same terms employed
in ordinary moral discourse received further impetus from the discussion of
Mil’ner-Irinin’s writings on ethics.® In his major work on ethics Mil’ner-Irinin
adopted an exhortatory style of writing in which each paragraph or group of
paragraphs was numbered, and each based on some point or thesis expressed
in imperatival form. In a formally-arranged discussion of Mil’ner-Irinin’s work
reported in Voprosy Filosofii, Drobnickij complained that

... many absurd and contradictory positions in the articles of Mil’ner-Irinin flow from
the fact that the author confuses ethics and morality. Striving to create a theoretical
work, he, however, thinks in the framework of a moral, and not a theoretical, conscious-
ness, i.e., not as a theoretician, but as a moralist . . . 86

Drobnickij further accused Mil’'ner-Irinin of mixing ‘normative logic’ with
‘scientific-theoretical logic’.

In subsequent years this thesis of the distinction between the scientific or
ethical, and the moral uses of terms has grown to the status of a well-estab-
lished view of many Soviet theorists. Drobnickij, Xarcev, Jakovlev, Celikova
have all continued to expand upon this theme.’” A typical argument for this
distinction can be found in Drobnickij’s writings, where he defends the view
that terms employed in the ‘apparatus of categories of research’ in scientific

ethics signify “not at all those concepts with which moral consciousness

operates”.38

For example, moral consciousness thinks of ‘duty’ as that conduct which must be fulfill-
ed by some concrete subject . . .. Here moral necessity is the immanent content of the
thought . ... Moral consciousness expresses obligation ‘through itself’, doesn’t distin-
guish its representation of ‘duty’ from that which it is required to perform. . .. Besides,
the general concept of duty is present here as a logical form, a deontological modality
of thought and as a binding means of expression of will or motive to action, that is as a
stratum of consciousness and experience of the moral subject. It is another matter when
a theoretician considers moral duty. He subjects to analysis this normative logic of
thought and phenomenology of feeling and will, describes them and reveals behind them
those social relations of morality (appearing in the specific form of moral necessity)
which found expression in them, shows the mechanism of motivation and performance
of conduct, etc. The concept of duty for him is the sphere and structure of theoretical
problems arising here, and not that stratum of thought and experience itself which
would compel him personally to perform deeds or prescribe them to someone else. In
other words, he regards the given form of consciousness ‘from the side’, while his own
logic of investigation is extra-normative or even meta-normative . . . .8%

Not every writer has been quite so convinced of the importance of such a dis-
tinction, however. Arxangel’skij for example recognizes a distinction between
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‘ethical categories’ and ‘moral concepts’, but emphasizes their ‘genetic and
functional communality’ and the fact that they ‘are formed at the boundary
between two forms of social consciousness: morality and science’.*

The insistence of many Soviet writers on this distinction between the
‘categories of the science of ethics’ and the ‘concepts of moral consciousness’
appears misplaced to the present writer. If one assumes with them, for the
moment, that ethics constitutes, or ought to constitute, a ‘strict science’
(ignoring the great variety of senses in which this term may be used) along
with the other Marxist sciences of society, there remains a substantial diffi-
culty with the thesis. It appears to assume the existence of a special scientific
language for ethical theory including a vocabulary of technical terms with
precise meanings already distinguished from those implicit in other inquiries
and forms of discourse in which these same terms might appear. Moreover,
several writers speak as though use of a particular ‘logic’ unique to the science
of ethics also constitutes a pre-condition of inquiry in this field. Such a ‘logic’
would amount to a developed theory of the phenomena in question, specify-
ing, by implication, logical relations among the crucial terms of the technical
vocabulary employed. The development of such a language and theory would
however mark the maturity of any such special science and could only be
the final product of, and never a pre-condition of, scientific inquiry into a
particular field of phenomena. By stipulating that scientific ethics proceed
only by the application of such a developed language, one in effect ignores
the fact that no science can begin without the initial use of largely informal,
inexact terminology borrowed from everyday language. The sharpening of
such language, the introduction of special terms, and the development of
precise logical relations among them are all marks of progress in the develop-
ment of a science. In the beginning however, the view which Xarlev rejected
must surely be correct: the terminology of ethical theory can be distinguished
from that of ordinary moral discourse initially only by an aspiration to greater
precision and systematization; ethical theory can only be ‘the theoretical
dimension of morality itself’ in its early stages, regardless of what assumptions
one harbors about its eventual attainment of the status of a mature ‘science’.

As for the possibility that Soviet ethical theorists have already achieved
such results for a science of ethics, it appears that the subject of the exact
methods of the science of ethics has only just begun to be explored. A few
authors have begun to use ‘metaethics’ as a synonym for the ‘methodology’
of the science of ethics. One author recently observed that “in Soviet litera-
ture essentially no more-or-less definite and argued opinions relative to the
possible constitution of metaethics have been expressed”.®! The author of
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this opinion pursues the possibility that ‘metaethics’ might be interpreted as
the ‘methodology’ of ethics, and cites one other Soviet work of similar
tendency in which metaethics is defined as containing four problems: 1. the
foundation of ethics as a science, 2. the study of methods of ethical research,
3. problems connected with the justification of specific categories, concepts
and terms of ethics, and 4. problems related to the study of the internal
structure of ethical knowledge.”® They refer to the work of the Polish Marxist
M. Fritzhand as dealing with the problem of metaethics in far greater detail
than any Soviet work to date. Hence the opinion that a Soviet science of
ethics has already developed to maturity would seem to be difficult to defend.

The primary oddity about the general view of ethics just sketched remains
the one pointed out at the beginning. Non-Marxist conceptions of metaethics
are criticized for implying that if ethics pretends to be a science (metaethics)
it must refrain from the task of formulating moral principles (setting aside
the problem of the accuracy of this interpretation of non-Marxist metaethics).
The Marxist-Leninist science of ethics on the other hand is meant to achieve
the status of an exact science and yet at the same time provide the justifica-
tion of specific principles of Communist morality. But that is possible only if
‘science’ can supply justifications for moral principles. The conception of
science (and of the method of the science of ethics) which appears to supply
this special requirement is termed ‘the unity of the logical and the historical’
and can probably be explained (but not necessarily defended in this form) by
tracing its paternity to Hegel.

The principle of the unity of the logical and the historical is the true reference-point in
the investigation of any moral phenomenon by means of its expression in definite
thought forms. Transgression of the principle of historicism and abstract logical schemas
created apart from it, always lead to sad consequences and unscientific conclusions.®3

Celikova had in mind the most striking example of a departure from the
standard conceptions of the nature of ethical theory to appear in print in the
Soviet Union in many years — the view of Ja. A. Mil’'ner-Irinin. Mil’ner-Irinin
attempted to dispense with the usual element of empirical social science in
Marxist-Leninist conceptions of ethics, and boldly declared that

.. . ethics is not at all a science of what is, was, or will be — granting even that present,
past or future is characterized as a manifestation of that same moral consciousness — it is
uniquely a science of that which, in accordance with the moral consciousness of human-
ity, ought to be, in principle, even granted that what is asserted by conscience as that
which ought to be doesn’t exist, didn’t exist, and even never will exist in reality — in
consequence of its lack of grounds.®*
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Carrying this thesis still further, he argued that

Since ethics is the science of that which ought to be, and not of that which is, it is
evident that this or that phenomenon of moral consciousness, regarded as a fact of
existence, is related, strictly speaking, not to ethics proper, not to the science of ethics
as such, but to the history of moral views and ethical doctrines, or to sociology. Accord-
ingly, this in the proper sense of that concept is not at all a science of what and why
people in various times and in various cultures and in the capacity as representatives of
these or those social classes perceived as moral, as morally obligatory, in one word, as
that which ought to be — as that which in the light of their moral convictions ought to
be, but the science of that which must be accepted as that which ought to be (morally
obligatory) and of the grounds forcing (us) to count that as obligatory and not this.?3

Mil’ner-Irinin’s resolute view of the nature of ethics places him well outside
any general consensus ascertainable from the mass of Soviet publications in
ethical theory. His views were systematically criticized in a special conference
convened to discuss an anthology in which they were published.® (However
in the late sixties and early seventies, many Soviet moral philosophers infor-
mally regarded one of the most important divisions amongst themselves as
that between opponents and supporters of Mil’ner-Irinin’s views).%’

Another rather special view of the nature of ethics was expressed by P. M.
Egides in the same anthology as well as in other places. He observed that
“almost all contemporary philosopher-Marxists writing on ethics term it a
philosophical science”. The majority do that, he said, “not noticing that
neither from the definition of ethics which they give, nor from the content
of morality exposited by them, does this follow”.°® He argued that ethics
does constitute a ‘philosophical science’, but for a rather atypical reason.
Philosophical science includes, in his view, only those inquiries which are not
confined exclusively to the study of material objects, nature, or existence,
and not confined exclusively to the study of the ideal, of thought or spirit.
To philosophy belong “only those sciences which study the relations between
spirit and being, consciousness and nature”.%

Ethics qualifies as a philosophical science by this standard because the
fundamental problem of all ethical theory is the meaning of life:

... precisely this problem is a problem of the relations of moral consciousness to being,
to social and personal being, to the world as a whole; more precisely it is a problem of
the relation of moral consciousness to the relation between humanity and the surround-
ing world. It is a question not simply of moral consciousness in itself, or moral norms,
customs, behavior, moral relations, but a question which reads: ‘why am I — a human
being — in this world?’1 %0

Egides’ general approach to defining ethics has not received wide endorsement
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in Soviet literature; but on the other hand, a large number of Soviet moral
philosophers do cite ‘the meaning of life’ among the scientific categories of
ethics (along with, sometimes, ‘happiness’ and ‘the destiny of man’).

Touching finally on the aims of ethical theory as expressed by Soviet
writers, one dramatic goal of their work emerges very clearly: the formation
of a new type of human being: the Communist. Siskin observes that in this
process of forming people have operated such factors as the objective-histori-
cal order, and also subjective, spontaneous, uncontrolled processes, as well as
consciously directed ones. SiSkin observes that

It is possible to see unequal development of moral consciousness in various spheres of life,
for example, the social and personal; various levels and various ‘tempos’ of development
of the new morality in various groups of the population; it is frequently possible to see
in certain strata of workers the interweaving of demands of Communist morality with
remnants of religious morality, collectivist principles with bourgeois-individualist tradi-
tions and habits, etc,!0! ’

However, taking into account all the complexities of this process, Siskin urges
that one thing not be forgotten:

. the formation of new people, of a new, Communist morality, takes place not
haphazardly, not spontaneously, but under the direct influence of the organizational and
educational (ideological) work of the Marxist party . ... That means that the theory of
Communist morality has as its basic object of study the experience of the education and
self-education of the masses under the guidance of the Marxist party in the course of the
struggle for a new society, in the course of the construction of a new society.102

This concern for the education (vospitanie) of the masses by the Communist
Party and State as the proximate motive for the development of the science
of ethics appears with great frequency in Soviet literature. Results from the
study of ethics should enable those charged with the creation of a new
humanity to intervene purposefully in the processes whereby the moral
consciousness of the individual is formed and hence to influence the develop-
ment of social consciousness as a whole. In the words of Drobnickij, the
analysis of the conceptual apparatus of morality constitutes an “attempt to
penetrate the ‘internal laboratory’ of moral convictions and feelings, concepts
and manifestations of will” which operate according to their own specific
laws in the ordinary consciousness of the individual moral agent.!®

The purposeful intervention in these complex processes on the scale of society, or in the
sphere of individual education, is unthinkable without a theoretical ‘schema’ — the
conceptual system of moral consciousness — which has been adjusted and approved
many times. 1
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If it is accurate to say that the central concern of the tradition of ethical
theory which begins with Plato’s Socratic dialogues and Aristotle’s Nico-
machean Ethics lies in assisting the individual who seriously desires to formu-
late clearly and justify the moral principles and ideals by which he lives, this
could not be said to be the central focus of Soviet conceptions of the science
of ethics. That inquiry is conceived fundamentally on the model of an ideal
social science which provides the theoretical understanding of human social
behavior necessary for the beneficent transformation of society by planners,
leaders, and officials with the necessary authority. The seriousness of their
commitment to this conception of the science of ethics and the management
of social development which it is meant to facilitate is attested to by the
enormous literature extant in Soviet publications on the subject of ‘character
education’ (vospitanie). The subject of vospitanie merges with the science of
ethics on one side, and with scientific pedagogy on the other, and constitutes
a central practical concern and aim of both. The role of the science of ethics
in Soviet conceptions as handmaiden to the social and political authorities
will be further explored below in a discussion of some of the obvious parallels
with social utilitarianism in eighteenth century French thought.!%

3. UNIVERSAL NORMS AND CLASS NORMS OF MORALITY

When problems of ethical theory once again began to receive the attention of
more capable Soviet theorists, it was very natural that one of the first topics
on the agenda for discussion should be the problem of the admissibility or
inadmissibility of ‘simple moral norms’ conceived as universally obligatory —
a central issue in the disputes of 1926—1930, and implicit in the argument
over ‘proletarian humanism’. This dispute might potentially constitute a
perennial one within Soviet Marxism save for such events as the official de-
claration in the 1961 Program of the Communist Party explicitly endorsing
the notion of “fundamental all-human moral norms” as constituent elements
of Communist morality.'%

The best history of this entire problem can be found in an article by V.
S. Stein in the anthology Current Problems of Marxist Ethics published in
1967.197

From a Marxist point of view, the dispute touches three crucial ‘practical’
issues: (1) the possibility of a sweeping dismissal of the moral claims by
which the ‘old’ or ‘bourgeois’ world would condemn a revolutionary move-
ment, (2) the integrity of historical materialism (in particular the scope and
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accuracy of a class analysis of socio-historical phenomena), and (3) the rela-
tive weight of conflicting claims of morality and political expediency on the
revolutionary proletariat. In general Marxist opponents of the doctrine of
universally obligatory moral norms or principles have felt more secure on
all three counts in arguing that all moral norms are class-oriented, reflecting
the interests of particular social classes. Their opponents have usually argued
in one form or another that the denial of any universally obligatory moral
principles comes at too high a price: extreme difficulty in providing any
acceptable account of the grounds of moral obligation in general, and support
to the foes of Marxism who frequently allude to the absence of any moral
principles whatever in that world view which are logically immune from con-
siderations of political expediency.

Marx’s position on this issue is of course not very helpful. In the first
charter of the International Brotherhood of Workers he appeared to endorse
phrases referring to ‘morality’ and ‘justice’. However in the letter to Engels
mentioned above, he described these same phrases as in effect a harmless
gesture to the Proudhonists. Similarly in the Critique of the Gotha Program
he spoke of ‘“ideological nonsense about right and other trash so common
among the democrats and French socialists”. The result has been a trouble-
some dilemma for Marxist ethical theory, and a running dispute over the
extent of Marx’s cynicism in his references to “simple norms of morality and
justice”. During the 1960’s Soviet moral philosophers discussed the problem
at length and found themselves divided.

Lenin’s position is more helpful, in that he made a clearly uncynical refer-
ence to the “elementary rules of community” known to humanity for many
centuries in his speech to the Third All-Union Congress of the Komsomol in
1919.

Apart from Engels, the remaining classical source on the problem is
Plekhanov, and a reassessment of his position accompanied the recent rein-
troduction of discourse on ethical theory. Siskin pointed out in 1961 (as
Martov did in 1916) that if Plekhanov did interpret his simple laws of moral-
ity by analogy with Kant’s categorical imperative, he thereby contradicted
his own critique of Kantian ethics in his notes on Ludwig Feuerbach in
1905.1% Martov’s attack on Plekhanov was explicitly criticized in an article
by Kus’minkov in 1964.!% Most Soviet moral philosophers do interpret
Plekhanov as having endorsed the Kantian categorical imperative, even as
numbering it among his own “simple moral laws”. However Stein argues at
length that Plekhanov’s mistake was not in his interpretation and acceptance
of simple moral norms, but in his argument that the Allies should have been
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supported during World War I because Germany offended against simple laws
of morality.!!®

To an outside observer, the amount of energy expended over this question
during the 1960’s in the Soviet Union may seem extraordinary. From the
perspective of the participants however, what seems to have been at stake is
nothing less than the admissibility of explicit judgments of ordinary moral
obligation as an (at least ‘relatively’) autonomous sphere of discourse not
grounded immediately in political considerations of ‘revolutionary class con-
sciousness’ and partijnost’ (party-mindedness or partisanship). It was part of
the effort to secure a view of ethical theory and moral discourse as a distinct
dimension of human activity, and to rescue them from the dissolution in
politics and sociology which has been more typical of the Russian and Soviet
intelligenty tradition since the 1840’s. In this respect it should perhaps be
linked to the discussions of ‘proletariant humanism’ in the early 1930’s as
described above.

The discussion was influenced very heavily in 1961 by a statement publish-
ed in the new Party Program.

Communist morality includes the fundamental all-human moral norms which were
worked out by the popular masses in the course of the thousands-of-years’ struggle with
social oppression and moral vices. 111

For the most part this pronouncement settled the issue of the admissibility of
moral norms conceived as universally obligatory for all humanity. Although
the majority of professional philosophers in the USSR appear to accept this
resolution, resistance in some quarters can still be found. The journal of
literary criticism Oktjabr’, usually regarded as the most politically hard-line
in the Soviet Union explicitly objected to the “‘resurrection of discourse
about ‘simple laws of morality’ ”, seeing in this ‘““an abstract love of man in
which there is no authentic love of mankind whatever, only much liberal-
philanthropic jabber”, preferring such formulae as Lenin’s “Our morality is
fully subordinated to the interests of the class struggle of the proletariat”.!!2
Similar reactions could be found in several issues of Oktjabr’ during the
1960’s, as well as occasionally in Literaturnaja gazeta and Voprosy litera-
tury.'’® One woman, Larisa Krjatko, beginning in 1965, campaigned exten-
sively in the columns of newspapers and journals against this sophistical
opposition of morality to partijnost’ by such self-designated revolutionary
zealots.!!?

This particular argument, assuming an opposition between morality and
partijnost’, the favorite of those who dispute the re-introduction of talk about
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‘laws of morality’, shows a certain deficiency in logic if not in moral aware-
ness: if the meaning and justification for the use of ethical terms cannot be
accounted for except by reference to political partijnost’, then in commend-
ing partijnost’ with these same ethical terms, nothing of cognitive significance
is added. Morality has simply been reduced to politics.

The question of the nature of ‘all-human’ moral norms and of their basis
in a Marxist account of the development of morality has by no means been
entirely settled. One of the elder statesmen of Soviet ethics. A. F. Si¥kin,
quite recently issued a general protest against claims to the effect that within
class society there exists, along with class morality, an ‘all-human’ morality
which is distinct from class morality but enters into ‘dialectical interaction’
with it."** He attributes such views to a number of authors who wrote in the
much-discussed anthology Current Problems of Marxist Ethics and elsewhere.

The specific mistake which Siskin identifies as the source of the general
error consists in positing an analogy between the ‘all-human’ norms of moral-
ity and the ‘eternal truths’ of science.

Not understanding the essence and social function of morality as a definite form of
social consciousness, as a particular ideological means of defense of class interests, some
comrades are inclined to see the ‘all-human’ in morality by analogy with science. Definite
moral demands are identified with eternal truths in the sphere of science; the develop-
ment of morality is compared with the development of a concept through relative truth
to absolute truth, and the content of the truth does not depend on classes, but has an
all-human significance. 116

Instead, Siskin argues that however eternal the ideas of justice or good, duty
and conscience, virtue and vice be thought to be, the content of these con-
cepts has ‘““very substantially changed from people to people, from class to
class”.™'” In general he considers it incorrect to speak of an ‘all-human’
morality existing at the present time; such a morality “will become possible
when society is transformed into a single all-human association’.!!8

The chief concern of most Soviet philosophers in discussing the question
of ‘simple moral norms or laws’ has been to distinguish the ‘class’ from the
‘all-human’ norms of morality, defining the latter in a ‘non-metaphysical’ or
‘non a priori’ way, and to provide a plausible account of how both elements
could arise in any particular moral order. Some have been concerned to
distinguish several types of simple moral norms or laws, and even to develop a
classification of them.

Stein defines the ‘all-human’ element of morality as, in the words of E. I.
Borodixina, “answering to the essential root interests of the majority of the
population in each given segment of historical development, coinciding with
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the progressive in history . . .”"'® The empirical source of such ‘simple norms
of morality’ he locates in

... those aspects of the conditions of labor, family relations and personal life, and of the
elementary bases of social existence, with are not reducible to class relations, but are
organically connected with the entire ensemble of conditions of the material life of
society.”o

Similarly, Bandzeladze, trying to account for the presence of all-human
moral norms, argues that the class character of morality arose in the second,
slave-owning stage of Marx’s five stages of historical development, in the
opposition between the life-outlooks of the slave class and the slave-owning
class. Despite their opposing moral evaluations of many deeds and institutions
in slave-owning society, “certain deeds and feelings were more or less identi-
cally moral both for the rich and for the poor (for example, love of country,
respect for parents, etc.)”.'! In this fashion both class and all-human
elements of morality could be conceived to exist together at each stage of
social development (the position which Siskin finds objectionable).

Apart from the specific dispute over the admissibility of talk about univer-
sal laws of morality, there has also been evidence of a self-conscious move-
ment to reintroduce the vocabulary of ethical discourse into public currency.
For example, in his path-breaking monograph on value theory in 1960, V. P.
Tugarinov stated that,

... that psychological protest which the inclusion of the concepts of good and evil in
Marxist ethics can call forth is fully understandable. However there is no theoretical basis
for such a protest .... Without a Marxist understanding of good and evil there is no
Marxist ethics as a science . . . . Incidentally the concept of conscience began to be used
in our theoretical literature only in recent years, and the concept of good must still beat
a path into our literature for itself, despite the fact that the classical authors of Marxism-
Leninism used it widely.!2?

Stein also refers to calls in recent years appearing in the periodical press, and
in theoretical and creative literature, to rehabilitate the term ‘good’.!?

A rather substantial literature on this subject, including several disserta-
tions, with numerous points of contention, now exists in the Soviet Union;
its details are perhaps unimportant for those convinced on other grounds of
the propriety of the claims of ethical judgment as a distinct mode of dis-
course. It was in part the outcome of this discussion, however, which returned
the attention of Soviet philosophers to the problems of ethical theory, to a
recognition that moral discourse does have special implications which distin-
guish it from factual, descriptive discourse.
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DISCUSSIONS OF VALUE THEORY IN SOVIET MARXISM

1. THE ORIGINS OF THE DISCUSSION AND THE DISTINCTION OF
VALUE FROM FACT

The discussion of value theory in the Soviet Union opened with the publica-
tion of V. P. Tugarinov’s monograph On the Values of Life and Culture.! A
conference on value theory convened in Tbilisi in 1965 provided a further
impetus to the discussion.? In between these two events there appeared at
least three articles and one book (in Ukrainian) devoted to the subject, and
the Institute of Philosophy of the Academy of Sciences arranged two special
meetings to consider the question of whether Marxist philosophy required
any special theory of the nature of values.> The Leningrad philosophical
kafedra of the Academy of Sciences also published a substantial anthology,
The Problem of Values in Philosophy, in 1966.* These were the principal
events in the context of which Soviet discussions of value theory developed.

Tugarinov’s original work showed in many ways the author’s conviction at
the time that few of his compatriots would share his view of the relevance of
value theory to Marxist philosophy. He refered to an opinion widespread
among Soviet philosophers for many years that value theory was an unscien-
tific inquiry pursued only by bourgeois philosophers. He claimed that such a
view was a reaction to Kantian ethics and the struggle against the attempt by
neo-Kantians to supply an ethical grounding for socialism. On the practical
side, this rejection of value theory “flowed from the prior necessity to
demonstrate the scientific character of the theory of socialism, and to prove
that the October socialist revolution was historically lawful”.5 Taking the
political offensive, Tugarinov alleged that the “rejection of values from neo-
positivism” was to persuade people not to judge the negative phenomena of
the capitalist social order “in whose conditions Carnap lives” .6

Tugarinov described values as “those phenomena (or aspects of phenom-
ena) of nature and society which occur as benefits of the life and culture of
the people of a particular society or class, as something real or ideal”.” He
further claimed that Marxism counts as values only those phenomena which
lead to progress or express progress.®

In defense of the objectivity of values, Tugarinov argued that all value

111



112 CHAPTER FIVE

categories are reflections of some objective phenomena or relations of social
life in our consciousness. He acknowledged that values include a subjective
dimension, since they are realized by persons who are guided by their own
interests and views, but rejected the view he termed ‘personal’ or ‘individual’
subjectivism, i.e., the view that a judgment of value is no more than the
personal opinion of each individual.

Such an individualist view on values fully liquidates the problem of values in general. If
every man has his own morality, his own truth, etc., then all research on values becomes
unneeded, as well as the concept. (of value).”

In a further development of his theory of values. Turarinov seized on the
concept of ‘the good’ as the ‘single properly ethical concept’, denying that
any other categories could be related exclusively to the sphere of ethics and
morality.!® Good and evil are strictly social phenomena, he insisted; in nature
there is neither good nor evil.!' Within the social world of humanity, “Com-
munist society will appear as the first realization in the history of mankind
of human love and universal good”.'? Taking into account the problem of
individual error in comprehending the good, he finally concluded that ‘good’
should be defined as such behavior as is carried out with the conscious goal
of bringing actual benefit to society, i.e., benefit which facilitates social
progress.!?

Attempting to analyze the objectivity of value more deeply, Tugarinov
resorted to Hegel. Inquiring whether the good exists objectively, “outside
of us”, he answers: in nature, no; but in society, yes. It exists objectively
(‘outside of us’) not in the sense that something other than people creates it,
but in the sense in which Hegel distinguished ‘objective spirit’ from ‘subjective
spirit’. Under ‘subjective spirit’, Hegel understood the spiritual life of the
individual ; under ‘objective spirit’, the spiritual life of society.

The objectivity of that latter ‘spirit’ signified for Hegel the fact tiiat culture, the spiritual
life of society, is created not by the individual alone, but by many generations of people;
an individual can only perceive culture as something lying outside of and independent of
himself; and if he is able, he may bring his contribution to it.14

Hence, he concludes, “good as a phenomenon of social life is objective”, not
only as a practical aspect of social life, but also as a social idea, as a form of
social consciousness.

The first step involved in developing a theory of values in the context of
Soviet Marxism was, as Tugarinov suggested, winning acceptance of the idea
that there were any special problems about the nature of value. Two meetings
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were convened at the Institute of Philosophy in Moscow, in effect, to assess
this proposal. The questions on the agenda for both meetings were (1) is
‘value’ a philosophical concept, and (2) is a theory of values needed in Marxist
philosophy? The basic point at issue was the significance of the distinction
between factual and normative discourse: was it sufficiently important to
warrant a separate investigation into the phenomena of values and evaluation?
The majority of those attending were reported to have found the idea of a
Marxist axiology ‘far-fetched’.'® F. V. Konstantinov, the influential general
editor of the Philosophical Encyclopedia, attacked value theory as entirely a
phenomenon of ‘bourgeois’ philosophy, having no role in Marxism. Two
general positions developed in the discussion, one of which regarded ‘value’ as
a sociological concept which “attempts to elucidate the social significance” of
man’s mastery over nature, and the other of which viewed it as an ‘epistemolog-
ical’ concept.

Discussion of the ‘epistemological’ concept of value revolved about the
notion of there being two ‘approaches’ to the study of, or the cognition of,
phenomena — the ‘scientific-theoretical’ and the ‘evaluative-practical’. The
point at issue was whether these two approaches could be ultimately distin-
guished, and if so, whether the distinction was an important one. It was this
proposed distinction, rather than Hume’s distinction between fact and value,
which preoccupied most discussants. Konstantinov and Svarcman were in-
clined to deny that the two modes of ‘cognition’ could be distinguished in
practice and were opposed to the development of a Marxist theory of values.
Siskin agreed that these two modes of cognition were inextricably connected
in practice, but saw no special difficulty in the path of working out a Marxist
theory of values, within the context of Marxist ‘epistemology’.

Various other reasons offered in support of the development of a Marxist
theory of values were: (1) that one was needed in order to respond to ‘bour-
geois’ discussions of the subject, (2) that it was needed for historical studies
‘in order to evaluate the past in terms of the present’, (3) that it was needed
in order to be able to identify the social classes which bring good or evil to
the world, and (4) that it was needed to strengthen ‘spiritual’ values. Despite
the largely negative -conclusions of this ‘official’ discussion, the major out-
come appears to have been to underline the importance of the distinction
between descriptive or ‘scientific’, and ‘normative’ discourse, and to have
accelerated the wider discussion of the problem.

Awareness of the distinction between normative and descriptive discourse
and of its importance developed simultaneously with interest in the problems
of value theory. In a number of discussions of value theory after 1960 the
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distinction between fact and value was drawn quite generally, in contrast to
previous practice in which ‘Hume’s guillotine’ had been largely ignored. Some
of the best contributions to this problem came from scholars well-versed in
symbolic logic and the philosophy of logic.

A remarkably clear formulation of distinctions between descriptive and
normative discourse could be found in D. P. Gorskij’s article ‘Truth and its
Criteria’, published in 1962.!7 From the perspective of epistemology Gorskij
discussed the meaningfulness of several expressions:

) All metals are electrical conductors
2) Metal

3) What time is it?

4 All the students must be disciplined

All these expressions he takes to be meaningful, but of the four, only the first
is properly evaluated in terms of truth and falsity. The second is a word ex-
pressing a concept, not a judgment. In the language of modern logic, a concept
can be employed in expressions such as ‘x is a metal’ where ‘x’ represents an
individual variable. If ‘iron’ is substituted for ‘x’, then the resulting expression
is, when asserted, true. But a concept examined out of context can be neither
true nor false. The third expression, an interrogative, can also be neither true
nor false. The fourth expression is a normative one:

That sort of proposition cannot be evaluated as objectively true or objectively faise.
Norms, demands are not reflections of facts or assertions of something given in the sense
that the assertion “the sun rises in the East” is the reflection of an objective fact. . ..
norms of social behavior are characterized from the perspective of their legitimacy
or illegitimacy, effectiveness or ineffectiveness, timeliness or untimeliness, from the
perspective of their usefulness or harm to society, for the realization of certain social
demands and goals.

Thus, from the ranks of meaningful propositions it is only to declarative propositions
(and also to propositions compounded from simple declarative propositions with the
help of the logical connectives ‘and’, ‘or’, ‘if . . . then’, etc.) that the predicate of truth or
falsity is applicable. 18

Gorskij further distinguishes assertions about mental states from assertions of
type (1).

Of them one may say that they are ‘true’ if the person describing his emotions, voluntary
urges, etc., informs us of his real emotions, voluntary urges, etc. Observing his behavior
we can establish whether he informed us truly or not. However, a proposition of this
type is formulated not as a reflection of objective facts, and in that sense is distinguished
from propositions of type ( .19
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O. M. Bakuradze in Tbilisi formulated a similar distinction in somewhat
different terms in a 1966 article entitled ‘Truth and Value’.?°

Truth exists in the form of true judgments. Therefore the explication of the nature of
truth entails the explication of those conditions in which a judgment is true. A judgment
is true if its content does not depend on the subject and is a reflection of objective
reality. Such a judgment gives knowledge. Let us term it a cognitive judgment.

However the relation of man to reality has also another aspect — evaluative. In cogni-
tion facts are established in such a way that the relationship of the person to those facts
is not evident . . .. In contrast, in evaluation the relation of the subject to the object is
expressed. Here the main point consists in establishing what value the object represents

for the subject. ...
Let us term a judgment expressed by a subject, ascribing value to an object, a judg-
ment of value.?!

A true judgment constitutes a description of fact and accordingly is distin-
guished from a judgment of value, the function of which is to prescribe. The
assertion ‘x is valuable’ is equivalent in meaning to ‘x is good’, that is ‘that I
approve of x’. “When a person terms something ‘good’, he does not simply
assert a fact, but expresses a wish, that the phenomenon were present if it is
absent, that it [continue to] be in the future if it is already present.”??
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