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Preface to the
Morningside Edition

This book, already several years old, concerns a body of
work now more than a century old: the writings of Karl
Marx. It raises the question whether today we must
study Marx as we study Plato, or rather whether Marx's
work retains a contemporary value and significance; in
other words, whether his work contributes to an elucida
tion of the contemporary world. Does Marx's work con
tinue to hold for us a historical interest and only a his
torical interest? Does it represent but an isolated episode
in the history of thought and knowledge? Is its impor
tance then only cultural? Or does it remain a key
perhaps even

the

key-to an understanding of modern

societies and modern reality?
This book's fundamental thesis still stands. It can be
stated as follows: "Marx was neither a philosopher, nor
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an economist, nor a historian, nor a sociologist. Yet
within his work one finds responses to various problems
of philosophy, as well as to those of particular specialized
fields

(economics,

history,

sociology,

anthropology,

etc.)." How is this so, and why? Marx's thought is
global: it achieves, even constitutes, a totality. Marx was
no philosopher in the classic sense of the term; in effect,
he desired to go beyond the philosophical because he
wanted to alter the quality of life and the social order,
rather than merely being content with understanding and
interpreting them. Yet Marx retains philosophy's need
for a coherent whole, bringing together practical experi
ence, acquired knowledge, and anticipations of the fu
ture, that is, of the possible. Similarly, Marx was not an
economist, despite certain dogmatic and widely popular
interpretations of his work; on the contrary, he produced
a critique both of economy and of economics. A histo
rian? Yes, in a sense, since his method first requires a
return backward in time, followed by a reciprocal and
inverse progression, a movement that reconstructs the
origins of contemporary reality. This process, referred to
as "historical materialism," is too often reduced to a
simplified historicism. As a concept,

however,

it is

bound up with very general ideas concerning the role of
historical conflicts and contradictions, ideas incontestably
philosophical in origin but which Marx judges to be
confirmed by experience. A sociologist? In analyzing the
society of his era, Marx studies precisely those objective
and subjective realities which are incorporated into the
realm of that differentiated and specialized field of
knowledge known as sociology: the family, nationality
and the nation, political representations and the strategies
of various class struggles, etc. He does not, however,
carve out of reality (as one does today) an epistemological
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field bearing the name "sociology." On the contrary,
Marx would repudiate any such delimitation that stands
in the way of global apprehension and comprehension.
The same is true for anthropology. Yet one must realize
that Marx's analyses in this area date from his so-called
youthful work, especially the celebrated "1844 Manu
scripts," somewhat disdained by Marxists of certain ten
dencies since these works have not always been read and
studied in a larger context.
One cannot, however, avoid the fact that the notion
of "totality" is difficult to define and even more difficult
to employ. Many Marxist theoreticians (including Lukacs
and Althusser) have failed in this undertaking because of
their tendency to use this idea dogmatically. One cannot
deny that Marx received this idea from Hegel and,
through him, from the philosophical tradition.

Marx

himself does little to clarify it. The efforts of numerous
commentators have obscured it more than they have
explained it. Moreover, the idea has drifted toward the
notion of

system;

but there is no Marxist system. Marx's

thought does not close itself off; it remains open simul
taneously to knowledge and discoveries, to practical ac
tion and political action, to the furthering and deepening
of theory. An open system? In a sense, one can say so.
But this

label

overlooks the profound originality of

Marx's work, reducing his thought to considerations and
definitions in which he would not recognize himself. In
fact, Marx's work engages a

multi-

or

pluri-dimensional

conception of time and space, of origins and the present
moment, of the possible and of the future. An under
standing of this, inherent in

The Sociology of Marx,

still

does not respond, however, in a totally satisfactory way,
to several questions: "Where today is Marx's totality evi
dent? Might it be found in the mode of production, that
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is, capitalism, which has been developing for a century
despite, or perhaps by means of, conflicts and contradic
tions? How, according to Marx's dialectical schema, can
a totality contain-that is, at once conceal and recover
active contradictions?

Could not today's idea of the

"total" be that of the worldwide and, foremost, the
worldwide commerce for which Marx only sketched a
theory? Or perhaps the "total" could be the critical state
in which all contemporary societies find themselves?
Does not this critical state totalize the aspects and ele
ments of the entire planet in such a way that it may
become what Marx,

after Hegel, calls the labor of

negativity--of crisis-which now permits us to conceive
of totality?" This latter hypothesis today seems the most
probable. In this volume this hypothesis is present only
implicitly, not explicitly, since it was only formulated in
recent years, those of the global crisis!
The reader will thus find here some reflective, al
most unprecedented themes that do not abolish the
sociological study of Marx but rather situate that study in
a new light. Moreover, it is true that since Marx's time
the specialized sciences have developed and even been
legitimized. Within the human and social experiences,
knowledge has bearing upon the genesis of the "real" and
upon the

differences

which it conceals. Let us take, for

example, what is caJJed the

social.

It is not always easy to

define it as the proper object of sociology or as the do
main of sociological research. The social cannot be con
fused with the economic and the political. The frequent
confusion and brutal hierarchization of these "levels"
have grave consequences for both theory and practice;
they lead, in effect, to the obscuring, devalorization, and
even the collapse of the social as such. At least in Europe
and France, these positions have led more than one
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sociologist to an autocritique, obliging him to state
explicitly the goal and method of this discipline.
One must emphasize that the fragmentation of
specialized fields cannot continue indefinitely under the
pretext of rigor and precision. Today, the work of many
researchers demonstrates a need for generalities, a need
which epistemological reflection desires to satisfy but
which it is insufficient to allay. An expectation of and
need for unity, for synthesis and consequently for global
comprehensiveness, is coming to light in those sciences
called "human" as it is in those called "natural. " What
thus proposes itself to us, given these new circumstances,
is Marx's thought and (to use a Hegelian term taken up
and familiarized by Marxists) his sociological "moment."

Henri Lefebvre

May 1982
(translated by William Germano)

The

Sociology of Marx

I

Marxian Thought
and Sociology

This brief study grew out of what we have referred to

elsewhere1

as

"a new reading of Marx . " What we h ave in

mind is not another

"

int e rpretation, " but first and fore

most an attempt to reconstruct Marx's original thought.
The attempt seems worth making in view of the diver
gencies and contradictions that have marked the devel
opment of "Marxist" thought in our time.
To define the purpose of this book more closely, we
shall begin by recalling Marx's conception of the dia
lectical movement of reality and truth. Our conclusions
will come back to this point of departure. In between we
will analyze the hypotheses involved in greater detail
and develop a number of themes :
a.

The "truth of religion" -what religion really is

is discovered in philosophy. This means that philosophy
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contributes a radical criticism o f religion, that it lays
bare the essence of religion, namely, the initial and fun
damental a lienation of the human creature, root of all
alienation, and that it can demonstrate how this aliena
tion came about. This particular truth was arrived at
gradually, in the course of long and bitter struggles.
Born of religion, p hilosophy grows up in ground religion
has prepared and battles hard against it, not always vic
toriously.

b. The truth of p hilosophy-what p hilosophy really
is-is discovered in politics. Philosophical i deas-views
of the world, of society, and of man elaborated by phi
losophers-have always been related in some way to
political issues and goals. This h as been so whether the
philosophers took their stand for or against the powers
that be. A cultivated human reason arises in two con
tradictory yet closely linked ways: as raison d'etat ( law,
the

state's

organizational

capacity,

power) , and as philosophical reason

its

ideological

( organized

dis

course, logic, systematic thought) . This long philosophi
cal and political development culminates in the perfect
philosophical-political

system:

Hegelianism.

Its

very

perfection brings about its disintegration. The radical
critique

which

accomplishes

this salvages still usable

bits and pieces from the wreckage :
method

( logic

and

dialectics )

and

specifically,
certain

the

concepts

( totality, negativity, alienation) .
c.

Now, are politics and the state self-sufficient? Do

they contain and control the truth of the reality that is
history? Marx denies this Hegelian thesis. The truth of
politics, and hence of the state, he maintains, is to be
found in society : social relationships account for politi
cal forms.

They

are

the

living,

active

relationships
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among people (groups, classes, individuals ) . Contrarily
to what Hegel thought, what he called "civil society" has
more truth and more reality than poiitical society. To be
sure, these social relationships do not exist in some sub
stantial, absolute fashion, they do not subsist "in the air."
They have a material foundation-the productive forces,
that is to say, tools and machines, also the way the work
is organized. Tools and techniques, however, are used
and are effective only within the framework of a social
division of labor, are directly dependent on the social
conditions of production and ownership, on the existing
social groups and classes (and their conflicts ) . These
active relationships taken as a whole make it possible to
delimit the concept of praxis (social action) .
This dialectical theory of truth and reality is in
separable from a given society's actual conduct of life .
Both theory and practice are based upon one essential
idea, that of "overcoming," of "going beyond" -it is this
that unites them because this "going beyond" is at once
theoretical and practical, real and ideal, is determined
by both past and present activity. The Marxian "going
beyond" entails a critique of the completed Hegelian
synthesis : the latter in effect eliminates dialectical move
ment, historical time, and practical action. Religion can
and must be overcome : it has been overcome in and
through philosophy. The overcoming of religion means
its disappearance :

religious alienation, the root of all

alienation, will be eradicated. The process of going be
yond philosophy differs from the overcoming of religion :
it is more complex. Against the traditional philosophies
(including materialism with its emphasis on the abstract
"thing" ) we must first of all rehabilitate the world of the
senses, rediscover their richness and meaning. This is

6
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what is usually called Marx's "materialism." The specu 
lative, systematic, abstract aspects of philosophy are re
j ected. But philosophy does not just vanish as if it had
never been. It leaves behind it the spirit of radical criti
cism,

dialectical thought which grasps the ephemera l

side of existence, dissolves and destroys it-the power of
the negative. Besides leaving us a certain number of
concepts, it opens up the possibility of a full flowering of
human potentialities-reconciliation of the real and the
rational, of spontaneity and thought, and the appropria
tion of human and extra-human nature. Man has an "es
sence," but this essence is not something given once and
for all, a biological and anthropological datum going
back to the earliest manifestations of humanity. It is a
developing thing; more than that, it is the essential core,
the quintessence of the actual process of historical de
velopment.
The human species has a history : like any other
reality, "generic" man comes into being gradually. Phi
losophers have formulated the essence of man in several
different ways ; they have also played a part in devel
oping it, in constituting it, by singling out certain crucial
features which sum up social development. Philosophers
proved incapable of realizing this philosophical project
which in any case was incompletely and abstractly for
mulated. Consequently, to go beyond philosophy means
to bring this project to realization, and at the same time
to put an end to philosophical alienation. In the course
of its sometimes acute conflicts with the state and politi
cal society, with all the forms of alienation ( each of
these presenting itself as an immutable, eternal essence
-religion, politics, technology, art, etc. ) , philosophy is
brought down to earth, becomes "worldly," sheds its

Marxian Thought and Sociology

7

philosophical form. It realizes itself in the world, it be
comes the world's actual doing and making.
Going beyond politics implies the withering away of
the state and the transfer of its functions, also of the
rationality it m onopolizes ( on which it superimposes its
own interests, those of the government and the bureauc
racy ) , to organized social relationships. More precisely,
democracy h olds the key to what is true about all politi
cal forms: they all lead to democracy, but democracy
lives only by struggling to preserve itself, and by going
beyond itself toward a society freed from the state and
from political alienation. The rationality that is imma
nent in social relationships, despite their conflicts or
rather in so far as these conflicts are stimulating and
creative, is thus salvaged. The m anagement of things
will replace the coercive power of the state over peo
ple.
And so we come to a fundamental idea. Social rela
tions

(including juridical relations of ownership and

property) constitute the core of the social whole. They
structure it, serve as intermediary (that which "medi
ates" ) between the foundation or "substructure"

(the

productive forces, the division of labor) and the "super
structures"

( institutions, ideologies ) . Though they do

not exist substantially in the m anner of things, it is they
that have

proved the most enduring over the ages.

They render possible a future reconstruction of the indi
vidual on new foundations, so that he will no longer be
negated, reduced to an abstract fiction, or driven back
upon a self cut off from other selves. The immanent ra
tionality which has been constituted and developed in
the course of historical struggles between peoples, na
tions, classes, and groups, will be able to grow and
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bloom. Praxis is not confined to this rationality. In the
broadest sense, praxis also includes the action of forces
alien to man, those of alienation and alienated reason,
i.e., ideologies. Neither the irrational nor the creative
capacities that go beyond the rationality immanent i n
social life dare be left out o f account. Nevertheless, this
rationality, with its problems, its glaring gaps, and its
potentialities, lies at the core of praxis.
When we get to the very heart of Marx's thought
( which he took over from Hegel, transforming it ) , what
we find is a search for an over-all thesis concerning the
relation between human activity

and its accomplish

ments . We recognize the philosophical problem of the
relati on between subject and object, freed of abstract
speculative trappings. To Marx, the "subj ect" is always
social man, the individual viewed in his actual relation
ships with groups, classes, society as a whole. The "ob
ject" to him is the products of nature, the productions of
mankind, including techniques, ideologies, institutions,
artistic and cultural works . Now, man's relations with
that which he produces by his unaided efforts are two
fold. On the one hand he realizes himself in them . There
is no activity that does not give form to some object, that
does not have some issue or resul t which its author en
joys directly or indirectly. On the other hand-or rather,
at the same time-man loses himself in his works. He
loses his way among the products of his own e ffort,
which turn against· him and weight him down, become a
burden. At one moment, he sets off a succession of events
that carries him away: this is history. At another mo
ment, what he has created takes on a life of its own that
enslaves him : politics and the state. Now his own inven-
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rion dazzles and fascinates him:
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this is the power of

ideology. Now the thing he has produced with his own
hands-more

accurately,

the abstract

thi ng

-

r ends

to

turn him into a thing himself, just another commodity,
an object to be bought and sold.
In short, individual and social man's relation to ob
jects is one of otherness and alienation, self-realization
and loss of self. Hegel had grasped this twofold process,
but

incompletely

and imperfectly,

getting

his

terms

rurned around or upside down. M arxian thought rectifies
the

distortion,

puts

human

thought,

human

history

( which Hegel understood, bur "upside down" ) "back on
its feet." Hegel viewed the process whereby products,
goods, works are created as a process of alienation in
which man's activity is swallowed up in the object; he
viewed the alienating factor, namely, the abstractness of
the thing created,

as

a product of human consciousness,

of man reduced to mere consciousness of himself.
As for the process of disalienation, Hegel conceived
of it one-sidely and speculatively. According to him, dis
alienation is achieved by philosophical awareness. Ac
cording to M arx, it is achieved in the course of actual
struggles, i.e., on the practical plane, and theory is but
one means ( element, stage, intermediary ) , a necessary
but insufficient one, in these multiple, multiform strug
gles. Thus a specific alienation can be clearly defined
only with reference to a possible disalienation, i.e., by
showing how it can be overcome actually, by what prac
tical means. The worst alienation is the blocking up of
development.
This dialectical movement with its three funda
mental concepts of truth, going beyon d, and disaliena-
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tion characterizes every aspect of Marx's wntmgs, the
order in which they were written, their inner logic, the
very movement of his thought.
The critical attitude, the negative "moment"

or

stage, is fundamental to cognition. There can be no
cognition without a critique of received ideas and exist
ing reality, particularly in the social sciences. According
to Marx, the foundation of all criticism is criticism of
religion. Why? Because religion sanctions the separation
of man from himself, the cleavage between the sacred
and the profane, between the supernatural and nature.
"The critique of religion is the prerequisite of all
criticism .... The foundation of this critique is the fol
lowing:

man makes religion, religion does not make

man."2
Alienation is defined not only

as

man's losing him

self in the external material world or in formless subjec
tivity; it is also, and above all, defined as a split between
the objectifying and the subjectifying processes in the
individual, so that the unity between them is destroyed.
What religion is, is the consciousness of the man who has
not found himself or who, struggling to find his essential
reality, has lost it and gone astray. Such a man, however,
is not some abstract being. He is social man: "This state,
this society produces religion," a mistaken, split, isolated
consciousness-"an inverted world."3
Philosophy claims to show the true nature of this
world, and in a sense the claim is justified. Philosophy
unmasks religion
world,

as

as

the general theory of this inverted

its encyclopaedic guide, its popular logic, its

"spiritual point d' honneur," and its moral justification.
Philosophy liberates man from nonphilosophy, i.e., from
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fantastic ideas uncritically accepted. Consequently phi
losophy is the spiritual quintessence of its epoch.
In his doctoral thesis (1839/41) Marx had said that
philosophy, essentially Promethean, rejects "all heavenly
and earthly gods who do not recognize that man's con
sciousness is the highest divinity."4 All the same, philos
ophy is no more than theory. It comes into being as the
truth

about

the

nonphilosophical

world-religion,

mythology, and magic-and is in turn confronted with a
nonphilosophical world of a different kind-a world of
practical activities, ranging from the most mundane to
the political. The philosopher comes into collision with
these activities. He cannot affect them, he cannot organ
ize them, he cannot transform them. He is thus led to the
view that there is something intrinsically inadequate
about philosophy. As he confronts the nonphilosophical
world, his philosophical consciousness is split. Nor can
he do anything to prevent this. He is driven on the one
hand to this or that species of voluntarism, on the other
hand to positivism. Thus two opposite tendencies arise.
The first upholds the concept, the principle of philoso
phy:

this is a theoretical tendency that attempts to

derive practical energy from philosophy:

the mind's

power of becoming an active force in the world. The
attempt comes down to one of realizing philosophy. The
other

tendency

criticizes

philosophy,

stresses

man's

needs and aspirations, what is actually going on in his
tory. This is an attempt to abolish philosophy. These two
tendencies break up the historical process, split it in two,
block its development. Both involve a fundamental error.
That of the first is to suppose that philosophy can be
realized without being abolished itself. That of the sec-
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ond is to suppose that philosoph y can be abolished with
out being realized. G
Philosophy, in short, like religion before it, aims at
changing the world but the philosopher can no more
realize his ambition than the religious man can realize
his. To the extent he does realize it, he destroys himself.
Philosop hy defines the nonphilosophical world the phi
losopher is to penetrate and transform, yet cannot pene
trate it, cannot change reality into truth by its own
means. The image of man it forms cannot be made
real.
Thus

there

is a philosophical alienation

( w hich

seeks to invest the world, to become historical and uni
versa l ) . Radical criticism shows first of all that "philoso
phy is merely religion translated into thought," hence
equally to be rejected as another form of the alienation
of the essence of man. "The philosophical consciousness
is merely the consciousness of the alienated world." And
"the philosop her ( wh o is himself an abstract version of
alienated man) sets himself up as the measuring rod of
the alienated world.''6
Actually, philosophical discussions have a political
meaning in every case, i.e., they are related in some way
to given social groups or classes, and to the conflicts
among them. Philosophy differs from religion because it
criticizes religion, from the state because its problems
and solutions-are not directly political. However, gen
erally speaking, p hilosophical ideas are

those

of the

dominant groups and classes. The philosophical currents
that represent the interests, goals, and prospects of the
oppressed have never been very strong, and have been
readily

defeated.

Philosophers, advancing motives

of

their own, always came to terms with religion and the
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state, but despite such compromises inevitable conflicts
arose within philosophy. Worse still, the most elaborate,
the most systematic, the m ost dogmatic philosophies
were all bound up with one or another bureaucracy. For
every bureaucracy possesses a system of knowledge in
self-justification, which sets standards for filling its ranks
and promoting its members, for legitimizing the hier
archical order.
In this view, 1

philosophical

materialism is espe

cially suitable for giving expression to the corporative
and professional groups at the basis of a bureaucratized
society-what is called "civil society." Spiritualism, on
the other hand, is better suited for the "apparatus" of a
narrowly political bureaucracy. However, there are con
stant mutual borrowings, encroachments, and compro
mises between the two.
Summing up, p hilosophy must be superseded, i.e.,
its project must be realized on the one hand, and on the
other hand the p hilosopher's alienation,

p hilosophical

abstraction, systematized dogmatism must be rejected.
Where is the truth of philosophy

to

be found ? In the

history of the state w hich epitomizes social struggles and
social needs. The truth we are looking for is the social
rruth.8 Once historical and social reality has been un
masked, philosophy loses all claim to autonomous exist
ence; it is no longer needed. Its place would be filled by,
at most, a summary of the most over-all results to be
extracted from the historical development. What are
these results ? Let us recall them : an image of human
potentialities; the methods,

concepts,

and spirit of a

radical criticism freed of all p hilosophical compromises.
What use, then, do they serve ? They are extremely im
portant: the philosophical heritage is not to be scorned.
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Thanks to it we are enabled to lay out the historical
materials in a meaningful order. Philosophy bequeaths
us some valuable resources, on condition we do not, like
the philosophers, expect it to supply us "with a recipe or
schema within which to legitimize the setting up of his
torical epochs."9 Philosophy takes us only to the point
where the real problems arise: exposition of the past, the
present, and the possible; a correct ordering of the ma
terials of reality; the transformation of reality according
to the potentialities it actually holds. Philosophy sup
plies us with some means for addressing ourselves to
these problems, for formulating and solving them. In
short, via the critical study of religion and the political
state, it leads us

as

far as the social sciences. No far

ther.
Marx is still in many quarters looked upon as an
economist. He is believed to have championed a certain
"economic determinism," according to which the level of
development of the productive forces mechanically or
automatically determines the other relations and forms
that constitute social life, property relations, institutions,
ideas. For allegedly holding such a view he is some
times criticized, sometimes approved.

But

(it should

hardly be necessary to point out yet another time) this
interpretation overlooks the subtitle of Capital, which
was a "Critique of Political Economy." After all, wasn't it
capitalism that founded itself upon economic reality:
commodities, money, surplus value, profit? By contrast
with

capitalism,

in

which

the

mediation

of

money

changes relations between persons into the quantitative
relations that obtain between abstract things, medieval
society was founded on direct relations among human
beings, relations between masters and serfs-no doubt

,
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relations of bondage, but perfectly clear ones. Once so
ciety has been transformed, human relations will again
become clear and direct, only without servility.10 As for
political economy as a science, it is the study of a certain
praxis: how goods in short supply are distributed among
groups unequal in size, influence, function, and place in
the social structure. Political economy must be super
seded, is capable of surmounting itself. This should be
achieved in and by a

society

living

in

abundance,

making full use of its technological potentialities. The
process entails the overcoming of law-that aggregate of
norms and rules governing the distribution of products
and activities in a society that has not yet achieved
abundance. Consequently, political economy is merely
the science of scarcity. To be sure, every society had and
still has an economic "foundation" or "base." This base
determines social relations, however, only to the extent
that it limits the activities of groups and individuals; it
imposes shackles on them; it arrests their potentialities
by limiting them. In giving rein to their potentialities,
individuals-as representatives of groups and classes
undertake things on their own initiative which may or
may not succeed, but which assigns economic reality a
more complex, higher, more varied place in the social
whole. For all that, the transformation of capitalist soci
ety calls for a modification of the economic base-in the
relations of production and ownership, in the organiza
tion of work, and in the social division of labor.

Capital is a study of a specific society, namely,
bourgeois or middle-class society, and a specific mode of
production, namely, capitalism. It considers these two
aspects of one and the same reality, taken as a whole.
Competitive capitalism is here grasped theoretically the
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better to be described and challenged. As a description,
Marx's work deals with this society's self-regulative
mechanisms,

the balancing

mechanisms

that

tend

to

uphold its various structures: how the average rate of
profit is arrived at, how reproduction on a progressively
increasing scale is proportioned. Competitive capitalism
constitutes a system. Within it arises a specific form of
the product of human labor: the commodity. The specifi
cally capitalist relations of production and ownership
determine a specific structure of both the productive
forces and the social forces. As a challenge, this work
shows how the proletariat is led to become conscious of
capitalism in the course of its struggles with the bour
geoisie, the dominant class. Marx goes farther than this,
and demonstrates that competitive capitalism is fated to
disappear. Two socio-economic forces threaten it, tend to
break up its internal structures: the working class and
the monopolies (the latter resulting from the inevitable
concentration and centralization of capital). In short,
though Capital contains an economic theory, it is not a
treatise on political economy. It contains something else
and more important:

a way of superseding political

economy, through radical criticism of it. The economic
or, more accurately, the economistic interpretation dis
torts this work when it cuts down its real scope to a
single aspect, at the same time truncating the conceptual
range of the work.
"We recognize only one science, the science of his
tory," Marx wrote in The German Ideology

( 1845).

This work, composed in collaboration with Engels, ex
pounds the principles of so-called "historical materialism."

Any

"historicizing"

interpretation

of

Marxian

thought must take this as its starting point. At first
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glimpse, the formula just quoted seems clear. It says that
history is a fundamental matter for knowledge: the sci
ence of man. However, as we scrutinize it more closely,
we may wonder what Marx meant. How could he grant
such a privileged status to history? And what did he
mean by "history"?
Indeed, if, as proclaimed, history is the only science
of human reality, how could Marx have devoted himself
to economic studies? Why should he have bothered?
Must we conclude that his method and outlook changed,
that he shifted from historicism to economism, from one
specialized science (overestimated at a certain moment)
to another specialized science?
These questions are answered in the preface and
afterword to Capital, as well as in the work itself. This
work expounds the development of competitive capital
ism as a whole-its formation, expansion, apogee, and
inevitable disintegration. Ir starts from this hypothesis
which the work as a whole is intended to verify: capital
ist society, like any other reality, comes into being,
grows, declines, and dies. This is true of natural realities,
social realities, individuals, ideas, institutions. The his
tory of competitive capitalism unfolds on many planes
and at different levels. The work contains some political
economy (theories of the commodity, money, rate of
profit, capital accumulation, etc.) ; some history proper
(chiefly of England, the English middle classes, and Eng
lish capitalism) ; some
ties are

discussed,

also

sociology
the

(pre-capitalist socie

bourgeois

family,

social

classes viewed from the inside, ere.) . May we nor say
that Marx conceived and projected a total bistory, one
that history in the strict sense-history as a field of
knowledge,

a

science-cannot encompass? History as a
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process and history as a science do nor coincide, though
they converge. By historical reality, or "historicity," we
denote the process by which man is formed, what he
produces (in the broadest and strongest sense ) by him
self, th rough his practical activity. Man is born of na
ture : he comes into being, he emerges, he asserts him
self. What he becomes is a result of his own efforts, his
struggles

against

nature

and

against

himself.

In

the

cou rse of this dramatic process forms and systems make
their appearance. The formation of social man, like that
of biological man, is marked by periods of relative stabil
ity, relatively stable structures. These, too, are even
tually drawn into the process of change, are sooner or
later dissolved or destroyed, yet they endured for a rime,
they were part of history, and deserve to be studied for
their own sake.
Man, both as individual and as member of society,
rhus comes to look upon himself as a historical being: his
"essence" is historical and unfolds within history. He
constitutes, creates, produces himself in the domain of
praxis. There is nothing in him that is not a product of
interaction among individuals, groups, classes, societies.
The historian, however, can grasp only some aspects of
this total history, though he can and should try to grasp
them more and more in depth. Mankind's "socio-eco
nomic formation" ( as Marx calls it) simply has roo many
aspects, exhibits too many differences and goes on at roo
many levels to be treated by a single discipline. The
economist, the psychologist, the demographer, the an
thropologist, all have their contributions to make. And
the sociologist as well.
According to the interpretation still too widely accepted in the Soviet Union, historical materialism is

a
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kind of general sociology, corresponding to what is so
termed in capitalist countries, to be sure in a broader
and truer sense. According to this "establishment" Marx
ism, historical materialism formulates the laws that gov
ern all societies, the universal laws of development as
a pplied to history-dynamic contradictions, discontinu
ous qualitative changes,
and
gradual quantitative
changes.
This interpretation of Marx is one of the less satis
fac tory ones. For how are the universal laws of dialectics
that materialist sociology would apply to social devel
opment to be conceived ? There are two possibilities. Ei
ther they are held to be part of philosophy, in which
case historical materialism is viewed as part of dialec
tical materialism,

and as such open to the criticism

leveled against philosophical systems in general. Then
the temptation is to deduce the general features from
philosophy, abstractly, dogmatically. This is regression
to the theoretical level of Hegelianism, or even farther
back. Alternatively, the universal laws of dialectics are
linked with methodology, in which case they serve as
conceptual tools for analyzing actually existing societies,
no matter what contents, experiences, facts they may
consist of. Concrete sociology, still to be constituted on
the basis of the dialectical method Hegel elaborated and
Marx transformed, would deal with contents, facts, expe
rimental

data.

If

so,

historical

materialism

may

be

viewed as an introduction to sociology, but not as sociol
ogy! Fu rthermore, the thesis we are rej ecting here ne
glects the dialectical analysis of development in all its
various aspects:

the processes, the contents are sepa

rated from the forms they produce, the systems, the
structures. We have, on the one hand, the process of
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( considered

quantitatively,

economically,

in

terms of material production ) , and, on the other hand,
development ( considered qualitatively, socially, in terms
of the progressive complexity and richness of human rela
tions ) . The idea of change or becoming remains pretty
crude, well-nigh metaphysical, for all the pretentious
talk about concrete history, materialism, dialectics, and
sctence.
Marx did not formulate a philosophy of history: on
this score, too, he broke with Hegelianism. His orig
inality was to conceive, as

a

totality, the production of

man by his own efforts, his own labor, starting from
nature and from need in order to achieve enjoyment ( th e
appropriation o f his own nature ) . Thus Marx conceived
of a historical science that would avoid the limitations of
narrative and institutional history. Such a science, in col
laboration with other sciences, was to consider the devel
opment of man in all its aspects, at every level of his
practical activity. The term "historical materialism " dn:�s
not designate a philosophy of history but the genesis of
mankind as a totality, ob ject of every science of human
reality and goal of action . It must be emphasized that
this conception of mankind's development does not come
down to

a

history of cu lrure, any more than to an eco

nomic history. Moreover, Marx pointedly refrains from
giving a definition of the human being. He expects man
kind to define itself in praxis. How can man be separated
from natu re with which he maintains a dialectical rela
tionship-unity

and

scission,

struggle

and

alliance?

Man's destiny is to transform nature, to appropriate it as
his own, both around and inside himself.
Having discarded the economist and historicist interpretations of Marxism, are we to adopt a sociological
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interpretation? Are we to view Marx as a sociologist?
Such an interpretation would be j ust as inadequate as
the others, though it has been fairly widespread in Ger
many and Austria. It began by getting rid of the philos
ophy attributed to M a rx, without, however, analyzing the
m eaning of philosophy in irs full implications, and with
out formulating any thesis of how it is to be overcome
(i.e., fully translated into practice ) . As a result, this in
terpretation arbitrarily mutilated Marx's thought,

giving

rise to en dless discussions culminating in a new Byzan
ri nism or Scholasticism . From this point of view, Marx
ism falls into line with Comte's positivism. Marxist
thought is dulled, loses irs cutting edge. Exercise of dia
le ctical method gives way to the worship of "facts," criti
cal challenge is subordinated to description. In Capital,
the use made of the key concept of totality is never al
lowed to overshadow the essential dialectical contradic
tion. On the contrary: the principle of contradiction
takes on a s harpness it had lost in Hegel's systematiza
tion;

Marx

keeps

multiplying

and

emphasizing

the

contradictions between men and works, otherness and
alienation, groups and classes, substructures and super
structures. The sociologizers, on the other hand, are led
by their treatment of society as a whole to play down the
contradictions. Classes and class struggles are blurred.
So-called "society" is readily identified with the nation
and the nation-state. This allegedly Marxian sociologism
fitted only too well into the ideological and political
framework Marx criticized so vigorously in his com
ments on the Gotha program ( 187 5 )
sociology

presenting

itself

as

.

Every positivist

"Marxist"

has

always

tended to reformism. Hence its bad reputation among
some, and its attraction for others. Today this sociology
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is becoming overtly conservative, whereas originally-as
practiced, for instance, by Saint-Simon and Fou rier, w h o
belonged to the left wing o f romanticism-it did not
separate knowledge from criticism .
For quite a number of reasons, then, we shall not
make a sociologist out of Marx. Anyone who ascribes
such a thesis to us on the basis of the title of this little
book either never opened it or is acting in bad faith. We
mention the possibility because far worse things than
this have occurred in the context of such discussions.
Marx is not a sociologist, but ther e is a sociology in

Marx.
To interpret this seemingly inconsistent statement,
we must keep in mind two groups of concepts and argu
ments:
1

Marx asserts the unity of knowledge and reality,

of man and nature, and of the social sciences and the
physical sciences. He explores a totality in process of
becoming and in its present stage of development, a to
tality comprising levels and aspects w hich are now com
plementary, now distinct, now contradictory. As such,
his theory therefore is not history, not sociology, not
psychology, etc.,

but comprehends

these

approaches,

these aspects, these various levels of the whole. Therein
lies its originality, its novelty, and its lasting interest.
Since the end of the nineteenth century, there has
been a tendency to view the writings of Marx, and Capital
especially, in terms of the individual sciences; actually, it
is only since his day that they have become specialized in
a system of academic compartmentalization we may be
sure Marx would have opposed. Capital, which is theo
retically all of a piece, h as been reduced to a treatise on
history, on political economy, on sociology, even on
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p hilosophy. Marxian thought is simply too broad in scope
to fit into the narrow ( an d ever narrower) categories of
latter-day philosophy, political economy, history, and
sociology. Nor is it correct to refer to it as "interdisci
plinary"-a conception recently advanced ( not without
risk of confusion ) -to remedy the disadvantages of

a

la tter-day division of labor in the social sciences. Marxian
investigation bears upon a differentiated totality and
centers

around a single

theme-the

dialectical

inter

relations between men active in society and their multi
farious, contradictory accomplishments.
2

The specialization and compartmentalization that

have gone on i n the sciences of humanity since Marx's

exposure of competitive capitalism are not devoid of
meaning. The totality of human knowledge can no
longer be encompassed as it could in Marx's epoch, at
once from the inside and from the outside ( both as a
reality and as a possibility) , critically and descriptively.
All the same we cannot endorse this breaking up of the
social sciences. It encourages us to forget the totality:
society as a whole, the totality of human efforts. Of
course, human reality is growing steadily more complex,
and this mounting complexity is part of history in the
broader sense. We are dealing with a broken-up totality,
fragments of which confront one another and sometimes
separate when they do not enter into conflict-the capi
talist "world," the socialist "world," the undeveloped
"world," the various cultures, the diverse forms of the
state.

It has even been suggested that the concepts

"world" and "the worldwide" might replace the concept
of totality to signify the extension of technology into a
planetary scale. With such questions of terminology still
pending, the indispensable presuppositions in the social
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sciences remain the unity of knowledge and the total
character of reality. Thus it is possible to recognize in
M arx's works a sociology of the family, of the city and
the count ryside, of subgroups, classes, and w h ole soci 
eties, of knowledge, of the state, etc. And this can be
done at such a level of analysis and exposition as not to
encroach upon the rights of the other sciences-political
economy,

history,

demography,

psychology.

On

the

other hand, it is possible to continue Marx's own effort,
starting from Capital and embracing its method, by in
quiring into the genesis of so-called "modern" society, its
fragmentations and contradictions.

2

The

Marxian

Concept

of Praxis

Throughout his life Marx renewed assaults on the for
tress ( perhaps a better metaphor would be Kafka's Cas

de) of Hegelianism. It had something he wanted, that
was his by right. Or, to pur it differently, he wanted to
save what was worth saving from the wreckage of the
absolute system. No doubt this matter of the exact rela
tionship between Marx's thought and Hegel's will con
tinue to present riddles for a long time, and to inspire
research. The relationship is a dialectical one : i.e., one
full of conflict. Marx in one sense continues Hegel, in
another sense breaks with him ; now he merely "extends,"
now he transforms him utterly. It was quite late in life,
when he was writing Capital, that Marx formulated a
dialectical method of his own, spelling out j ust how it
differs from the Hegelian method. At a very early date,

26

THE S O C I O L OG Y O F MARX

however, he substituted the concept of "overcoming,"
which he took from Hegel, for that of synthesis, w hich, in
the construction of the Hegelian system, crowns, com
pletes, and immobilizes thesis and antithesis.
It is no part of our present endeavor to trace point
by point, t opic by topic, where M arxian thought takes
over or extends Hegelian thought, and where it differs
radically. We shall be content to indicate the major
point of dissension, the matter with reference to which
Marx's thought collided head on with Hegel's. It has fre
quently been lost sight of since, in the course of M arx
ism's complex history. This was the question of the state.
To Hegel, at least by the time he became philosopher of
the state, the state is at once what holds society together
and society's crowning achievement. Without the state,
the elements that compose social reality-the "estates,"
the crafts and corporations, subdivisions like municipali
ties and families-would fly apart. Without irs rules and
regulations there would be a breakdown of obj ective
morality ( manners and customs, morals) and of subj ec
tive m orality ( sense of duty, sense of obligation ) alike.
Human history attains irs peak in the modern constitu
tional state. There is nothing further to look forward to
in the womb of time or to expect from human endeavor.
Marx took

a

diametrically opposed position. The

state is j ust another institution dependent on historical
conditions. It does not summon them into being, and
then, by some metaphysical process, give them shape and
meaning. To p hrase it in terms Marx had not yet selected
when he embarked on his radical criticism of Hegel's
philosophy of right and of the state, institutions have a
base

and

are

themselves superstructures.

As for the

Hegelian thesis according to which the middle class

The Marxian Concept of Praxis

27

( and the state bureaucracy bound up with it) is the
"universal" class, bearer of knowledge and consciousness
to all mankind, Marx flays it in the strongest possible
terms.
Now, the question has to be asked : is the Marxian
criticism a "theoretical" one ? Yes, it is. It proceeds by
analysis of concepts to the very core of theory, and be
yond. But it is a fundamentally practical criticism at the
same time. The trouble with the Hegelian system was
that it made history culminate in the present, repre
sented a sort of "end of history, " and thereby paralyzed
rhe hope of action. From the first, Marx thought as a
man of action. His whole life was one long battle for
democracy, for socialism and communism, for a better
society. His initial strategy calls for an alliance with the
proletariat. Why? Because the working class was flatly
challenging the "truth" of the current establishment, was
doubting the built-in virtue of existing institutions. He
was unable to accept a philosophical system which was
consecrating (in the strongest sense of the term: making
holy, canonizing)

the existing state and

"system of

rights." Now, Marx himself believed the Hegelian system
to be

the

perfect

philosophical

system:

the

system .

Marx's criticism of the state is intrinsically interwoven
with his criticism of philosophy.
But the relationship was not just one of head-on
coJiision. As Galileo came before Descartes, so Hegel
came before M arx. We might speak of a Hegelian-Marx
ist revolution in the knowledge of man, but it would be
more accurate to give Kant and Kanrianism credit for
the major shift in emphasis. What does the revolution
consist in? In this, that first to Hegel and then to Marx.
the object of investigation and knowledge is time . In the
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sciences a n d t h e conceptual thought elaborated before
them space played the leading part. Needless to say,
time was not altogether absent from even the most
"mechanistic" thought, but there it was subordinate to
and determined by the dimension of space. With Hegel,
extensibility in time ( "becoming" ) comes firmly to the
fore, takes on primordiality : mankind's life is now in
time, is historical, its very consciousness a succession of
changing stages and shifting moments. In Marx's view,
Hegel betrayed his own finest insight when he gave to
understand that his philosophy was the culmination of
human thought and the contemporary nation-state the
end of history. This is the legacy of Hegel's that M arx
takes on his own shoulders and carries much farther.

With M arx change becomes truly universal, since
both nature and history are now conceived historically.
Man and all things human are from now on character
ized in temporal terms : work h ours are counted, occu
pations are broken down and traced back to their source,
technological changes and their progressive social effects
carefully noted in detail. Marx's so-called "philosophical" works consistently pursue this analysis in historical
depth, until a point is reached where they burst the
categories

of

philosophic

systematization

and

chal

lenge every formalization of human life in time that
is advanced as definitive. Hegel was unable to formulate a
system of freedom. His system of knowledge is therefore
dangerous. And yet it was Hegel who laid the founda
tions of historical knowledge, and this has become the
foundation of all knowledge of man.
In Marx, even more explicitly than in Hegel, time
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has a twofold aspect: it is at once growth and develop
ment. The "beings" that are born into the changing
world with a certain degree of stability grow : that is,
they increase gradually in respect of certain of their
characteristics.

These

characteristics

are

quantitative,

and hence measurable. At the same time and our of the
same process of change, new characteristics, qualitative
differences, emerge. Growth and development go hand
in hand. There is a connection between them, stipulated
b y the most general principles (laws) of dialectical
thought. A "being" that only grew quantitatively would
soon turn into a monster. And yet these two aspects of
the process of change differ and sometimes separate and
diverge from each other. M onstrous forms of life do
exist, are not a t all rare, and perhaps represent a form of
decline and death. Growth, then, is quantitative, contin
uous; development is qualitative, discontinuous. It pro
ceeds by leaps; it presupposes them. Growth is easy to
predict, development less so. It may involve unforesee
able accidents, the sudden emergence of new qualities
irreducible to pre-existing qualities and determinist ex
pectations. History is rich in fresh creations, always
richer in works and forms than our knowledge allows us
to predict, our reflection to expect.
When one reads Hegel in the light of Marxism, par
ticularly the Philosophy of Right, the concept of praxis
turns up there. In his analysis of what he calls "civil
society, " Hegel distinguishes it from political society
( the state and its personnel : the government and the
bureaucracy ) . Civil society includes such groups as fam
ilies, crafts and occupations ( "estates" ) , towns and other
territorial groupings. The needs of its members are or
ganized into a coherent system and are satisfied by divi-
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sion of labor. Civil society arises from the interaction of
these elements, and is consolidated and crowned b y the
legal system, "the system of rights," the state, the gov
ernment, the bureaucratic apparatus of the state.
The concept of praxis is and is not present in Hegel.
For

in

his

philosophico-political

system

the

divine,

providential state creates its own conditions, and these
only count as materials for the juridical and political
structure. Because Hegel views these elements or condi
tions merely as "moments," stages in the development of
the higher reality of the state, without any substance of
their own, he treats them

as

secondary.

In Marx's Mmuscripts

of

1 844, the

Theses

rm

Feuerbach, The Holy Family and The German Ideology
( written in collaboration with Engels in

1 84 5 I 46 ) ,

the

concept of praxis is clarified.
The Marruscripts of 1 844 criticize and rej ect the
basic categories and concepts of philosophy, including
the concepts of "materialism" and "idealism." What is
"substance" in the p hilosophical sense of the term ? It is
nature

in

metaphysical

disguise,

arbitrarily

separated

from man. Similarly, consciousness is the human mind in
metaphysical disguise arbitrarily separated from nature.
Both materialism and idealism are interpretations of
the world, and both are untenable in the face of revolu
tionary praxis. They are no longer opposed and hence
neither is valid. The specificity of Marxism, its revolu
tionary character, and hence its class character, do not
derive from any option for materialist assumptions, but
from its prac tical character, from the fact that it goes
beyond

speculation,

and

hence

beyond

p hilosophy

beyond materialism and idealism alike. There had been
interpretations of the world in earlier thought, eighteenth-
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century bourgeois thought, most notably. Although it is
true that materialism, generally speaking, has been the
philosophy of oppressed and revolutionary classes, in
cluding the middle classes, the function of the working
class is a radically new one. By clearly stressing praxis
(society's actual doing and making, based on industry,
which makes it possible to become conscious of all
human practice in history) , this class leaves behind and
rejects once and for all earlier interpretations of life
which correspond to obsolete stages in the class strug
gle.
Consequently, Marxism (which theoretically clari
fies the situation of the working class and gives it class
consciousness at the level of theory) is not a materialist
philosophy because it is not a philosophy. It is neither
idealist nor materialist because it is profoundly historical.
It makes explicit the historicity of knowledge; it elabo
rates the socio-economic formation of mankind in all its
historicity.
Philosophy explains nothing; it is itself explained by
historical materialism. Philosophy, a contemplative atti
tude, accepts the existing. It does not transform the
world, bur only interpretations of the world. The con
templative attitude, one of the remoter consequences of
the division of labor, is a mutilated, a fragmentary activ
ity. Now, the true is the whole. Philosophy cannot lay
claim to being the supreme, the total activity. The re
sults achieved by this contemplative activity are incon
sistent with empirically observed facts. There are no
immobile absolutes, there is no such thing as a spiritual
beyond. Every absolute is a mask justifying man's exploi
tation by man. Philosophical abstractions in themselves
have no value, no precise meaning. The true is also the
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concrete . The propositions of philosophia perennis either
are tautologies without content, or receive concrete
meaning from some historical, empirically verifiable con
tent. To rise above rhe world by pure reflection is in
reality to remain imprisoned in pure reflection. This
position does not imply nominalist consequences; the
universals are grounded in praxis, which is itself obj ec
tive.
Marx denies the existence of several qualitatively
different

types

of knowledge,

such

as

philosophical

knowledge on the one hand, scientific knowledge on the
other. Abstract philosophical thought is j ustified only as
abstraction from particular scientific insights, more ac
curately, for summing up the most general results ob
tained from the study of historical development.
Historical materialism is j ustified by the aim of re
storing to human thought its active strength-a strength
ir had ' 'in the beginning," prior to the division of l abor,
when ir was directly linked ro practice. But it is also
j usti fied by the "philosophical" decision not to be taken
in by rhe illusions of the epoch and to create a truly
universal doctrine.
This triple requirement

( that thought should be

efficacious, true, and universally human ) at once writes
finis to philosophy and yet represents irs continuation,
can still be regarded as a philosophical requirement. It is
not fully developed in The German Ideology and The
Holy Family, but we find it at the heart of the subjects
treated, the polemics, and the criticisms contained in
texts written later.
The concept of praxis comes to the fore in Marx's so
called "philosophical" texts. As we have j ust said, praxis

is defined by being
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opposed

to

ro phil osophy

and

the philosopher's speculative attitude. Feuerbach, who
rejected Hegelian philosophy in the name of a material
ist anthropology, did not succeed in getting beyond the
philosophical

attitude.

Although

he

emphasizes

the

world of sense, he overlooks the subj ective aspect of sen
sory perception: the activity that fashions the object,
that recognizes it, and itself in it. Feuerbach does not see
that the object of perception is the product ( or the
work ) of a creative activity, at once sensory and social.
Because he neglects the practical-sensory activity, he all
the more neglects the practical-critical, i.e., revolution
ary activity. 11 In opposition co a philosophical material
ism which did not take praxis into account, idealism de
veloped the subjective aspect of human thought, but
only abstractly, ignoring sensuous activity ( Theses

on

Feuerbach, 1 ) . Feuerbach himself saw only the gr:my
workaday aspect of praxis. However, philosophical ma
terialism

has even more serious consequences.

It at

tributes changes in mankind to changed circumstances
and the effects of education, forgetting that it is men
alone who change their circumstances and that educa
tors themselves h ave to be educated . Hence the m aterial
ist theory tends co divide society into two pans, one of
which is raised above the other. Consequently, j ust like
idealism, materialist philosophy j ustifies the state, not on
the pretext of organization but that of education ( Theses
on

Feuerbach, m ) .
"The question whether human thought can arrive

at objective truth is not a theoretical but a practical
question. It is in praxis that man must prove the truth,
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that is, the reality, the exactness, the power of his think
ing. The dispute over the reality or non-reality of think
ing isolated from praxis is a purely scholastic question"

( Theses

on

Feuerbach, n ) .

The various branches of knowledge find their scope
and meaning in the way they are bound up with practi
cal activity. The "problem of knowledge" as speculative
philosophers treat of it, is a false problem . Abstract logi
cal consistency, theory divorced from social activity and
practical verification, have no value whatever. The es
sence of man is social, and the essence of society is praxis
-acts, courses of action,

interaction.

Separated from

praxis, theory vainly comes to grips with falsely formu
lated or insoluble problems, bogs down in mysticism and
mystification ( Theses

on

Feuer bach, vm ) .

In these early works praxis is defined chiefly in
negative terms : as that which philosophy ignores or dis
cards, as that which philosophy is not. This is a polemi
cal determination, although the negative serves to bring
out what is essential and positive for dialectical thought.
Still, the new concept is not fully elaborated. Marx has
not as yet clari fied it well enough to forestall certain
confusions. The criterion of practice, formulated in the
second of the Theses

on

Feuerbach, will later be inter

preted as a total rejection of theory in favor of practi
cality, as adherence to empiricism and the cult of effi
ciency, as a kind of p ragmatism. In the name of the
critique of philosophy, the importance of philosophy
will be lost sight of, as will also the fact that for Marx
praxis involves going beyond philosophy.
Some writers hold that the social sciences

( the

human or behavioral sciences, among which sociology
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stands in the forefront) are an adequate substitute for a
philosophy on irs last legs. According to them, the sym
bols, visions, and concepts of p hilosophy ( w hich they
treat as equivalent) will be supplanted by formulations
of empirical fact in the fields of sociology, anthropology,
cultural history, etc. These thinkers will find themselves
at a loss, sooner or later, when confronted by findings
specific enough but fragmentary, limited in their import,
such as can take on depth and range only by

a

return to

some sort of "philosophizing" ( whether admitted as such
or not) . Or else-it comes to the same thing-the frag
mentary

techniques

of

the

specialists

will

promptly

impel philosophers to step in and give speculative unity
to the formless mass of facts, techniques, results. There
will be a tug of war between positivism and p hilos
ophism,

the

obj ective and the subjective,

empiricism

and voluntarism.
Others m aintain that Marx discovered praxis all
right, and his discovery makes philosophy useless while
at the same time clearing the way for realization of the
philosophers' dreams. Actually the concept of praxis is
more complex than that. We have noted that it involves
di fferences, levels, polarizations, contradictions. To ana
lyze and expound its creative power, we must take our
point of departure from the universal concepts that phi
losophy has elaborated.
If the discovery of praxis is interpreted as the rejec
tion of p hilosophy purely and simply, are we nor moving
coward a philosophy of praxis, pragmatism or something
like it, i.e., j ust another p hilosophy, derivative of or sub
stitute for philosophy in the old sense ?
All these tendencies are to be discerned in the con
tem porary M arxist movement higgledy-piggledy, without
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elucidation of the hypotheses o r their implications. Ac
tually, for all practical purposes, official Marxism takes
an empiricist, positivist attitude, under cover of a philo
sophical ph raseology. Irs full confidence goes to the sci
ences and technologies ( the natural or physical sciences
rather than the historical and social sciences ) . In this
way, under cover of an ideologized Marxism, it comes
close to endorsing a tech nocratic praxis. As for the phi
losophy of praxis formulated by A. Gramsci, it turns into
the justification of one particular practice-that of the
Parry, the modern prince . In other words, it becomes a
philosophy of M achiavellianism, bestowing the cachet of
philosophy on political pragmatism.
As for G. Lukacs, in his History and Class Con
sciousness, the proletariat's class consciousness replaces
classical philosophy. The proletariat represents "totality"
-the apprehension of reality past, present, and to come
-the domain of possibility-in radical negation of existing reality.
Unfortunately no such historical consciousness is to
be found in the working class anywhere in the world
today-in no real individual, in no real group. It is a
purely speculative construction on the part of a philoso
pher unacquainted with the working class. Thus it is
subject to the general criticism which distinguishes be
tween spontaneous (uncertain, primitive) consciousness
and political consciousness ( resulting from the fusion in
action between the conceptual knowledge of scientists
and

scholars-i .e. ,

intellectuals-and

the

spontaneous

consciousness ) . Lukacs substitutes a philosophy of the
proletariat for classical philosophy. His philosophy dele
gates philosophical authority, the power of representing
and systematizing reality, to one thinker. This perpetu-
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ates the risks and dangers of classical systematization
even-and more than ever-when the thinker becomes
the collective thinker ! Lukacs' theory of class conscious
ness has the same defect as the philosophy of praxis
elaborated by Antonio Gramsci. Both M arxist theoreti
cians have conceived the end of philosophy without its
realiZiltion-a very widespread error.
The discovery of praxis does away with autonomous
philosophy, with speculative metaphysics. But it pro
gresses toward the realization of philosophy only to the
extent that an efficacious

( revolutionary )

praxis rele

gates to the past, along with the division of labor and the
state, the opposition between the world of philosophy
( the world of truth) and the nonphilosophical world
( the world of reality ) .
For a number of reasons, some of which were pre
sent in Marx's lifetime and some of which have emerged
since, but all of which are connected with the contra
dictory development of Marxism in our time, we believe
it indispensable to provide an explication of the concept
of praxis. To do this it is not enough to group together
excerpts or quotations from Marx and Engels; we have
also to clarify the concept in the light of modern man's
experience and ordeals. Only

a

full exposition of the

concept, of what it implies as well as of what it makes
explicit, will show that it contains many sociological
elements-a sociology of needs, of objects, of knowledge,
of everyday life, of political life, etc.
In the reading of M arx we propose, the successive
steps are gradually integrated in an ever broader and
closer conception of practical (political) action. Marx
never went back on his criticism of philosophy or on his
concept of praxis. To the very end of his life he in-
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tended to write an exposition of the dialectical method,
but he died without having carried out this project. Not
only is Marx's work unfinished, even its most developed
portions are insufficiently elaborated.

This

has

con

tributed to no small extent to later misunderstandings of
it.
An exhaustive study of the concept of praxis in
Marx, assuming that such a study is possible, would in
volve the comparative analysis of a considerable number
of texts. We are leaving this task to others, as also the
task of redefining the relations between Hegel and Marx,
and many other unsettled questions. Our sole purpose is
to make certain confusions less likely, if not to prevent
them entirely, and to show how Marx's concept of praxis
leaves room for sociology in the most modem sense of
the term.
a.

The concept of praxis presupposes the rehabilita

tion of the world of sense, restoration of the practical
sensuous as called attention to above. As Feuerbach had
seen, the sensuous is the foundation of all knowledge
because it the foundation of Being. The sensuous is not
merely rich in meaning; it is a human creation. The
human world has been created by men and women in
the course of their history, starting from an originary
nature which is given to us already transformed by our
own efforts-tools, language, concepts, signs. Wealth at
once graspable and inexhaustible, the practical-sensuous
shows us what praxis is. It is one continuous revelation, a
disclosure so unmistakable that we need only open our
eyes to perceive the enormous scope of praxis in this
human creation which encompasses landscapes,

cities,

objects of common use, and rare objects (works of art) .
The unity of the sensuous and the intellectual, of nature
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and culture, confronts us everywhere. Our senses be
come our theoreticians, as Marx put ir, and the immedi
ate discloses the mediations it involves. The sensuous
leads us to the concept of praxis, and this concept un
folds the richness of the sensuous.
Relations between human beings are part of this
world of sense now rediscovered, revealed, recognized.
For before becoming another consciousness for the con
scious subject, a living being is merely an obj ect. Pre
cisely as a sensuous obj ect, it enters into more or less rich
and complex social relations, which reveal it as "subject,"
and allow it to exercise its subjective powers-activity,
reflection, desire.

b. Man, the human being, is first of all a creature of
need. He "is" this to a greater extent than animals are,
for nearly all of them from birth onward possess means
of survival in their own bodies and their immediate envi
ronment. Failing this, they simply die, individuals and
species alike. In all human activities, need in general
( generically ) assens itself as a condition of human life.
There is nothing in human life that does not correspond
to some need or does not create a need, even in the most
remote reaches of culture and technology, let alone in
economic life. In addition to individual needs ( which
are satisfied only socially) , there are social needs proper
and

political

needs,

immediate

needs

and

cultivated

needs, natural needs and artificial needs. Recognition of
the subjectivity of other human beings does become

a

human-that is, a social-fact until the point is reached
where the recognition of the others' needs becomes itself
a

conscious need. Finally, reason, rationality at the indi

vidual and social level, does nor emerge until the devel
opment of needs has progressed to the point where
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human communities have need of reason in their activi
ties.
Once he makes his ( at once individual and histori
cal ) appearance in the world, man, a creature of need,
remains for a long time weak and unable to defend him
self. It is a matter for wonder how the human species has
survived, in view of how poorly a cruel M other Nature
has equipped it. In viewing man as a creature of need,
did

Marx-and

Marxian

thought-consider

him

the

object of a special science, such as might be called
"anthropolgy"? No doubt. The Manuscripts of 184412
contain an outline of anthropology, but also a number of
critical remarks. Anthropology (Feuerbach's is a typical
example ) tends either to immerse man in nature or to
separate him from it. What must be grasped, however, is
man's relation of conflict with nature : unity ( even at the
highest point of development man is not separated from
nature ) and struggle ( human activity wrests from na
ture the satisfaction of human needs, and in doing so
transforms and despoils it) . Man's fundamental relation
to nature may legitimately be called "ontological." On
the other hand, everything man does is parr of a process
of change, i.e., of history. We have no right to "ontolo
gize" history any more than nature, to make a philoso
phy of it, and thereby to introduce another separation
between the human and the natural.
Needs are thus proper matters for study in so far as
they form part of the over-all development of the human
species, and in so far as they stimulate the activities of
man i n process of becoming human. This legitimizes the
introduction of concepts such as the comparative rich
ness or poverty of needs, their diversity, the transition
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from the need for objects to the need for other human
beings, from natural utility to human use.
Study of needs discloses an interplay of dialectical
processes. Man differs from animals in this, that in order
to obtain satisfaction of his needs he created tools and
invented work. Need is at once act or activity and a
complex relationship with nature,

with

other human

beings, and with objects. Through his own work man
controls nature and appropriates it in part. Work is not a
natural activity; it is even "anti-natural" in two senses : as
toil it requires e ffort and discipline, and it modifies na
ture both externally and internally. Work becomes a
need. The senses develop and are refined in and through
work. Needs change and become more sophisticated, as
work modifies them by producing new goods or posses
sions. Thus man emerges from nature and yet remains
unable to break away from it. Enjoyment is what recon
ciles man to his fundamental ties with nature. It brings
momentary relief to constant struggle, sense of separa
tion, estrangement. For need as mark of helplessness,
work substitutes need as capacity for enj oyment, as the
power to accomplish such and such an action. In this
way man as natural being replaces his immediate, barely
or scarcely differentiated unity with nature by a differen
tiated totality . Multiple, he runs the risk of mutilation
alienation. The Hegelian theory of the system of needs
controlled by the state must be rejected as too narrow : it
does not take into account the sum total of needs and the
need for totality (i.e., for fulfillment, plenitude in the ex
ercise of all activities, gratification of all desires ) . The
process of transcending limitation, of going beyond ini
tially given bounds, tends toward this total fulfillment.

THE
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We thus discover that all praxis rests on a twofold
foundation: the sensuous on the one hand, creative activ
ity stimulated by a need it transforms on the other. This
total p henomenon ( need, work, sensuous enj oyment of
the sensory obj ect ) is found at every level. Work is pro
ductive-of objects and of tools for more work. Bur it is
also productive of new needs-production needs

and

needs for production. New needs, in both the quantita
tive and qualitative sense, react on the persons who pro
duced them. And so need gradually develops until its
highest and deepest forms are reached, the subtlest and
the most dangerous : desire for human presence

( and

presence of desire ) , desire for power ( and power of de
sire ) .

In a sense all history is characterized by the

growth and development of needs ( nor forgetting the
artificialities, perversions, and alienations ) . Communism
merely spells out human need by carrying it to its ulti
mate development, freeing it from its alienations.
The goal is the supplanting of work by technology,
bur before this terminal point of foreseeable develop
ment can be reached work must have become a primary
need. The contradiction between work and nonwork
(between human effort and the means for cutting down
and eventually eliminating such effort, including both
machines and production techniques ) is especially stim
ulating. Nonwork is idleness bur also spontaneity of
genius, the inability to work and the reward for toil . It
is need qua privation of complete enj oyment.13 The
human species progresses from the nonwork of the ani
mal to the nonwork of the being powerful enough to
have

attained technical mastery over matter, having

gone beyond the relentless ( and oppressed ) labor of the
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human masses and the nonwork ( idleness) of their ex
ploiters.

c. Work is parr of a dialectical process "need-work
enj oyment," within which it is one practical and histori
cal "moment" or stage. In the course of this process it
acquires irs own determinations, and new processes in
teract with the earlier ones. Work gets broken up ( divi
sion of labor) . Biological, technological ( determined by
the tools ) , and social divisions of labor interact. Func
tions get split up; the separation between city and coun
tryside goes hand in hand with that between intellectual
work and physical work. The city usurps the managing
functions, and the latter become m ore refined within the
urban framework : planning, administrative supervision,
political

orientation,

relations

with

other

territorial

groups. For long periods ( particularly within the "Asi
atic mode of production" ) the city lives parasitically
upon the countryside, only performing nonproductive
military,

administrative, political-functions.

Later,

es

pecially in western Europe, the city supplants the coun
tryside in respect of productive work ; this process is
especially characteristic of the capitalist period which ac
celerates it. This represents the end of a long historical
development during which inequality of functions be
came more and more accentuated. Productive work
(mainly agricultural) is devalued in relation to other
functions, those of chiefs, elders, warriors, priests, and
sorcerers. The various groups which had persisted for
millennia before becoming classes fight bitterly among
themselves over the scanty surplus of the society's pro
duction. As yet the privileged functions are unable to
free themselves from the control of the community; they
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must make careful use of their prestige in order to
strengthen it, play imaginary roles, sacrifice themselves
to the conditions of their primacy. The state in process of
emergence does not yet permit them to take "the com
mon people" for granted. More particularly, the privi
leged groups are for a long time obliged, in order to
j ustify themselves, ro invent works, to build monuments,
to embellish the city, to organize celebrations and festi
vals.
At this point one of the privileged functions-the
ideological

function-takes

on

particular

importance.

At first performed by the priests, only much later do ever
more specialized

intellectuals-poets, philosophers, sci

entists, writers-take it over. Before going into the con
cept of ideology, we may j ust call attention to the social
underpinnings of all ideology in a group of specialists
who elaborate ideas and present them to the larger so
ciety.

d. We must distinguish between activities con
cerned with physical nature and activities concerned
with human beings. The latter arise out of the division of
labor, and yet the term "labor" does not quite apply to
them. We speak of religious, political, and cultural func
tions rather than of religious, political, or cultural work.
Let us designate the two groups of activities by the
terms

poiesis and praxis, respectively. Poiesis gives

human form to the sensuous; it includes man's relations
with nature-his labors as a farmer, craftsman, and artist
-and more generally, the appropriation of nature by
human beings, both of the nature external to themselves
and that which is internal to themselves. Praxis com
prises

interhuman

relationships,

managerial

activities,

and the functions of the state as they come into being. In
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a broad sense,

praxis subsumes poiesis; in

sense, it only designates the

4J

the strict

pragmata, the matters actu

ally deliberated by the members of society.
The distinction proposed here follows the develop
mental sequence of language viewed as the embodiment
of society's consciousness. It emphasizes the way human
activities, within the unity of the social, are themselves
divided against themselves, constitute a duality.

Poiesis, result of a division in the body social, is in
turn divided. Productive labor ( agriculture, crafts, and
later industry ) is devalued in relation to creative activity
proper or, more accurately, the activity that is alone re
garded as creative, namely, that which an individual
pursues in producing a work. The thing, the product, the
work come to be distinguished from one another. Simi
larly in praxis (in the strict sense ) , some activities come
to enj oy specially privileged status: namely, the media
tions

or

activities

of

intermediaries-the

trader,

the

orator, the political leader.
In the course of this vast process, work comes to be
in conflict with itself. It is at once individual and social,
differentiated

and

total,

qualitative

and

quantitative,

simple and complex, productive and unproductive, het
erogeneous and hom ogeneous.

It comes into conflict

with nonwork (idleness, leisure ) . Work
process and

qua dialectical
qua content gives rise to a specific form, the

form assumed by the product of physical labor:

the

commodity.
The fact is, praxis is first and foremost

act, dialecti

cal relation between man and nature, consciousness and
things ( w hich can never be legitimately separated, in
the manner of philosophers who make them two distinct
substances ) . But if thereby every praxis is content, this
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content creates forms; it is content only by virtue of the
form born of its contradictions; these it usually resolves
imperfectly, and seeks to impose coherence on the con
tent. Thus every society is creative of forms. As for the
development of praxis, t hrough many vicissitudes and
dramas ( among them the disappearance of many soci
eties, including the noblest and happiest ) it has per
petuated and perfected certain forms. We may mention
the forms of politeness, of direct personal relations; the
aesthetic forms; formal l ogic ( derived from reflection on
discourse ) ;

law

( rules

governing

contracts

and

ex

changes ) ; lastly, the commodity ( form assumed by the
product in the course of the generalizing of exchanges )
with its consequence, or rather implication, money. The
commodity form has one very imponant characteristic:
it does not detach itself from its content, the labor that
has gone into it. As a thing, it is both a use value and an
exchange value : a human product. In relation to labor
and the inner contradictions of productive labor, the
commodity is at once m easure and what is measured. It
has value only through the labor ( the average time of
social labor, says Marx) embodied in it, but labor in tum
ends up by having value only in so far as it produces
commodities and itself becomes a commodity

(qua rime

spent on labor ) . Once launched upon its career, the
commodity carries to the end the potentialities inherent
in this form. With the commodity, ever greater impor
tance is assumed in praxis by the mediator between the
various types of productive labor: the trader. By the lat
ter's activity labor is subj ugated and brought into sub
j ection : money becomes primordial, and the intermedi
aries become more essential than creative or productive
activities.
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Capital Marx shows

how a thing, a product assumes, under certain condi
tions, the form of a commodity. The thing splits in two:
without losing its material reality and use value, it is
transmuted into an exchange value. The thing
subjected to

a

transubstantiation,

whereby

as

such is

it passes

from qualitative to quantitative status, from its separate
identity to confrontation with other things, from a sub
stantial reality to a pure form (coins, money). The form
attains its perfection when every single commodity can
be evaluated by one universal equivalent: money.
This analysis of use value and account of its formal
development are well known. To Marx, the commodity
form, which he traces through each successive transfor
mation, possesses the peculiar capacity of concealing its
own essence and origin from the human beings who live
with it and by it. The form is fetishized. It appears to be
a thing endowed with boundless powers. The form re
acts upon its own content and takes possession of it. The
thing turns man into

its thing, disguising its own origins

and the secret of its birth, namely, that it is the product
of specific human interrelations. This fetishist character
of commodities, money, capital, has far-reaching conse
quences. It generates real appearances that befog "real
ity" (praxis) the more effectively because they are part
of it. Analysis must dispel this fog, cut through the veil
of appearance. The fetishized form takes on these two
properties:

as abstract thing, it becomes autonomous,

and dissimulates the real relationships. We shall be com
ing back to this analysis in closer detail.
"Man's reflections on the fonns of social life, and
consequently, also, his scientific analysis of these forms,

48

THE

S O CIO L O G Y OF

MARX

take a course directly opposite to that of their actual
historical development. He begins, post festum, with the
results of the process of development ready to hand be
fore him. The characters that stamp products as com
modities, and whose establishment is a necessary prelim
inary to the circulation of commodities, have already
tak�n on the stability of natural, self-understood forms
of social life, before man sets out to decipher-not their
historical character, for in his eyes they are immutable
-but their meaning."14

In other words, the form is deceptive. It induces
false impressions, erroneous thinking: namely, the im
pression of fixity, confusion between the natural (im
mobile)

thing,

and

the social thing

(abstract, hence

formed historically ) . And it carries the whole of society
with it in a very special process : reification.
However,

these

very

important

observations

by

Marx are not to be systematized as a single theory of
reification, which according to some constitutes the es
sence of

Capital and of Marxism generally. The school of

Lukacs has overestimated the theory of reification to the
point of making it the foundation of a philosophy and
sociology ( the two are regarded

as

identical in this sys

tematization ) . Now, the abstract thing, the form (com
modity, money, capital)

cannot carry the process of

reification ("rhingification" ) to irs conclusion. It cannot
free itself from the human relationships ir rends to domi
nate, to distort, to change into relations between things.
It cannot fully exist qua thing. It remains an abstract
thing for and through active human beings. What it in
volves is thus an order of formal human interrelations.
"Commodities cannot go to market ...under their
own power.

.

. . In order that these objects may enter
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into relations with each other as commodities, their
guardians must place themselves in relation to one an
other, as persons whose will resides in these objects ....
They must . . . recognize in each other the right of
private proprietors. This juridical relation, which ex
presses itself in the contract, whether such contract be
part of a developed legal system or not, is a relationship
between two wills, and is but the reflection of the real
economic relation between the two."15

The abstract thing or form-thing thus involves a
formal order of human relationships, namely, contrac
tual relations. The form splits in two: on the one hand,
we get the commodity with irs social and economic con
sequences, on the other, the contract with its social and
juridical

implications.

The

correspondence

between

these two aspects is secured by the unity of the under
lying process.
The economic study of the process of exchange is
marched by another study, that of juridical relations and
their consequences. Once the way has been cleared for
money and the commodity, once their rule emerges in
history, the code of contractual inrerhuman relations is
promulgated: Napoleon's Civil Code, for example. Once
such a code has been formally elaborated, it provides a
key to the new society, makes it p ossible to decode bour
geois society and discover the as yet obscure sense it
makes.16
It must not be forgotten that, underneath the formal
appearances, the content persists : work and irs dialecti
cal

movement

( individual and social,

qualitative and

quantitative, simple and complex work ) . The theory of
the value form refers to the study and theory of division
of labor :

JO
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"The world of commodities implies the existence of
a highly developed division of labor; this division is
manifested directly in the great variety of use values,
which confront each other as particular commodities
and which embody as many different kinds of labor.
The division of labor, embracing all the particular kinds
of productive occupations, is the complete expression of
social labor in its material aspect viewed as labor cre
ating use values. But from the standpoint of commodi
ties and within the process of exchange, it exists only in
its results, in the variety of the commodities them
selves." 17

e.

The specific character of art and culture would

seem to prove that man's appropriation of his own nature
(nature within man-sensations and sensibility,
and desires) falls under the heading of

needs

poiesis rather

than praxis (in the strict sense) . It is the works that
appropriate man's nature in a given culture. This thesis,
however, is not to be formulated or accepted without
reservations. The appropriation results from both activi
ties, from their unity that persists even after their sepa
ration. We must distinguish between domination over
nature (external nature)

and appropriation of nature

(within man) . Control can be exercised over nature
without advance in its appropriation. Some societies
have stressed appropriation (historic example: Greece) ,
others have stressed control over nature and domination
by men of men (historic example: Rome) . The respec
tive elements of various societies, cultures, civilizations
have differed greatly on this score.
We have also to distinguish between the controlled
(dominated or appropriated) sector, and the noncon
trolled sector. The latter does not fall entirely within
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physical nature. Within man, too, there is an area man
does not know and does not control, in the individual
heart no less than in public, collective history. That one
part of human reality, the historical and social, should
be known and dominated or appropriated, while another
part should be unknown and should continue to operate
blindly, is a social and historical fact of major impor
tance. Men make their society and their history, but
without knowing how, in a fashion characterized by the
ambivalent mixture of knowledge and ignorance, con
scious action and blind compulsion.18
The two sectors coexist, but theirs is anything but a
peaceful coexistence. It is marked by bitter struggles,
continually renewed.
Since Marx was familiar with Greek thought, 19 we
might assume that he was familiar with the well-known
distinction between causes and reasons:

determinisms,

contingencies and accidents, human will and human
choices. These three orders confront and conflict with
one another in the life of actual societies. The third order
tends to expand and encroach upon the two others.
without ever absorbing or eliminating them.
One widely recognized schema distinguishes vari
ous levels of praxis: the base or foundation (productive
forces:

techniques, organization of labor) ; structures

(production

and

property

relations) ;

superstructures

(institutions, ideologies) . This schema is in keeping with
some of the texts by Marx. Does it cover the whole of
praxis? Must we look upon it as necessary and sufficient?
We do not think so. The same goes for the no less popu
larized scheme according to which economic life is
looked upon as the anatomy of society, and sociology as
its physiology. Such schemata freeze into dogmas and
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become fallacious. They leave out of account the media
tions, the encroachments, the interactions, and above all
the forms. For instance, in the first of the above-men
tioned schemata, what place are we to assign to knowl
edge? It is closely related to techniques (hence to the
"base"), and to ideologies (hence to the "superstruc
tures"). And where do language, logic, and law belong?
Both schemata tend to underestimate the importance of
human activity, the living (and two-sided) relations be
tween men and their works. They leave out fundamental
dialectical "moments," both those relating to need and
those relating to work. In short they overlook or break
down the concept of praxis.
Without rejecting analysis according to levels, we
shall propose another schema that we believe to be faithful
to Marx's inspiration. There are three levels of praxis: the
repetitive, the innovating, and between these two ex
tremes, the mimetic. In repetitive praxis, the same ges
tures, the same acts, are performed again and again,
within determined cycles. Mimetic praxis follows mod
els; occasionally it creates without imitating-i.e., creates
without knowing how or why-but more often imitates
without creating.20 As for inventive, creative praxis, its
highest level is reached in revolutionary activity. This
activity can be exercised in knowledge and culture (ide
ology) as well as in the field of politics. Political action,
however, concentrates and condenses all partial changes
in

a

total phenomenon-in a revolution that transforms

the mode of production, production and property rela
tions, ideas and institutions, the entire way of life. Revo
lutionary praxis introduces discontinuities into the over
all socio-historical process.
This process actually has two aspects: a quantita-
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rive aspect and a qualitative one. Technique, knowledge,
physical production, the productive forces generally, ex
hibit a certain continuity as they gradually increase. The
qualitative development of society-particularly in the
West is very dramatic in character. It is marked by
-

regression and periods of stagnation. It launches into
existence a seemingly inexhaustible variety

social

of

ideas and forms. In the course of this development, radi
cal transformations, historic leaps forward occur. Revo
lutions put in question society as a whole, with its estab
lished forms and orders which no longer express the
steadily

growing productive

comparable

mutations

forces.

disclose

Revolutions

societies

as

and

totalities:

thus, in the course of its transformations, feudalism
gradually came to manifest itself as a whole, as a "sys
tem." The same has been true of co m petitive capitalism
.

m

more recent times.
.

Consequently it is correct to say that revolutionary
praxis is what introduces concrete (dialectical) intelli
gibility into social relations. Thanks to it, thought and
feeling are once again brought into accord with reality,
institutions into accord ·with the productive forces (the
base), social forms into accord with their contents. Here
again we encounter the fundamental idea of going be
yond

a

given historical stage, of progressing to a higher

stage. It creates intelligibility as living reason in the
heads of men and as rationality in social relations.
Revolutionary praxis, born of growth and launched
into the historical development, invariably runs head
long into an opposed, conservative political praxis. The
latter seeks to preserve established forms, institutions,
orders. It tries to hold on to them either by readjusting
them to contents which have changed in the process of

$4

THE

SOCIOLOGY OF

MARX

growth or by denying that any change in content has
occurred. Such efforts may be more or less successful,
according to the political strength of the various groups,
classes, individuals involved. Radical changes are always
historically determined, and they may be carried out in
two ways: starting from the bottom of society, by revo
lutionizing praxis as a whole; or starting from the top, by
authoritarian acts on the part of institutions, established
forms, political leaders (example: Bismarckism in Ger
many after the failure of the 1848 revolution). Only
changes of the .first kind are decisive, for only they get
rid of obsolete forms. Changes of the second kind are not
as far-reaching, but according to Marx they pave the
way for more radical transformations.
Here we are faced with another fundamental idea.
Everything in society is act, the essence of the human is
what it accomplishes. Even the working out of historical
necessity

involves

recourse

to

action-praxis-if

the

transition from the possible to the real is to be effected,
and so leaves room for human initiative. Every possibil
ity

presents

mankind with

two alternatives-that of

greater alienation, that of disalienation. Alienation, like
any other process, tends to become real. Disalienation is
brought

about

by

conscious

struggle-progressively

more conscious once the working class appears on the
stage

of history-against

alienation.

Everywhere

and

always social man is inventive, creative; everywhere and
always he is in thrall to his own achievements.
Praxis in its supreme realization (creative, revolu
tionary praxis) does not exclude the theory it animates
and verifies. It comprises theoretical decision as well as
the decision to act.

It involves tactics and strategy.

The
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There is no activity without an aim in view, no act with
out a program, no political praxis save as the possible,
the future, are envisaged.
The concept of praxis and actual praxis should by
now begin to reveal the wealth of determinations they
contain. We must not be misled by the Hegelian term
"determination." Though it is determined, praxis remains
open: it always points to the domain of possibility. Dia
lectically, this is precisely what determination is:

the

negative that contains the positive, negates the past in
the name of the possible, and so manifests it as totality.
Every praxis has two historical co-ordinates: one denotes
the past, that which has been accomplished, the other
the future onto which praxis opens and which it will
create.

Determination

does

not

signify

determinism.

Confusion on just this point lies at the bottom of a good
many misunderstandings of Marxian thought.

Deter

minisms are inherited from the past; they are forms, sys
tems, structures that somehow survive more or less in
tact and have yet to be superseded or have as yet been
only incompletely superseded: they continue to exert an
active influence upon the present. Determinisms do not
rule out accident, contingency, or creative efforts on
the part of individuals and groups to do away with such
survivals.
In examining how praxis (both the reality and the
concept) unfolds, we started from the biological-the
needs of man as a living being. We briefly surveyed the
development of human needs and the levels of reality at
which they manifest themselves-anthropological,

his

torical, economic, sociological. We have noted some of
the major forms generated in the course of this process.
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Is it possible to specify which of the concepts formulated
by Marx and Marxism bear upon the special science of
sociology, as it has been constituted since Marx's day?
This is possible, at least viewing these concepts as
hypotheses. The Marxian sociologist will study the emer
gence of forms, the way forms react on contents, struc
tures on processes. The results of the processes of change
illumine the latter retrospectively on the one hand, and
modify them on the other. While any form, once consti
tuted, exhausts the possibilities inherent in it (which are
always determined, hence limited), other forms, struc
tures, and systems make their appearance. These "en
tities" born of change seek to survive, and act upon one
another, in society

as

well as in nature. It is incumbent

on the sociologist to analyze and expound all these inter
actions; the historian studies specific processes (hence
the genesis of forms and the formation of structures),
and the economist specific forms or structures taken in
themselves. The interaction of forms and structures leads
them to their end. Therefore the sociologist will study
stable, balanced structures with reference to the ele
ments that undermine them: he will study the estab
lished "entities" with reference to their ephemeral as
pects, that is, dialectically. Srudy of praxis (including
the aspect of it we have named

poiesis), i.e., of any par
forms, in our

ticular content, leads to a sociology of

view, and does so through a dialectical reversal inherent
in the method.
Thus we assign a specific domain to Marxist soci
ology. Another way of dealing with the question, confin
ing ourselves to the elements in Marx which remain
sociologically interesting today, would not get beyond
an academic, scholastic framework. Marx the sociologist
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helps us determine the perspectives of a Marxian soci
ology.
Such

a sociology

would

accentuate the

critical

aspect of Marxian thought. The structures generated by
the process, the forms created by the contents, tend

to

immobilize the latter. Radical criticism of structures and
forms is thus inherent in knowledge, not just the imposi
tion of a value judgment upon sociology (as a value
judgment may be imposed on a statement of fact). The
results of praxis alienate human beings, not because they
"objectify" human capacities, but because they immo
bilize creative powers and impede progress to a higher
stage. Consequently the concept of alienation does not
lose irs original force, dwindling to a vague designation
of the relations between man and his works, but becomes
an integral part of a sociology of structures and forms, of
the disintegration of forms and the dissolution of struc
tures.
One last observation on praxis. "Thought and Being
are distinct, but at the same rime they form a unity,"
Marx, inspired by Parmenides, wrote in

Manuscripts of

1844· According to him, philosophy could not restore the
unity of thought and being, because it took its point of
departure in their difference and

stayed

within

the

difference. "The solution of theoretical riddles is a prac
tical task." True praxis is the condition of a real theory.
The only true praxis is the revolutionary praxis, which
goes beyond the repetitive and the mimetic varieties.
"The resolution of theoretical antitheses is possible only
in a practical way, by virtue of man's practical energy."
Their resolution is by no means a purely conceptual task,
but a vital real task which philosophy could not perform
precisely because philosophy conceived of it as a purely

58

TH E

SOCIOLOGY

theoretical

task.

MARX

These

clude subjectivism
rialism, activity

OF

vs.

vs.

philosophical

antinomies

objectivism, spiritualism

vs.

passivity (taken abstractly) . 21

in

mate

Marx's thesis that philosophy must be transcended
thus takes on a deeper meaning. Through praxis thought
is re-united with being, consciousness with sensuous or
physical nature, the mind with spontaneity. Our em
phasis upon praxis sanctions neither the pragmatist in
terpretation, nor the elaboration of a new philosophy,
not even

a

philosophy of praxis. It calls for the analytical

study and exposition of praxis itself. This thesis does not
relegate philosophy to "the dustbin of history," but situ
ates it in the dialectical movement of consciousness and
being, forms and contents. Philosophy was a form dis
tinct (too distinct, too detached) from contents in the
course of human development. This development is not
thereby endowed with some ontologically specially priv
ileged status, such as would promulgate historical time
as explaining man in terms of causality or finality. "Man"
retains an ontological foundation. Where? In "nature."
Anthropology has a domain of its own, and man can be
defined as

sapiens, faber, ludens, etc. Such definition

never justifies separating man from his material founda
tion, or dissociating culture from nature, or what is ac
quired from what is spontaneously given. Like the other
sciences, sociology carves out a halfway house some
where between nothingness and the whole of reality. It
has no right to set itself up

as

a total science, claiming to

encompass the totality of praxis. 22

3
Ideology and the
Sociology of Knowledge

The concept of ideology is one of the most original and
most comprehensive concepts Marx introduced. It is also
one of the most complex and most obscure, though the
term is widely employed today. To clarify it, we shall
begin with a few preliminary considerations.
a.

It is well known that the term "ideology" origi

nated with

a

philosophical school (empiricist and sensa

tionalist, with a tendency to materialism) which enjoyed
considerable influence in France at the close of the eigh
teenth and the beginning of the nineteenth century. Ac
cording to the philosophers of this school (Destutt de
Tracy is the best known), there is a science of ideas, i.e.,
of abstract concepts, which studies their genesis and can
reconstruct it in full starting from sensations (a concep
tion that goes back to Condillac) . This science was
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called "ideology," and the philosophers who practiced ir
called themselves "ideologists" (ideologues).
Marx transformed the meaning of the term-or,
more accurately, he and Engels gave their approval to a
transformation in meaning which the term underwent
once the school of the ideologues died out. The term
now became a pe j orative one. Instead of denoting a
theory, it came to denote a phenomenon the theory ac
counted for. This phenomenon now took on entirely
different dimensions. As interpreted by the French ide
ologists, ideology was limited to accounting for indi
vidual representations by a causal psychology. To Marx
and Engels, the phenomenon under study became a col
lection of representations characteristic of a given epoch
and society. For example:

The German Ideology. The

original meaning was not entirely lost sight of: Marx
aimed at formulating a theory of general, i.e., social rep
resentations; he defined the elements of an explanatory
genesis of "ideologies" and related the latter to their his
torical and sociological conditions.

b. If we introduce terms such as "opacity" and
"transparency" (of a given society) in our exposition, we
may be charged with substituting images for scientific
definitions. However, Marx himself uses such "images"
and views them as elements of knowledge.

"Trans

parency" stands for "immediate presence or intelligibil
ity" -a quality that is not often found in "representa
tions."
"Since Robinson Crusoe's experiences are a favorite
theme with political economists, let us take a look at him
on his island. Moderate though he be, yet some few
wants

he

has to satisfy,

and

must therefore

do a
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little useful work of various sorts, such as making tools
and furniture, taming goats, fishing and hunting. Of his
prayers and the like we take no account, since they are a
source of pleasure to him, and he looks upon them as so
much recreation.... All the relations between Robinson
Crusoe and the objects that form this wealth of his own
creation, are ...simple and transparent....
"Let us now transport ourselves from Robinson's
island bathed in light to the European Middle Ages
shrouded in darkness... . For the very reason that per
sonal dependency forms the foundation of society,23
there is no necessity for labor and its products to assume
a form different from their reality. They take the shape
... of services in kind and payments in kind. Here the
particular and natural form of labor-and not as in a
society based on production of commodities, its general
abstract form-is the immediate social form of labor....
In the patriarchal industries of a peasant family that
produces corn, cattle, yarn, linen, and clothing for home
use, these different articles are, as regards the family, so
many products of its labor, bur as between themselves,
they are not commodities....
·

"Let us now picture to ourselves . . . a community

of free individuals, carrying on their work with the
means of production in common, in which the labor
power of all the different individuals is consciously ap
plied as the combined labor of the community . . . . The
social relations of the individual producers, with regard
both to their labor and to its products, are in this case
perfectly simple and transparent, and that with regard
not only to production but also to distribution....
"Trading nations properly so-called exist only in
the lntermundia of the ancient world, like the gods of
Epicurus or like Jews in the pores of Polish society.
Those ancient social organisms of production are, as
compared with bourgeois society, extremely simple and
transparent. But they are founded either on the imma-
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ture development of man individually, who has not yet
severed the umbilical cord that unites him with his fel
low men in a primitive tribal community, or upon direct
relations of subjection....
"The life-process of society which is based on the
process of material production does not strip off its
mystical veil until it is treated as production by freely
associated men and is consciously regulated by them in
accordance with a settled plan ..

.

. "24

Clearly, according to Marx, the social consciousness
generated by a given praxis faithfully reflects it only in
specific situations:

namely,

when

the

praxis

is

not

shrouded in mystical veils, when interhuman relations
are direct, without "opaque" intermediaries. The various
types of social praxis within specific social structures and
modes of production give rise to "representations." These
representations increase or decrease the degree of a
given society's "opacity." They illumine or obscure the
society. Sometimes they illumine it with a false clarity
and sometimes they plunge it into shadow or darkness in
the name of a doctrine even obscurer than the reality
generating it. Social reality, i.e. interacting human indi
viduals and groups, produces appearances which are
something more and else than mere illusions. Such ap
pearances are the modes in which human activities man
ifest themselves within the whole they constitute at any
given moment-call them modalities of consciousness.
They have far greater consistency, let alone coherence,
than mere illusions or ordinary lies. Appearances have
reality, and reality involves appearances. In particular,
the production of commodities is enveloped in a fog. We
have to keep getting back to the commodity, for here we
find the key to Marxian thought and sociology. In ana-
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lyrical reflection, the commodity is a pure form, hence
something transparenr. I n practical everyday experience,
on the other hand, it is opaque and a cause of opaque
ness. The very existence of the commodity is strange, the
m ore so because men are not aware of irs strangeness.
"A commodity appears, at first sight, a very trivial
thing, and easily understood. Analysis shows that it is in
reality a very peculiar thing, abounding in metap hysical

subtleties and theological niceties. "2"

It has a "mystical character"; it exists only thanks to
human beings in their inrerrelations, and yet it exists
apart from them and modifies their relations, reifying the
latter and making them abstract. Many centuries had to
go by before critical thought would unmask this fetish
ism, revealing its mystery as the power of money and
capital. Thus the commodity, as a form and a system
implying the existence of money and capital, must inevi
tably give rise to an opaque society. In popular terms,
the opaqueness is expressed in the fact that money holds
sway over human beings: people with money inrrigue
their way to power, the powers-that-be constitute an oc
cult order. The opaqueness or nontransparency of soci
ety is rhus a social, or rather,

a

socio-economic fact. Only

revolutionary praxis by articulating the (true) theory
and furthering (practical, verifying) modes of action
restores the conditions for transparency. Revolutionary
praxis does away with the conditions illusory representa
tions thrive on, brings about new conditions to dispel
them.
This much is clear. However, Marx's writings con
tain two definitions of ideology sufficiently different to
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raise questions and call for an elucidation of the concept.
Ideology, we are told, is an inverted, truncated, dis
torted reflection of reality. In ideologies men and their
conditions appear upside down like images on the lens of
a camera; supposedly, this comes about as the result of a
specific biological process, similar to the physical pro
cess which accounts for the way images are reversed on
rhe retina.

In

their

representations,

individuals simi

larly grasp their own reality "upside down," and this fact
is part of reality. Consciousness is no more or less than
individual consciousness, yet one law of consciousness
decrees that it must be perceived as a thing apart from
the self. Human beings do not perceive themselves ex
actly as they are, but instead as projected upon a screen.
Illusory representations of reality-the illusionism being
ordained by this reality-refer either

to

nature

and

man's relations with nature or to interhuman relations.
Ideologies, by this account, come down to false repre
sentations of history or to abstractions from history.
Every ideology, then, is a collection of errors, illusions,
mystifications, which can be accounted for by reference
to the historical reality it distorts and transposes.26
Study of ideologies thus leads to a critical view of
history. General representations (philosophy, law, reli
gion, art, knowledge itself)-cloudy precipitations rising
from

human

brains-are superpositions

over

material

and biological processes which can be empirically ob
served without them. Morals, religion, metaphysics, and
the other aspects of ideology, and the corresponding
forms of consciousness are only seemingly autonomous.
"They have no history, no development," i.e., they cannot
be understood unless they are related to the modes of
production and exchange obtaining in a given society at
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a given moment. "It is not consciousness that determines
life, but life that determines consciousness, " according to
the famous formula, so often quoted out of context. Ac
tually, the context is very clear: it says that there are
only two ways to understand history. Either we start
from consciousness; in which case we fail to account for
real life. Or · we start from real life ; then we come up
against this ideological consciousness that has no reality,
and must account for it. Historical materialism puts
an end to the speculation which starts from conscious
ness, from representations,

and

hence

from illusions :

"Where speculation on real life stops, real and positive
science begins. The obj ect of such science is practical
activity, the process of human development on the prac
tical plane."
This process is self-su fficient. Reality and rational
ity are inherent in it. Knowledge puts an end to phrase
ology, to ideology. More particularly, when philosophy
devotes itself to representation of reality, it loses its
medium of existence. What takes the place of philoso
phy? Study of the results of historical development,
which have no interest, no meaning, no value outside
history.

Inherited

philosophical

concepts

can

serve

merely to facilitate the ordering of the historical mate
rials, indicate the sequence of successive deposits.
What follows in the same work ( The German Ideol
ogy ) goes far to correct what is extremist in this theory.
Once ideology is related to the real conditions that gave
rise to it, it ceases to be completely illusory, entirely
false. For what is ideology? Either it is

a

theory that is

unconscious of its own presuppositions, its basis in real
ity, and true meaning, a theory unrelated to action, i.e.,
without consequences or with consequences different

THE SOCIOLOGY OF

66

M A RX

from those expected and foreseen. Or it is
generalizes

special

interests-class

a

theory that

interests-by

such

means as abstraction, incomplete or distorted represen
tations, appeals to fetishism.
If so, it is erroneous to maintain that every ideology
is pure illusion. It appears that ideology is not, after all,
to be accounted for by a sort of ontological fate that
compels consciousness to differ from being. Ideologies
have truly historical and sociological foundations, in the
division of labor on the one hand, in language on the
other.
Man possesses consciousness; on this score the phi
losophers who formulated and elucidated the concept of
consciousness were right. Where the philosophers went
astray was when they isolated consciousness from the
conditions and objects of consciousness, from it diverse
and contradictory relations with all that is not conscious
ness, when they conceived of consciousness as "pure,"
but above all when they ascribed "purity" to the histori
cally earliest forms of consciousness. In this way they
raised insoluble speculative problems. For from the out
set the supposed purity of consciousness is tainted with
original sin. It cannot escape the curse of "being soiled
with a matter that here takes the form of agitated layers
of air, in short, language." Language is as old as con
sciousness.

There

is

no

consciousness

without

lan

guage, for language is the real, practical consciousness,
which exists for other human beings, and hence for
beings that have become conscious. Marx discovers that
language is not merely the instrument of a pre-existing
consciousness. It is at once the natural and the social
medium of consciousness, irs mode of existence. It comes
into

being with

the need for communication,

with
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human intercourse in the broadest sense. Consequently,
being inseparable from language, consciousness is a so
cial creation.
It remains to note what human beings communicate
to one another, what they have to say. To begin with, the
objects of their communications include the sensorily per
ceived environment and their immediate ties with other
human beings. They also refer to nature in so far as it is
a hostile power before which man feels helpless. Human
consciousness begins with an animal, sensuous aware
ness of nature, though even at this stage it is already
social. This gives rise to a first misrepresentation : a reli
gion of nature which mistakes
elementary) for

social relations (however

natural relations, and vice versa. What

we might call "tribal consciousness" emerges out of ear
lier barbarism, earlier illusions, as productivity expands,
as tools are perfected, and as needs and population in
crease. What had hitherto been a purely biological divi
sion of labor (based on sex, age, physical strength, etc. )
begins to become a technological and social division of
labor .A5 the society develops, it takes on ever new forms
.

and subdivisions (city
functions, trade

vs. countryside, social vs. political

vs. production-not to mention the ever

sharper distinction that comes to be drawn between in
dividual and social labor, partial and over-all labor,
etc.). So far as the development of ideologies is con
cerned, the most important division is that between
physical and intellectual labor, between creative action
(operations upon things with the aid of tools and ma
chines) and action on human beings by means of non
material instruments, the primary and most important of
which is language.

From this point forward, conscious
ness becomes capable of detachment from reality , may
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now begin to construct abstractions, to create a ' 'pure
theory." Theology supplants the religion of nature, phi
losophy

supplants

religion,

morality

supplants

tradi

tional manners and customs, etc. Ever more elaborate
representations are built up, and overlay the direct, im
mediate consciousness, now felt to be at once crude and
deluded, for having remained at the natural, sensorial
level. When these abstract representations come into con
flict with reality, i.e. , with existing social relations, the
social relations themselves have become contradictory,
both as between themselves and between them and their
social base-namely, the productive forces (the techno
logical division and the social organization of labor).
These representations give rise to theories. Conse
quently, what we are dealing with is not detached, iso
lated representations, but ideas given coherent form by
"ideologists," a new kind of specialist. Those who wield
material (economic and political) power within the es
tablished social and juridical order also wield "spiritual"
power. The representations, i.e., the consciousness of so
ciety, are elaborated into a systematic idealizing of exist
ing conditions, those conditions that make possible the
economic, social, and political primacy of a given group
or class. Individuals active on the plane of praxis play an
important part in forming the general consciousness and
in excluding representations contrary to the interest of
the ruling groups. As a result, "their ideas are the domi
nant ideas of their epoch," but in a way which leaves
room for invention. For instance, when the king, the no
bility, and the bourgeoisie are striving with one another
for dominance, we find a political theory of the separa
tion of powers. To understand a given ideology, we have
ro rake into account everything that is going on in the
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higher circles of the society in question-classes, frac
tions of classes, institutions, power struggles, diverging
and converging interests. It must also be kept in mind
that the "ideologists" themselves are rarely active as
members of their given class or group. This detachment
on their parr is passed on in their "treatments" of the
realities they represent, whether in justification or con
demnation. The theoretical conflicts are not unrelated to
the actual conflicts discussed, but the verbalizations do
not accurately, point by point, reflect the realities they
represent. This leaves room for revolutionary ideas when
a revolutionary group or class actually exists in the soci
ety, with a practical end in view : namely, the transforma
tion of society through solving its problems, resolving
existing contradictions.
According to Marx ( and Engels), ideologies possess
the following characteristics :
1

Their starting point is reality, but a fragmentary,

partial reality; in its totality it escapes the ideological
consciousness because the conditions of this conscious
ness are limited and limiting, and the historical process
eludes the human will under such conditions of interven
tion.
2

They refract (rather than reflect) reality

exJstmg

representations,

selected

by

the

via pre

dominant

groups and acceptable to them. Old problems, old points
of view, old vocabularies, traditional modes of expres
sion thus come to stand in the way of the new elements
in society and new approaches to its problems.
3 Ideological representations, though distorted and

distorting not because of some mysterious fate but as a
result of the historical process within which they be
come a factor, tend to constitute a self-sufficient whole
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and lay claim to be such. The whole, however, comprises
praxis, and it is precisely this that ideologies distort by
constructing an abstract, unreal, fictitious theory of the
whole. The degrees of reality and unreality in any ideol
ogy vary with the historical era, the class relations, and
other conditions obtaining at

a

given moment. Ideologies

operate by extrapolating the reality they interpret and
transpose. They culminate in systems (theoretical, phil
osophical, political, juridical), all of which are charac
terized by the fact that they lay behind the actual move
ment of history. At the same time it must be admitted
that every ideology worthy of the name is characterized
by a certain breadth and a real effort at rationality. One
typical example studied by Marx and Engles is German
philosophy between the end of the eighteenth and the
middle of the nineteenth century. Every great ideol
ogy strives to achieve universality. The claim to univer
sality is unjustified, however, save when the ideology
represents a revolutionary class during the time it serves
as the vehicle of historical interests and goals with genu
inely universal significance. This was the case with the
middle classes in the period of their rise to power.
4 Consequently, ideologies have two aspects. On

the one hand, they are general, speculative, abstract; on
the other, they are representative of determinate, lim
ited, special interests. In setting out to answer all ques
tions, all problems, they create a comprehensive view of
the world. At the same time they reinforce specific ways
of life, behavior patterns, "values" ( if we may use here a
terminology that does not occur in Marx's writings).
Ideologies are thus ignorant of the exact nature of
their relations with praxis-do not really understand
their own conditions and presuppositions, nor the actual
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consequences to which they are leading. Ignorant of the
implications of their own theories,

they comprehend

neither the causes of which they are effects, nor the
effects which they are acrually causing; the real why
and how escapes them. At the same time they are ines
capably involved in praxis. They are at once starting points
and results of action in the world (however effective or
ineffectual ) . Ideological representations invariably serve
as instruments in the struggles between groups ( peoples,
nations) and classes ( and fractions of classes ) . But their
intervention in such struggles takes the form of masking
the true interests and aspirations of the groups involved,
universalizing the p articular and mistaking the part for
the whole.
5 Since they have a starting point and a foothold in

reality ( i n praxis) , or rather to the extent that they do,
ideologies are not altogether false. According to M arx,
we have to distinguish among ideology, illusion, and lies,
on the one hand, and ideology, myths, and utopias on the
other hand. Ideologies may contain class illusions, have
recourse to outright lying in political struggles and yet
be related to myths and utopias. Historically, all sorts of
illusory, deceptive representations have been inextrica
bly mixed up in ideological thinking with real concepts
-i.e.

scientific

insights.

Sometimes

the

ideology has

served as the vehicle of sound thinking, sometimes as
agent of its distortion or supression. The evaluation of
ideological thinking can only be done

post facto, pa

tiently, with the aid of some more or less radical critical
thought. The typical example cited by Marx and Engels
is German philosophy. Thanks to Germany's economic
and social backwardness, its thinkers were capable of
speculative thought in the first half of the nineteenth
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century, whereas in the same period English thinkers
were creating theories of political economy (the theory
of competitive capitalism) and the

French were operat

ing on the plane of direct political action (making revo
lutions). The Germans transposed praxis to the realm of
metaphysics. In their systems it is so heavily disguised as
to be all but unrecognizable. This was perfectly in keep
ing with the actual prospects of their nation, which were
at once limitless ( in the abstract) and severely limited
( practically speaking). At the same time, however, they
did give expression to some new concepts-among oth
ers, the concept of dialectical change-which were even
tually integrated in scientific theory and revolutionary
praxis. It is incumbent on critical thought and revolu
tionary action to salvage what is valid from the wreck
age of collapsing systems and crumbling ideologies.
6 Thus it may be said that ideologies make room for

nonscientific abstractions, whereas concepts are scien
tific abstractions (for instance, the concepts of use value
and of the commodity). Such concepts do not remain
forever shrouded in the mists of abstraction; as we have
seen, they are integrated in praxis, though we still have
to specify just how. They enter into praxis in two ways :
as a constraining factor, and as a form of persuasion.
Abstract ideas have no power in themselves, bur people
who hold power (economic or political) make use of
representations in order

w

justify their actions. More

over, and this is the main point, the most completely
elaborated ideological representations

find

their way

into language, become a permanent part of it. They sup
ply vocabularies, formulations, turns of thought which
are also turns of phrase. Social consciousness, awareness
of how multifarious and contradictory social action can
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be, changes only in this way: by acquiring new terms
and idioms to supplant obsolete linguistic structures.
Thus it is not language that generates what people say.
Language does not possess this magical power or pos
sesses it only fitfully and dubiously. What people say
derives from

praxis-from

the performance of tasks,

from the division of labor-arises out of real actions, real
struggles in the world. What they actually do, however,
enters consciousness only by way of language, by being
said. Ideologies mediate between praxis and conscious
ness (i.e., language). This mediation can also serve as a
screen, as a barrier, as a brake on consciousness. Con
sider the words, symbols, expressions that religions have
created. Revolutionary theory, too, has created its own
language and introduced it into the social consciousness;
the most favorable conditions for this occur when a ris
ing class is mature enough to take in new terms and
assimilate new concepts. Even then we must expect to
run into formidable obstacles. These are created not only
by voluntary actions of contemporaries, but also by long
accepted ideas reflecting contemporaries' limited hori
zons. An individual member of the middle class is not
necessarily malicious or stupid, but he is incapable of
rising above the mental horizon of his class. His outlook
is formulated in the medium of language, which more
over is the language of society as a whole. Now, lan
guage-not only the language of ideologists (e.g., phi
losophers) but also of all those who speak-distorts
practical reality. According to Marx,27 neither thought
nor language forms an autonomous domain. Language,
this repository of ideas in the keeping of society as a
whole, is full of errors and illusions, trivial truths as well
as profound ones. There is always the problem of making
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the transition from the world o f representations (ideas)
to the real world, and this problem is none other than
that of making the transition from language to life. The
problem thus has multiple aspects-the actually existing
language,

ideologies,

praxis,

the

class

situation,

the

struggles actually going on. When the bourgeois speaks
of "human" rights, "human" conditions, etc., he actually
means bourgeois conditions, bourgeois rights, etc. H e
does n o t distinguish between t h e two because his very

language has been fashioned by the bourgeoisie . 28

Marx, then, tries to situate language within praxis,
in relation to ideologies, classes, and social relationships.
Language is important, but is not by itself the crucial
factor. Let us go back briefly to the commodity. In one
sense, every commodity is a sign : qua exchange value it
is only the outward and visible sign of the human labor
expended to produce it. However, "If it be declared that
the social characters assumed by objects, or the material
form assumed by the social qualities of labor under the
regime of a definite mode of production, are mere signs,
it is in the same breath also declared that these charac
teristics are arbitrary fictions sanctioned by the so-called
universal consent of mankind."29
This view, according to which every commodity is a
sign and which was much in favor during the eighteenth
century, is ideological; it is not a conceptual, scientific
account of the puzzling forms assumed by social rela
tions.30 In analyzing language or this other form, the
commodity, we must isolate its formal character, but we
must never separate it from its other aspects-content,
development, history, social relations, praxis.
To gain a better understanding of the Marxian con
cept of ideology, we may compare it with the "collective
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representations" of the Durkheim school. In a way, every
ideology is a "collective representation," but whereas to
Durkheim society is an abstract entity, to Marx it results
from practical interactions among groups and individ
uals. Thus a given ideology does not characterize a soci
ety as a whole; it arises out of individual inventions
made within the social framework in which groups,
whether castes or classes, struggle to assert themselves
and gain dominance. On the other hand, ideologies do
not affect individual minds from the outside, for they are
not extraneous to the real life of individuals. Ideologies
utilize

the language of real life, and hence are not vehi

cles of the coercive pressure society exerts on the indi
vidual (according to Durkheim's sociology ) . Those who
use ideologies rarely hesitate to resort to force when this
is justified by the same ideologies, in which case we have
brutal constraint exercised by the powers-that-be. Ideol
ogies as such, however, as instruments of persuasion,
guide the individual and give him a sense of purpose.
Viewed from outside, ideologies seem self-contained, ra
tional systems; viewed from inside, they imply faith,
conviction, adherence. In pledging his allegiance to

a

given ideology the individual believes he is fulfilling
himself. In actual fact he does not fulfill himself, he loses
himself, he becomes alienated, though this is not imme
diately apparent to him, and when it does become ap
parent it is often too late. Thus ideologies impose certain
obligations on individuals, but these obligations are vol 
untarily accepted. The inner or outer penalties imposed
by ideologies are expected, demanded by the individuals
concerned. Thus the power of ideologies is very different
from that of Durkheim's "collective representations."
Every society, every authority has to be accepted. A
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given social structure, with its specific social and juridi
cal relations, must obtain the consensus of a majority, if
not the totality of its members. No social group, no con
stituted society is possible without such adherence, and
sociologists are justified in stressing this consensus. But
how is the consensus arrived at? How do conquerors,
rulers, masters, those in power make oppression accepta
ble? Marx and Engels have repeatedly emphasized the
fact that no society is based on sheer brute force alone.
Every social form finds its rationale in the society's
growth and deveiopment, in the level its productive
forces and social relations have attained. It is the role of
ideologies to secure the assent of the oppressed and ex
ploited. Ideologies represent the latter to themselves in
such a way as to wrest from them, in addition to material
wealth,

their "spiritual" acceptance of this situation,

even their support. Class ideologies create three images
of the class that is struggling for dominance : an image
for itself; an image of itself for other classes, which exalts
it; an image of itself for other classes, which devalues them
in their own eyes, drags them down, tries to defeat them,
so to speak, without a shot being fired. Thus the feudal
nobility

put forward

an

image of

itself-a

multiple

image with multiple facets: the knight, the nobleman,
the lord. Similarly the middle class elaborated an image
of itself for its own use: as the bearer of human reason in
history, as uniquely endowed with good and honorable
intentions, finally as alone possessed with capacity for
efficient organization. It also has its own images of the
other classes : the good worker, the bad worker, the agi
tator, the rabble-rouser. Lastly it puts forward a self
image for the use of other classes: how its money serves
the general good, promotes human happiness, how the
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middle-class organization of society promotes population
growth and material progress.
No historical situation can ever be stabilized once
and for all, though that is what ideologies aim at. Other
forms of consciousness and rival ideologies make their
appearance and j oin the fray. Only another ideology or a
true theory can struggle against an ideology. No form of
consciousness ever constitutes a last, last word, no ideol
ogy ever manages to transform itself into a permanent
system. Why? Because praxis always looks forward to
new possibilities, a future different from the present. The
consensus an ideology succeeds in bringing about in its
heyday, when it is still growing and militant, eventually
crumbles away. It is supplanted by another ideology,
one that brings fresh criticism to bear on the existing
state of affairs and promises something new.
When we analyze more closely the views on ideol
ogy propounded by M arx and Engels, we make out the
elements for an orderly outline of its origin and develop
ment.
a. First of all, some representations are illusory, for

they arise prior to the conditions under which concepts
can be formed. Thus, before the concept of historical
time had arisen, there were representations concerning
the succession of events, how the undertakings of a given
society or group and its leaders were initiated and suc
ceeded or failed as they did. Such representations had a
mythical, legendary, epical, heroic character. Elaborated
by still relatively undifferentiated social groups, they
were refined by priests and poets. The same is true of the
earliest representations of natural forces and of the few
human acts as yet capable of modifying natural pro
cesses. Such representations ascribed to human beings,
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or rather to certain individuals, a fictitious power of con
trol over the unknown, and so accounted for the lesser
ability and inability of other men and of society as

a

whole to do as much.

b. Related to these elaborations are the early cos
mogonies and theogonies, images of the world which
were often projected against a background of the actual
life of social groups, and the actual organization in vil
lages and towns. These great constructions included in
terpretations of the sexes (masculinity, femininity ) , of
the family ( according to division of labor, age ) , of the
elements ( often presented in p airs-earth and air, fire
and water) , of the relationship between leaders and sub
ordinates, of life and death.
Were these grandiose images of society, time and
space, a history scarcely begun, the prehistory of the
race-were they ideologies? Yes and no. Yes, to the de
gree they j ustified the nascent inequalities among men,
including possession (primitive appropriation ) of a ter
ritory by a single group and seizure
resources-the

scanty surplus

of the group

product-by

its leaders.

No, because it is not yet possible to speak at this stage of
classes or even of castes. No, because these constructions
of the mind are works of art-more like monuments than
abstract systems. They belong to the same category as
styles in art history, compendia of m oral wisdom, "cul
tures." They show to what extent rulers feel the need to
j ustify themselves in the eyes of the vanquished and the
oppresse d : such works serve both to j ustify and to con
solidate their rule.

c. It does not seem that in Marx's view mythologies
can be regarded as ideologies. They are much closer to
genuine

poetry

than

to

formal

constructions.

M arx

Ideology and the Sociology of Knowledge

79

thought that Greek mythology, the soil that nourished
Greek art, was an expression of the real life of the peo
ple, an ever fresh source of the "eternal" charm of this
art. The Greek myths and the Greek gods were symbols
of man or rather of his powers. They gave in magnified
form a picture of how human beings appropriate their
own nature-in the various activities of their own lives
( warfare, metal working) , in games, love, and enJoy
ment.
Cosmogonies, myths, and mythologies are turned
into ideologies only when they become ingredients in
religion, especially in the great religions that lay claim to
universality. Then the images and tales are cut off from
the soil that nourished them, the beauty of which they
represented to the eye and mind. Now they take on
different meaning. The great religions' all-inclusive char
acter and claim to universality are marked on the one
hand by abstractness and by loss of their original local
flavor, and on the other by an ever growing gap between
individuals, between groups, between peoples, and be
tween classes. The great religions were born concomi
tantly with consolidation of the power of the state, the
formation of nations, and the rise of class antagonisms.
Religions make use not of a knowledge freed of illusion,
but of illusions antedating knowledge . To these they add
unmistakably ideological representations, i.e., represen
tations elaborated in order to disguise praxis and to give
it a specific direction. As theoretical constructions they
alternate between a kind of poetry borrowed from the
earlier cosmogonies and sheer mystification intended to
justify the acts of the powers-that-be.
Incontestably, according to Marx, religion in gen
eral ( religion to the extent it lays claim to universality,
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t o representing the fate of mankind, o f the human spe
cies ) is the prototype and model of all ideology. All criti
cism begins and is renewed again with the criticism of
religion. Radical criticism, i.e., criticism that goes to the
roots, tirelessly keeps going back to the analysis of reli
gious alienation .
Summing up M arx's thought, we can now formulate
the sociological features of any ideology . It deals with a
segment of reality,

namely,

human weakness :

death,

suffering, helplessness. It includes interpretations of the
wretched portion of reality, consciousness of which, if
taken in isolation and overemphasized, acts as a brake on
all creation, all progress. By virtue of their link with
"reality" -a reality transposed and interpreted-ideolo
gies can affect reality by imposing rules and limitations
on actually living men. In other words, ideologies can be
part of actual experience, even though they are unreal
and formal, reflect only a portion of human reality. They
offer a way of seeing the world and of living, that is to
say, up to a certain point, a praxis which is at once illu
sory and efficacious, fictitious and real .
Ideologies account for and j ustify a certain number
of actions and situations which need to be accounted for
and j ustified, the more so the wronger and more absurd
they are (i.e., in process of being surmounted and super
seded ) . Thus every ideology represents a vision or con
ception of the world, a

Weltanschauung based on ex

trapolations and interpretations.
Another feature of ideologies is their perfectibility .
An ideology may encounter problems, but not of a kind
to shake it fundamentally. Adj ustment is made, details
are altered, but the essentials are left intact. This gives
rise to passionate and passionately interesting discus-
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sions between conservatives a n d innovators, dogmatists
and heretics, champions of the past and champions of
the future. As a result, a given ideology becomes asso
ciated with a group (or a class, but always a group ac

tive within

a

class : other groups within this class may

remain ideolo gically passive, thou g h they may be most
active in other respects ) . Within the group that takes up
the ideolo gy, it serves as pretext for zealousness, sense of
common purpose, and then the group tends to become a
sect. Adherence to the ideolo gy makes it possible to de
spise those who do not adhere to it, and, needless to say,
leads to their conversion or condemnation. It becomes a
pseudo-totality which closes in upon itself the moment it
runs -into its external o r internal boundaries, whether
limitations or outside resistances. In short, it becomes

a

sy stem.
Man has emerged from nature in the course of the
historical process of production-production of himself
and of material goods. Consciousness, as we have seen,
emerges at the level of the sensuous, and then rises
above it without bein g cut off from it. This practical
relationship, which is essentially and initially based
upon labor, is consequently broadened to include the
entire praxis of a society in which the various kinds of
labor become differentiated and unequal. At this point,
obj ects, situations, actions acquire specific "meanings" in
relation to the over-all "meaning " of social life and the
course it follows. However, the human groups assigned
ro perform productive physical labor were unable for
many a long century to elaborate a conception adequate
to their situation, to the part they actually played in
social praxis, which is the essence of their activity. Mul
tiple conflicts are caused by the scarcity of goods, pov-
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erty, and bitter struggles over the tiny surplus of wealth
produced. In the course of these conflicts, the conditions
that made possible production of a surplus, however
small, and sometimes production itself, were destroyed.
In peace as in war, the interests of the productive groups
were sacrificed. On the symbolic plane of ideology, these
sacrifices were given an aura of ideality and spirituality.
In actual fact, there was nothing mysterious about the
sacrifice : the oppressed were sacrificed to the oppressors,
and the oppressors to the very conditions of oppression
-the gods, the Fares, the goals of their political actions.
As a result, products and works acquired a transcendent
significance, which amounted to an ideological and sym
bolic negation of their actual significance. All this served
to j ustify the actions of the ruling groups and classes
seeking to control the means of production and lay hands
on the surplus product. M an's appropriation of nature
took place within the framework of ownership, that is,
the privative appropriation of the social surplus by privi
leged groups, to the exclusion of other groups, whether
within the given society or outside it, and so gave rise to
endless

tension

and struggle.

Religion

expressed

this

general attitude of the privileged groups and classes,
which was broadened into an ideology that held out to
other groups and classes the hope either of oppression
eventually coming to an end one day or of being allowed
to share in the advantages of oppression themselves.
The features we have j ust stressed in religion ( or,
more accurately, in religions which have theoretical sys
tems) are also to be found in philosophy, though there
are certain differences. The philosophers elaborate the
incomplete rationality which is present in social praxis
and confusedly expressed in language-the logos. Thus
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philosophy breaks off in turn from religion, from poetry,
from politics, and finally from scientific knowledge, and
as against these more or less specialized domains, claims
to express totality. But religion, the state, and even art
and science make the same claim . The difference is that,
whereas the latter merely use the concept of totality for
their own purposes, philosophy also refines it. Unlike the
other ideological activities, philosophy contains a self
transcending

principle.

Philosophical

systems

reflect

human aspirations, they aim at rigorous demonstrations,
they express symbols of human reality. The systems
eventually disintegrate, but the problems they raised,
the concepts they formulated, the themes they treated
do not disappear. They enter into culture, affect all
thought, in short, become part of consciousness. The re
l ationship between philosophy and praxis ( including the
consciousness of praxis) is thus m ore complex and far
more fruitful than that between religion or the state and
the same praxis.
Among the philosophical attempts at totality, i.e., at
achieving a system at once closed and encompassing all
"existents," the systems of morals are the m ost ideologi
cal in character. They set themselves above praxis, pro
mulgating

absolute

principles

and

eternal

"ethical"

truths. They prescribe sacrifice for the oppressed, prom
ising them compensations. They also prescribe sacrifice
for the oppressors, when the conditions of their domi
nance are threatened. Consequently, every morality is
dictated by the ruling class, according to its needs and
interests in a given situation; the generality it claims is
dubious, its universality il lusory. It is not on the moral
(ethical ) plane that the universal is concretely realized.
Morality substitutes fictitious needs and aspirations re-
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fleeting the constant pressure of the ruling class for the
real needs and aspirations of the oppressed. More par
ticularly, under capitalism human needs diverge sharply
into highly refined, abstract needs on the one hand, and
crude, grossly simplified needs on the other. This disso
ciation is sanctioned and consecrated by the bourgeois
moralities. The latter go so far as to justify the state of
non-having-the situation of man separated from objects
and works which are meaningful themselves and give
concrete, practical meaning to life.
"The state of non-having is the extremest form of
spiritualism, a state in which man is totally unreal and
inhumanity totally real: it is a state of very positive
having-the

having of hunger,

cold, sickness, crime,

degradation, stupor, every conceivable inhuman and anti
natural thing."31

Now, objects, i.e. , goods, products, and works of so
cial man, are the foundation of social man's obj ective
being, his being for himself as well as for others. To be
deprived of objects is to be deprived of social existence,
of human relations with others and with oneself. Moral
ity qua ideology masks this privation and even substi
tutes a fictitious plenitude for it: a sense of righteousness,
a mistaken, factitious satisfaction in nonfulfillment of the
self.
Political economy (at least in its beginnings) elabo
rates scientific concepts-social labor, exchange value,
distribution of the over-all income, etc. At the same time
it contains an ideology. It is a "true moral science," even
"the most moral of all the sciences." Irs gospel is saving,
i.e., abstinence. "The less you are . . . the more you have .
. . . All the things you cannot do, your money can do. " 3 2
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Thus scientific concepts are all mixed up with a moral
istic ideology, in a way its own authors do not notice.
The wheat is separated from the chaff only later, in the
name of radical criticism, in connection with revolution
ary praxis.
Summing u p : as Marx saw it, ideology involves the
old problem of error and its relation to the truth . Marx
does not formulate this problem i n abstract, speculative,
philosophical terms,

but in concrete

historical terms

with reference to praxis. Unlike philosophy, the Marxian
theory of ideology tries to get back to the origin of repre
sentations. It retains one essential p hilosophical contri
bution : emergent truth is always mixed up with illusion
and error. The theory discards the view that error, illu
sion, falsity, stand off in sharp and obvious distinction
from knowledge, truth, certainty. There is continual two
way dialectical movement between the true and the
false, which transcends the historical situation that gave
rise to these representations. As Hegel had seen, error
and illusion are "moments" of knowledge, out of which
the truth emerges. But truth does not reside in the
Hegelian "spirit." It does not precede its historical and
social conditions, even though it may be anticipated.
Thus Hegel's philosophical-i.e., speculative, abstract
theory is transformed into a historical and sociological
theory, a continuation of philosophy in the sense that it
preserves the latter's universal character.
The representations men form of the world, of soci
ety, of groups and individuals, remain illusory

as

long as

the conditions for real representation have not ripened.
One notable example is how time was represented-a
sense of society, of the city-state, as existing in time
prior to the emergence of fully elaborated concepts of
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history and historical knowledge. These last are rooted
in an active social consciousness of the changes taking
place within the praxis. While the mists surrounding
natural p henomena are being dispelled, the mystery ( the
opacity ) of social life keeps thickening. While increasing
human control over nature ( technology, the division of
labor) makes it possible to elaborate nonideological con
cepts of physical nature, the actions of the ruling classes
throw a veil of obscurity over social life. Praxis expands
in scope, grows more complex and harder to grasp, while
consciousness and science play an increasingly effective
part in it. Thus it has been possible for illusory represen
tations

( mythologies, cosmogonies ) to become an in

tegral part of styles and

cultures

(including

Greek

culture ) . They must now give way to knowledge. Revo
lutionary praxis and Marxism qua knowledge do away
with the ideologies. According to Marx, Marxism has
gone beyond ideology-it signals and hastens the end of
ideology. Nor is it a philosophy, for it goes beyond phi
losophy and translates it into practice. It is not a m oral
ity, but a theory of moralities. It is not an aesthetics, but
it contains a theory of works of art, of the conditions for
their production, how they originate and how they pass
away. It discloses-not by some power of "pure" thought
,

but by deeds ( the revolutionary praxis) -the conditions
under which ideologies and works of man generally, in
cluding whole cultures or civilizations, are produced,
run their course, and pass away.
It is on the basis of conscious revolutionary praxis
that thought and action are articulated dialectically, and
that knowledge "reflects" praxis, i.e., is constituted as re
flection on praxis. Until then knowledge was character-
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ized precisely by its failure to "reflect" reality, namely.
praxis, could only transpose it, distort ir, confuse it with
illusions-in sh ort, knowledge was ideological.
At the height of its development, ideology becomes
a

weapon deliberately used in the class struggle. It is

a

mystifying representation of social reality, or the process
of change, of its latent tendencies and its future. At this
stage-in contemporary racism, for instance-the "real"
element is present ; the

human

species

does in

fact

include varieties and variations, ethnic groups and eth
nic differences. But in racism extrapolation and transpo
sition are carried to fantastic lengths; the extrapolation
of a real element is combined with "values," and the
whole systematized with extreme rigidity. Consequently
racist ideology can hardly be mentioned in the same
breath with such a philosophy, say, as Kant's. In the
twentieth century, ideologizing h as reached a sort of
apogee within the

framewock of imperialism,

world

wars, and a monopolistic capitalism linked with the
state. At the same time and because of this, ideology is
discredited : extreme ideologizing is accompanied by a
certain conviction that "the end of ideology" has been
reached. But ideology is not so easily eliminate d ; to the
contrary, it is marked by sudden flare-ups and makes
surprising comebacks. Aversion from ideological excess
is no more than a pale foretaste of the transparency still
to be achieved by revolutionary praxis and its theoretical
elaboration on the basis of Marx's work.
In this situation, a sociology inspired by M arxism
might well address itself to the relations between the
following concepts, which are still insufficiently distin
guished : ideology and knowledge, utopia and anticipa-

88

T H E S OC I O L O G Y OF M A R X

tion of the future, poetry and myth. Such a critical study
needs to be taken up again in our changing world. Here
is a choice theme for the sociologist, one with plenty of
scope both for critical thought and for the most "posi
tive" findings: the distance between ideol ogy and prac
tice, between current representations of reality and the
reality itself. . . .

4
Sociology and
Social Classes

Capitalism has displayed a vitality and elasticity Marx
could not foresee. And yet Marx's predictions, let us not
hesitate to keep repeating this, have come true. On the
basis of an analysis at once minute and bearing upon the
phenomenon as a whole, he predicted the end of compet
itive capitalism under the combined effect of two forces
-the working class on the one hand, the increasing con
centration (and centralization) of capital on the other
hand. And indeed, because of the continuous, contradic
tory action of these two forces competitive capitalism did
in fact come to an end. These social and political forces
did in fact between them destroy the monolithic uniry of
nineteenth century capitalism and its ruling class, the
bourgeoisie. What happened was that the "world"-more
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accurately, the world marker-split into three sectors:
monopoly capitalism, state socialism, and the "third
world," i.e., the backward countries whose economy is, in
non-Marxian terminology, still at the starting point, or, as
Marx put ir, at the stage of primitive accumulation.
Monopoly capitalism, born of the concentration of
capital ( the great capitalist organism produced by this
concentration being linked more or less permanently in
various ways in different countries, giving rise to differ
ent types of states controlled by the still-dominant bur
threatened middle classes) -monopoly capitalism, too,
has displayed unforeseen powers of survival and adapta
tion. This is not the place to analyze this development.
Among its many causes, or reasons that may account for
it, we shall mention only the challenge of two mutually
opposed social and political "systems" facing each other,
the stepped-up pace of technological change, and the
Second World War. The upheaval caused by this war
ended forever the untroubled complacency of a
Malthusian-minded middle class huddled over its in
vestments.
Over such a long period the class structure of capi
talist society was bound to undergo many changes. New
classes and configurations of classes made their appear
ance while others disappeared; some class lines became
blurred, others more clear cut. The process varied ac
cording to the different countries involved, their level of
economic growth, their political structure, and the cir
cumstances that affected this structure. The very con
cept of class and its corollary concepts ( class conscious
ness, class psychology, etc. ) were modifi ed, obscured,
shifted, and given new kinds of emphasis.
We shall set aside all these questions and, instead,
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examine the concept of class as treated by Marx, i.e.,
within the framework of competitive capitalism. Here, as
in respect of other matters, we believe that the concepts
elaborated by Marx are still necessary but insufficient to
understand the human reality of a century later. This is
not the place to verify this assertion with reference to
our case; the task must be left to other works and other
researches.
Why did we not begin with the theory of classes
and of the class struggle, calling attention to the socio
logical aspects of this theory? An approach to Marxian
thought from this angle is perfectly conceivable. Actu
ally it is not possible to treat our theme-Marx's sociol
ogy-without making repeated reference to the concept
of class, the theory of classes and class conflicts. And yet,
according to Marx, any society in which polarization
into antagonistic classes becomes essential is, historically
speaking, a late society, chronologically the last before
socialism, namely, capitalist society. Prior to it, every
society, each successive stage of social-economic devel
opment, has exhibited splits, oppositions, contrasts, con
flicts. Wherever such contradictions fail to manifest
themselves, society is stagnating or regressing. Social
change, whether a progress or a regression, is always
determined by internal differences and contradictions.
But, before the stage of capitalism is reached, such con
tradictions or differences are distinguishing features
rather than essential conflicts. Let us again call upon
feudal society to furnish an example. What character
ized it as a whole was the directness, the immediacy of
its social relations-they were relations between persons,
and hence transparent. Relationships of this type ob
tained within the family and in all other forms of de-
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pendency: from the family group to the village and the
lord's demesne. They obtained between the vassal and the
suzerain, the serf and the lord-a system of relationships
covering the entire range from the lowliest peasant to
Almighty God. Being dependent, the peasants could be
oppressed, and surplus labor extorted from them in the
form of ground rent; to extort this rent, the lords, in
addition to their prestige and ascendancy, needed armed
troops, which served them also in rivalries among them
selves. The system was oppressive, and yet the serf,
bound to the soil, could not be separated from the in
struments of his labor-his land, his house. Exploitation
and oppression ran up against limits in custom. At least
to begin with, the lord was the leader of the peasant
community, the upholder of custom, judge and dispenser
of justice.
Feudal society is thus characterized by its hier
archical organization, not by a polarization of opposing
groups. Marx never made the mistake of confusing
groups, castes, or classes in process of formation with
already constituted classes, polarized classes. Moreover,
all history shows that ideologies elaborated by classes
still in process of formation ( and even by constituted
classes) keep a residue of older elements. Class ideolo
gies mask reality by clinging to representations that are
historically out of phase. One may go so far as to say,
emphasizing this ideological aspect, that the middle
class is defi ned as the class that denies the existence of
classes (by stressing the idea of nationality or "society as
a whole" ) . Finally Marx brought to light an especially
important process: "the socializing of society." As means
of communication and method of exchange steadily in
crease in number, partitions and particularisms are
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broken down. It is precisely within societies in process of
"socialization" that antagonistic classes make their ap
pearance. The oppositions and contradictions between
the classes come to the surface in and through the social
izing process and, according to Marx, the deep conflict
that results can and must be resolved only by socialism .
However, for this to come about, ideologies must not be
allowed to mask the situation, to obstruct the process.
For all these reasons we discussed the problem of ideol
ogy before taking up the problem of social classes.
The polarization of society into essentially antago
nistic classes is always accompanied by a so-called eco
nomic phenomenon: the generalizing of the commodity,
i.e., an ever increasing number of products become com
modities. It is once everything can be bought and sold,
as we might say, that society divides into two hostile
groups-those who sell, and those who fall into the cate
gory of saleable "objects," just like things. This formula
tion, however, is not so clear or explanatory as it may
seem. Let us take a closer look at what actually takes
place and go back to our basic analysis.
As we have seen, the commodity is a form. To grasp
this form in its pure state, in the opening pages of Capital,
Marx deliberately sets aside the chaotic psychological
and sociological content in acts of exchange-the needs
they satisfy, the parleys and palavers that attend these
acts. He proceeds by way of reduction,33 and this reduc
tion clears the way for a structural analysis. Let us fol
low this analysis in the first chapter of Capital.
"A commodity is, in the first place, an object om
side us, a thing that by its properties satisfies human
needs of some sort or another. The nature of such needs,
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whether, for instance, they spring from the stomach or
from fancy, makes no difference. Neither are we con
cerned to know how the obj ect satisfies these needs,
whether directly as means of subsistence, or indirectly
as means of production. "34

And in a footnote Marx adds:
" 'things have no i ntrinsick virtue' (this is Barbon's
special term for value in use) 'which in all places h ave
the same virtu e ; as the loadstone to attract iron.' (Nico
las Barbon, A Discourse on coining the new money
lighter, in answer to Mr. Locke's considerations, &c.
London, 1696, p.6). The property which the magnet
possesses of attracting iron became of use only after by
means of that property the polarity of the magnet had
been discovered.''

Marx puts within "brackets" all kinds of properties
of things, among them the fact that they correspond to
needs and the needs to which they correspond. "The use
values of commodities furnish the material for a special
study, that of the commercial knowledge of commodi
ties.
The object splits into quality and quantity, matter
and form, use value ( corresponding to a need, to useful
ness, desirability) and exchange value. Once the qualita
tive aspect, namely the use value of objects, has been set
aside by analytic reduction, there remains in them a
property which makes it possible to compare them quan
titatively: their property of being products of human
labor, the result of an expenditure of labor ( they em
body the average time of social labor needed to produce
them, as Marx has shown) .
"35
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"At first sight a commodity presented itself to us as
a complex of two things-use value and exchange value.
Later on, we saw also that labor, too, possesses the same
twofold nature ; for, so far as it finds expression in value,
it does not possess the same characteristics that belong
to it as a creator of use values. I was the first to point
out and to examine critically this twofold nature of the
labor contained in commodities. "36

Things internally split in this way become related
and equivalent to other things. More exactly, the relation
between our twofold thing and other things is itself two
fold. It is the analysis of this dual form that involves
difficulties.
The equation xA y B expresses the fact that a quan
tity x of the commodity A is equal in value to a quantity
y of the commodity B, for instance, zo yards of linen is
worth one coat. The linen expresses its value in the coat;
the former commodity plays an active, the latter a pas
sive part ; the coat officiates as equivalent of the linen,
whose value is the relative form of value.
•

=

"The relative form and the equivalent form are two
intim ately connected, mutually dependent, inseparable
expressions of value ; but at the same time are mutually
exclusive antagonistic extremes-i. e., poles of the same
expression. "37

Note the terms of the structural analysis Marx car
ries out here. The dual or twofold form (relative, equiva
lent) sets two complementary elements against each

96

THE

SOCIOLOGY OF

MARX

other as "mutually exclusive poles." This formal relation
ship rakes the place of rhe sensuous, physical reality of
the object, and as a result of this substitution the object
is metamorphosed into a commodity, an abstract thing.
As such an abstract thing, rhe object or product in
question is convertible into a series of different elemen
tary expressions of irs value which may be prolonged to
any length : xA=yB = zC
. . . This series denotes the
equivalence of the time of social labor embodied in the
various objects. It refers to the specific characters of so
cial labor-simple and complex, qualitative and quanti
tative, etc. The form with irs polar structure entails the
dialectical movement of social labor.
=

"On the one hand all labor is, speaking physio
logically, an expenditure of human labor power, and
in its character of identical abstract human labor it
creates and forms the values of commodities. On the
other hand, all labor is the expenditure of human labor
power in a special form and with a definite aim, and in
this, its character of concrete useful labor, it produces
use values. Just as commodities must first and foremost be
be values, so labor must first and foremost be usefu l in
order to be rega rded as an expenditure of human labor
power in the abstract sense of the word. "38

However, in this dual form, social labor with irs
contradictory determinations is merely implied. The
formal series of commodities with their real links does
remain indefinitely open. In developing it becomes de
terminate ; the fully developed form-the general value
form-expresses the values of all commodities in terms
of a single commodity, which can be any commodity,
39
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but which in social practice bears a well-defined and
well-known name-money, gold, or silver.
Let us now try to imagine how this perfectly coher
ent form functions. "Qua values, all commodities are ex
pressions of one and the same unit, human labor, and
interchangeable. Consequently, a commodity can be ex
changed for another commodity whenever it has a form
that makes it appear as a value."40 The commodities
constitute a continuous circuit ( commodity-money
commodity-etc. ) . This circuit is again linked to other
similar circuits, the sum total of which is the worldwide
circulation of commodities, which goes on endlessly.
Each time a commodity disappears, is destroyed by
being consumed, another-an equivalent to it-moves
into the vacant place. The result is a general equilibrium
of exchanges, endangered only when one or several
places remai� vacant, when links are missing in the
chain. In itself the result is harmonious-at least this is
the view of economic liberalism, which accepts, puts for
ward, promotes the circulation of commodities, assum
ing the automatic self-sufficiency of the market system.
For better or worse, however, the view that free trade is
self-regulating and results in a harmonious balance of
exchanges is untenable. It would be true if the human
vehicles of exchange, for instance, were exclusively
craftsmen or if all were producing and consuming at the
same rate, with tradesmen performing a purely middle
man function. Actually, there is one commodity that
breaks the circuit and destroys the harmony. This com
modity is labor. To make labor a commodity just like the
others, taking its place in the endless round of commod
ity circulation without interrupting it, all that would be
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needed is for the laborer to sell himself body and soul to
anyone who may wish to buy him. This is the situation
of the slave or even of the "followers" of a feudal lord.
However, in this case, the value of the laborer and his
exact place in the endless chain of commodities remain
unspecified in the sense that though he does indeed be
long body and soul to another, he does not himself buy
anything. In order for them to be themselves buyers, i.e.,
in order to bring about a generalized extension of the
commodity, it is necessary that laborers should nor be
sold. What has the laborer to sell as a commodity? Nor
himself, not his person, only his labor time, his labor
power. Then he remains free and can become part of the
continuous circulation of commodities. More exactly, he
becomes a part of this continuous circulation as seller
and buyer on the one hand, and, on the other hand, as an
element in the contractual relationships linking the
owners and exchangers of commodities (which add their
juridical form to the formal sum of exchange values) .
Those who have nothing but their "labor" to dispose of
rhus become links in this two-way endless circuit in two
capacities-as producers and buyers on the one hand,
and as sellers and contracting parties on the other.
In short, commodities do not assert themselves qua
things but rather qua a kind of logic. It is the form that
confers upon them its total character ( or, if you will,
"totalizes" their capacity to permeate and swallow up
everything) . It is only by virtue of their form that com
modities function as things, as economic fetishes-com
modities, gold and silver, capital-and influence human
beings.
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"The products of labor become commodities, social
things whose qualities are at the same time perceptible
and imperceptible by the senses.... But . . .the existence
of the things qua commodities and the value relation
of the prod ucts of labor which stamps them as com
modities, have absolutely no connection with their p hys
ical properties and with the material relations arising
therefrom. .. . A definite social relation between men . . .
assumes, in their eyes, the fantastic form of a relation
between things. I n order, therefore, to find an anal ogy,
we must have recourse to the mist-enveloped regions of
the religious world. In that world the productions of the
human brain appear as independent beings endowed
with life, and entering into relation both with one an
other and with the human race. So it is in the world of
commodities with the products of man's hands. This I
call the Fetishism which attaches itself to the products
of labor, as soon as they are produced as commodities,
and which is therefore inseparable from the production
of commodities. "41

The thesis of reification42 miSinterprets the essen
tial meaning of the socio-economic theory expounded in
Capital. The fetishes that take on a life of their own,
become autonomous, ·and impose their laws on inter
human relationships, can function only as abstract things
by reducing human beings to the status of abstract
things, by relegating them to the world of forms, reduc
ing them to these forms, to their structures and func
tions. There is a logic immanent in commodities qua
forms, a logic which tends to constitute a world of its
own, the world of commodities. Because this world is
formal, it is related to the formal aspects of language and
rational action, to the logos and logic in the strict sense.
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It can be "conveyed" without distorting current lan
guage, and it gives rise to a particular type of rationality
the calculating, quantifying type. But is it not possible
that as language functions, it leaves its mark on other
forms, including the commodity form? The world of
commodities makes its way into praxis, penetrating it if
not taking it over entirely. Human beings do not become
things. This takes place only under slavery (which pre
cedes and remains outside the gradual formation and
expansion of the world of commodities) and in prostitu.,.
tion (which has played an important parr in the rise of
the market economy but is not a distinctive feature of
it) . What is more likely is that human beings would be
turned into animated abstractions, living, breathing,
suffering fictions, did they not put up dramatic resist
ance to this process.
The logic of commodities, however, for all its en
croachments upon praxis and its complex interactions
with other forms of society and consciousness, does not
succeed in forming a permanent, closed system. With its
complex determinations, human labor is not entirely
taken over by this form, does not become an inherent
element of its content. Once set in motion, the endless
circuit of exchanges cannot be closed. It gives rise to a
movement that sweeps it along, a historical, dialectical
movement. Paradoxically, the commodity form can be
come all-embracing only by giving rise to something else
that transcends it. The movement overflows the form
with the emergence of men deprived of everything save
their labor power-laborers, workers. The commodity
they throw on the market is very different from other
commodities. It has one uniquely distinctive property:
although it can be exchanged, although its value is de-
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termined in the market circulation of the commodities
by the quantity of social labor needed to produce and
reproduce it, yet it creates a value greater than its own
in the process of being consumed, in being used. If labor
did nor have this property of producing surplus value
there would be no reason for employing it to operate
tools and machinery, results of antecedent labor. This is
why labor can no longer be reduced to a set of determina
tions inherent in the content of the commodity form. It
overflows the form, and comes to dominate it. The sys
tem of commodity circulation is reorganized once the
stage has been reached at which surplus value is pro
duced and capital is accumulated. The commodity form
and the contractual form correspond to particular levels
of reality in historical societies and specific types of
praxis. Such societies and such types of praxis inevitably
become polarized : on the one hand, we have those who
make use of and manipulate the forms ( commodity,
money and capital, contracts ), on the other, those who
possess the active and productive content but only that:
namely, labor power. In political economy, the prole
tarian is defined as the wage laborer who produces capi
tal and makes it bear fruir.43
The emergence of classes and the permanent con
flict between them are thus construed theoretically start
ing from forms, functions, and structures, the concepts of
which make it possible to give an intelligible meaning to
history. The analysis proceeds simultaneously on three
planes-that of pure form ( logic ), that of the relation
ship between form and content ( dialectical logic ) , and
that of social labor with irs internal contradictions ( dia
lectical movement, which includes the preceding deter
minations) . As we have anticipated, a sociological real-
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iry-a type of praxis-has, s o to speak, been born before
our eyes, generated by the dialectical relation between
form and content, in the historical movement conceived
theoretically. We have merely summed up the first hun
dred pages of Capital, discarding superficial interpreta
tions.u
The conflict between the bourgeoisie (which con
trols the means of production comprising the results of
past labor-constant capital, machines, raw materials
and the available money, the variable capital which sup
plies the funds for wages) and the proletariat thus has a
foundation in reality. It has become the custom to add
the term "objective" to the term "foundation." Why this
redundancy? A foundation is objective or it is not a
foundation. For that matter, the foundation in our case is
subjective, too: it exists in consciousness, i.e., in relations
that tend to become conscious. The objective and the
subj ective factor are inseparable, and the conflicts be
tween the two are an aspect of their underlying unity. At
once objective and subjective, the class conflict is per
petual, though sometimes only latent or hidden and
sometimes overt and explosive. It never stops, though it
sometimes appears to have done so.
Earlier we have assigned to Marxist sociology, claim
ing this to be Marx's own thought, the task of studying
interactions between forms and contents, structures and
tendencies, functions and genetic processes. At this point
we can clarify our point of view. Marxist sociology can
and should rake as irs object the efforts made by the
working class to turn to irs advantage the form and laws
of exchange value so as to alter the form by making use
of and controlling irs laws, to prevent the real wages
from dropping below the market value of labor power,
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to achieve a wage above this value, and to increase this
value itself (i.e., the needs that must be satisfied in order
to reproduce the labor power) . Sociology can and should
extend its domain to include the efforts of the working
class to transcend the laws of value and of the market
the world of commodities-through revolutionary praxis.
This effort of the working class, which can justly be
designated as the "class struggle," is continuously going
on though not always at the same intensity.
"The advance of capitalist production develops a
working class, which by education, tradition, habit
looks upon the conditions of production as self-evident
laws of nature. . . . The dull compulsion of economic
relations completes the subj ection of the laborer to the
capitalist. Direct force, outside economic conditions, is
of course still used but only exceptionally. In the ordi
nary run of things, the laborer can be left to the natural
laws of production. "411

The laws in question are none other than those gov
erning exchange value, commodities. When the working
class remains passive, they do operate with the force of
natural laws. The proletariat has to intervene directly to
interrupt the "ordinary run" of abstract things which im
pose their law. As a rule, the "authorities," the state, step
in to restore the ordinary run of things, the smooth work
ing of the law, the ruling classes' power of decision.
The frequently used term "tension" gives only a
superficial and distorted image of this reality. What mat
ters is the degree of tension, how dynamically charged it
is. By itself the term mistakes effect for cause, and masks
the realities underlying the observable phenomena.
When this is used instead of such a term as "contradic-
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tion," "conflict," or "antagonism," the point of view is
deliberately reformist. Such reformism ignores periods of
acute struggle, turns its back on the aspiration to trans
form existing social relations.
It may be useful to recall here that classes and class
struggles can be studied at several levels:
[A.)
THE LEVEL OF PRODUCTIVE FORCES AND PRODUCTION
RELATIONS

The working class is a productive force. This essential
feature is discovered in the production unit, the enter
prise. To hold the working class down to this level is to
mutilate its reality and its potentialities. The working
class is, among other things, a social and political force,
to the scale of society as a whole. But first of all it has a
production function, which results from the division of
labor. As for the bourgeoisie, it endures only by continu
ally unsettling the conditions of production. The mo
ment it stops doing so, the society it dominates is threat
ened by stagnation, disintegration, parasitism.
"What characterizes the bourgeois epoch is the
continual transformation of production, the continual
unsettling of all social conditions, insecurity and agita
tion . . . " says the Cm1mmnist Manifesto. Thus the bour
geoisie swings wildly between a Malthusianism that
aims at preserving the status quo j ust as it is, and the
furthering of technological innovation. Malthusianism is
its ideology in periods of depression, of retreat, when it
is on the defensive. Technological snobbery becomes its
ideology in periods of expansion, animation, prosperity.
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Both ideologies reflect the current level of the produc
tive forces.
The organization of labor is inseparable from tools,
machinery, equipment, techniques. If it is necessary to
distinguish between a technical and a social division of
labor, this would be in order to understand how the one
generates the other under given conditions, what dis
tinguishes and what unites them in any well-functioning
organization of labor. It entails study of the over-all
forms of the division of labor (in each country of the
world market and within the given national groups, be
tween agriculture and industry, etc. ) , without forgetting
the special, even singular forms peculiar to a partic
ular workshop. Class distinctions in modern ( capitalist)
society no longer rest upon craft distinctions; on the con
trary, as Marx shows in Capital, the division of labor
within a single class can give rise to very different modes
of labor. The social division of labor modifies the tech
nical division not only because managerial functions are
reserved to certain groups ( which are actually or virtu
ally part of the bourgeoisie) , but also because produc
tion as a whole is oriented in accordance with needs it
creates or furthers ( although not without resistances,
contradictions, and conflicts) .
Study of production relations in the light of the divi
sion of labor discloses a complex, changing class struc
ture in every class society. An essentially identical eco
nomic base may, under the influence of various empirical
factors, present considerable gradations and variations
(Marx ) , especially in the semi-proletarian strata. In
agriculture-which retains some features distinguishing
it from industrial production until it, too, attains the
level of a big industry-analysis discerns various classes,
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subclasses, and social strata: tenant farmers, farmers,
agricultural laborers, small, medium, and big landown
ers ( linked or not linked with the industrial bourgeoi
sie ) . These socio-economic constellations form different
groups according to the features of production in the
agricultural sector-quantitative or qualitative, special
ized or not specialized. Thus, even at the level of pro
ductive forces, structure and particular combinations of
circumstances interact continually. Bur the resulting
diversity and mobility do not in any way prevent the
process of polarization into classes, w hich remains the
pivot of analysis.
"The owners of mere labor power, the owners of
capital, and the landowners, whose respective sources of
income are wages, profit, and ground rent, i n other
words, wage laborers, capitalists, and landowners, form
the three great c lasses of modern society resting upon
the capitalist mode of production."4 6

The imporrance of landowners is steadily decreas
ing; this class tends to be absorbed into the bourgeoisie
of which it is today no more than one stratum, a fraction,
a special group, at least in the most highly developed
countries.
Analytical study of classes beginning with the tech
nical and social division of labor must be carried forward
down to such important though rather elusive differ
ences, for instance, as that between productive and un
productive labor. In discussing Adam Smith, Marx de
voted a number of passages to this distinction, most of
them little known. Smith applied a narrow, strictly eco
nomic criterion to social labor and deliberately confined
himself to considering materially productive labor. As
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for other acnvmes and functions, he tended to assign
them to a vague category of "services," falling some
where outside social labor. According to Marx,47 the
question is far more delicate and complex. Every society,
whatever its structure (or mode of production) , dis
tributes its productive forces (including its labor power
and over-all productivity) in a specifi c way. It satisfies in
a specific way the individual and social needs of its
members, needs which it influences, at once creating and
setting limits to them (so long as abundance and equal
ity in abundance have not been achieved) . Socially the
labors of the teacher, the physician, the actor, dispensers
of information ( newspapermen ) , and entertainers are as
indispensable as those of masons and metal workers. And
yet they are not productive of tangible, consumable,
material goods. They are necessary for production and
yet unproductive. On the other hand, the capitalist
mode of production and bourgeois society do not di
rectly pursue the saisfaction of needs, above all, not of
social needs. They satisfy needs only indirectly, through
the mediation of the market, and only to the extent that
the goods to be consumed pass through the commodity
stage. More than that: the goal of capitalist production
is not production of commodities as such, but profits. In
this society labor is productive only to the extent it cre
ates profi ts for capital and the capitalists. It follows that
in this society dominated by the bourgeoisie the labor
performed by the artist, the writer, the architect qua
artist is nor ( by contrast with the Middle Ages and the
Renaissance ) regarded as social labor. What determines
the value of works of art is a matter of psychological
chance, the money at the disposal of those who happen
to feel a special need for distraction, amusement, escape.

108

THE SOCIOLOGY

OF

MARX

For all that, a theater, for instance, remains an enterprise
in which capital is invested and which is expected to yield
profi ts; the spectators are offered a sort of "goods" which
they consume and pay for with income derived from
over-all production and surplus value. Another paradox:
the production of armaments is classifi ed as productive
labor.
The distinction between productive and unproduc
tive labor-a distinction that does not lead to any for
mal separation-does not coincide with the division be
tween physical or manual labor and intellectual labor.
"In order to labor productively, it is no longer nec
essary for you to do manual work yourself; enough, if
you are an organ of the collective laborer and perform
one of its subordinate functions."48 In other words, it is
indeed the division of labor we must look to, both in its
technical aspect ( relatively independent of the mode of
production ) and in its social aspect (linked to the mode
of production, the over-all features of a given society, its
class structure, the activity of the ruling class, and its
ideologies ) . In capitalist society, the "collective laborer"
is the aggregate of the production units, the capitalist
enterprises, organized for the purpose of producing ma
terial goods and, above all, profits.
It follows that, in Marx's view, the nature of the
"collective laborer" changes with the over-all character
of the given society, with its mode of production. The
analysis of various types of labor and of the division of
labor in a capitalist society must be modifi ed when we
deal with a socialist society. This is especially true in
respect of the differences between productive and un
productive labor, socially necessary and socially unnec
essary labor.

Sociology and Social Classes

109

Technicians such as engineers are productive work
ers. Agriculture, fi shing, the mining industry, the pro
cessing industries, the construction and maintenance
industry, are all productive activities, also the commer
cial activities dealing with the preserving, warehousing,
and shipping of consumer goods. Other commercial ac
tivities, such as advertising, are unproductive. The same
goes for material and cultural "services," such as educa
tion and scientific research, as well as for the apparatus
of government, banking, the armed forces, the police, the
bureaucracy, etc.
Without transition and without laying down any
criterion for the distinction we have passed from pro
ductive to unproductive labor, and from the socially
necessary to unnecessary labor, even to leisured unem
ployment and social parasitism (unless we assume that
every activity or "function" is justified by virtue of the
mere fact that it exists ) .
In other words, the distinction Marx made is hard to
apply, and yet it is indispensable. It drives analysis into
a corner, so to speak, and confronts it with difficult soci
ological problems-a study both critical and concrete of
"functions," "services," of the social mobility that shifts
individuals from one category to another, etc.
Marx explicitly rejected sociological "functional
ism." In his view it is just another ideology, according to
which the various functions in bourgeois society presup
pose one another and resolve the internal contradictions
of the society, no distinction being made between the
technical and the social division of labor, each used to
justify the other. This ideology asserts in e ffect that
functions and services are "at the service of" capitalism.
This is at once self-evident and absurd, and makes it
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impossible to elaborate a theory of civilization.49
To this lengthy and difficult discussion which turns
up again and again we owe one of Marx's most brilliant
passages. It deserves to be quoted for its wit and liveli
ness alone, which scarcely detract from its sociological
value, rather the contrary:
"A philosopher produces ideas, a poet poems, a
clergyman sermons, a professor compendia and so on. A
criminal produces crimes. If we look a little closer at the
connection between this latter branch of production and
society as a whole, we shall rid ourselves of many prej u
dices. The criminal produces not only crimes but also
criminal law, and with this also the professor who gives
lectures on criminal law and in addition to this the inevi
table compendium i n which this same professor throws
his lectures onto the general market as 'commodities.'
This brings with it augmentation of national wealth,
quite apart from the personal enj oyment which . . . the
manuscript of the compendium brings to its originator
himself.
"The criminal moreover produces the whole of the
police and of criminal justice, constables, j udges, hang
men, j uries, etc. ; and all these different lines of business,
which form equally many categories of the social divi
sion of labor, develop different capacities of the human
spirit, create new needs and new ways of satisfying
them. Torture alone has given rise to the most ingenious
mechanica l inventions, and employed many honorable
craftsmen in the production of its i nstruments.
"The criminal produces an impression, partly moral
and partly tragic, as the case may be, and in this way
renders a 'service' by arousing the moral and aest hetic
feelings of the public. He produces not only compendia
on Criminal Law, not only penal codes along with the
legislators in this field, but also art, belles-lettres, novels,
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and even tragedies . . . . The criminal breaks the monot
ony and everyday security of bourgeois life. In this way
he keeps it from stagnation, and gives rise to that uneasy
tension and agility without which even the spur of
competition woul d get blunted. Thus he gives a stimulus
to the productive forces
"�9"
.

.

.

.

It would be easy to show that this astonishing frag
ment contains a "Marxian" commentary on Balzac and
his negative hero par excellence, Vautrin. It also shows
with what breadth, what a total lack of pedantry, Marx
could analyze bourgeois society, its productive forces
and its class relations. More particularly, what we must
study is the division of labor taken as a whole, without
getting entangled in classifications according to sectors,
functions, and levels viewed statically (rather than dia
lectically ) .
W e have repeatedly stressed the importance of
forms, of the scientific interest of interactions between
forms and contents. Why? Because dogmatists who
claim to speak in the name of Marx have long thought
themselves obliged to stress contents to the point of ig
noring forms. This attitude seemed bound up with philo
sophical materialism, and actually was to the extent that
this materialism doubled as a philosophico-political sys
tem. The term "form" was given only a superficial, ex
traneous meaning. Form in the full sense of the term, the
term it has in the expression "formal logic," was misun
derstood and neglected. The commodity form was no
longer understood as such, no more than political, j uridi
cal, aesthetic, or philosophical form. It was forgotten
that a content is a content only by taking on form, and
that the dialectical interplay between form and content
is a matter of the most essential importance.
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Can it be said that the social division of labor sup
plies a form, which is defined by the mode of production,
to the technical division of labor? Certainly. Productive
forces are the content of production relations, the latter
tending to hold the productive forces within their nets,
while the productive forces at the same time try to
loosen their hold or break free. Production relations ( in
cluding the market, wage labor, the power of money and
capital) are not something apart from productive forces,
but constitute a dialectical unity, marked by conflicts.
Though the sociological factor cannot be separated from
the strictly economic factor, the two are not identical.
This assertion will not be true once the social and the
technical division of labor have come to coincide. Some
technocrats assume that this is already the case. They
believe that with the growing predominance of tech
nology, socio-economic reality, whether we call it capi
talist or socialist, is moving closer to a state of balance
which does away with the conflicts Marx described and
analyzed. We cannot go into this matter here; we shall
merely observe that on this score technocratic utopian
ism is especially vulnerable to criticism. It is possible to
show that decisions are not invariably or exclusively
determined by technological reasons, that the strategic
variables still depend on the over-all character of the
society and the mode of production, and that technology
has not supplanted social relationships nor solved their
inherent conflicts. In other words, a sociology bound up
with Marx's thought and the Marxian outlook has not
yet, we believe, lost its validity. More than that: it must
be restored in all its analytic vigor, rather than be re
placed with empiricism pure and simple or with an ide
ology (such as technocracy) .
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( B.]
THE LEVEL OF PROPERTY AND JURIDICAL RELATIONS

No society is a mere aggregate of functions. Over and
above the social and economic functions and the form
they take as a whole, another set of forms is required to
keep them in existence and regularize them-rules,
norms, "values," juridical principles. This is true of every
society, but especially of capitalist society. The rule of
commodities has its counterpart in the rule of contracts.
The multiple contractual bonds between the members of
this society (including "the labor contract" ) are in con
trast with the multiple conflicts that characterize it.
More than any other, such a society needs a legal code
(or codes plus subsidiary codes ) . The rise of the bour
geoisie and the formation of capitalism are thus reflected
in the elaboration and promulgation of the Napoleonic
Code Civil. This Code formalizes, institutionalizes the
property relations inherent in existing production rela
tions. Inspired by Roman law, the Code analyzes and
gives coherent, quasi-logical form to aspects of the con
tract. Bourgeois society is asserted and confirmed in it
only in a disguised fashion, implicit in the form. The
world of commodities appears in it only in its counter
part-the endless chain of interlocking contractual rela
tions.
Marx and Engels put great emphasis on the impor
tance of Roman law. It has persisted-not without modi
fications and adjustments-through a number of modes
of production, a number of societies (slavery, feudalism,
capitalism, and even socialism ) , thus showing that it
cannot be classified as a mere "superstructure" or institu-
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rion. As a form of human relations it has a foundation
deeper and more lasting than production relations. It
regulates interindividual and intergroup relations so long
as society is dominated by commodity exchange, and so
long as the products of social labor are not sufficiently
abundant to be distributed evenly. Legal justice is the
corollary of injustice. Summum ius, summa iniuria. Be
that as it may, juridical form is nor isolated from the
other basic forms, which have been imposed upon
human contents, products, works, activities-formal
logic, the commodity form, the forms of language and
discourse.
Thus the Code has immense importance. A narrow
functionalism does not discriminate between functions
as they appear at the socio-economic level and the same
functions as they are formulated and standardized in the
Code. Without it bourgeois society outside the capitalist
production units would be a chaos of individual efforts
and rival interests. The Code introduces order into this
chaos of atoms and monads by giving coherent form to
its immanent principles, namely, those governing private
property.
Thus the Code makes it possible to decipher the
hidden sense of bourgeois society. It provides us with a
key, discloses its specific features and basic alienations
( for instance, the split between the private and the pub
lic sectors, between the man and the citizen, between the
reality of selfishness and the fiction of community ) .
Although the Code aims at a formal coherence simi
lar to that of logic, ir is characterized by a degree of
elasticity, a certain capacity for adaptation. The legal
codes promulgated in different countries and by different
nations are not identical, though they are based on
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common principles. Moreover subsidiary codes make
their appearance. These act upon the basic Code, sooner
or later merge with it or modify it. In this way, alongside
rhe Napoleonic Code, and even at its expense, the rights
of various existing social categories were drawn up-the
rights of workers, women, children, the old, the sick.
The subsidiary codes merely reform the basic Code;
a revolution would abrogate it though some of irs ele
ments would be preserved in an altered form. A socialist
society is still characterized by contracts and legal
righ ts. According to Marx, it cannot transcend "the nar
row horizon of bourgeois law," the odd mixture of formal
equalities and actual inequalities this law regulates.
Only a communist society, a society of plenty governed
by the maxim "To each according to his needs, from
each according to his capacities," will be able to dis
pense with a formal body of laws, norms, formal maxims,
and gradually, in unforeseen ways, go back to the rule of
custom. Until this historical moment has been reached,
juridical sociology, the formalized sociological study of
institutions, will remain an especially important aspect
of the study of class relations, i.e., of a properly Marxian
sociology.
Codified juridical relations characterize the struc
ture of a society that admits inequalities. fhey express
the production relations as a formal system, and in this
sense we may speak of a "capitalist" or a "socialist" sys
tem, but we must keep in mind that the inherent contra
dictions are not thereby eliminated but are merely
attenuated, subjected to a norm. Incomplete, unsatisfac
tory solutions are put forward, but these do not resolve
the conflicts. The systematizing and structure imposed
go no deeper than a certain level below which the "base"
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preserves a reality of its own. The latter shows itself
from rime to time in unanticipated difficulties, problems,
technological and economic changeabours, including
depressions and financial crises. Meanwhile, over the
juridical structure superstructures arise to re-interpret,
to take over, and to impose new forms on such contents
as cannot be contained by the structure proper. It is
crude and naive to view such "systems" or "structures" as
literally representing "functions." In real societies, i.e., at
the level of praxis, such terms are neither so all-inclusive
nor comprehensive as they appear: there are glaring
gaps, distortions, areas of social reality they fail to
"cover." The powers-that-be keep fiddling empirically
with all these elements, plugging up old gaps while new
forms are emerging. To ignore the concept of totality is
j ust as unsatisfactory as to take it literally, logically in
stead of dialectically.
[ c.]
T H E L E V E L OF POLITICAL S U PERSTRUCTURES

\Ve merely mention this point here ; it will be treated
in the next chapter on Marxian political sociology, i.e.,
the theory of the state.
( D. ]
T H E I D EOLOGICAL LF.\'EL

Here, following Marx, we shall develop one specific
example : the ideology of individualism. The individual
capitalist sees himself as the personal owner of his capi-
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cal, whether chis consists of money, control over means
of production, constant capital (machines, raw materi
als) or variable capital (funds for paying wages and
s alaries ) . He sees his enterprise as the result of his own
efforts, his own flair for business. Now, if this were really
the case, society could not function for a moment. It
would break up into separate pieces, or rather would
ne ver emerge from chaos in the first place, would remain
a formless aggregate of atoms, of monads. Marxian
an alysis shows how and why general laws and even over
all self-regulatory mechanisms result from the interac
tions between separate efforts of private individuals: the
formation of an average rate of profit, the more or less
brutal elimination of enterprises unable to compete,
progressive capital accumulation (interrupted by de
pressions and slumps which purge the system of its sur
pluses) .
What, then, does individualism signify? A mixture
of reality and illusion. It is hard for capitalists to grasp
the actual results of what they do. Even calling upon the
resources of knowledge and power, they find it hard ro
explore the market, and even harder to master it. Indi
vidualism is illusory. It is a concomitant to individual
failure no less than to the dubious success of a few in
accumulating money and capital. And yet individualism
is not pointless in bourgeois society. It stimulates ener
gies. It plugs up existing gaps in reality, life, culture. It
gives confidence. It conceals intolerable aspects of real
ity and exalts aspects acceptable to the bourgeois. It
enables the bourgeois to stand on their "dignity," to be
lieve themselves human amid the inhumanity they profit
from and sustain. It has a great many ethical and aes
thetic advantages. Moreover, it outlines a general form
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o f individual fulfillment, a form which in bourgeois soci
ety remains purely potential and without content. Only
another kind of society can realize the individuality
anticipated, conceived of, dreamed of by the bourgeois
epoch. Finally, and this is not the least important fea·
ture, individualism supplies a world view capable of
surviving the conditions that created it. Individualism
does not disappear with the competitive capitalism that
brought it into the world. Although "organizational"
capitalism with its giant production and management
units, and its bureaucracy, ought to relegate individual
ism among the obsolete ideologies, this world view still
serves as a stimulus, as a weapon against other, more
adequate views, alternatively a veil over reality and its
justification.
The sociology of ideological forms tries to discover
their class meaning in a dialectical manner, i.e., at mani
fold levels both in the past and the present, studying the
conditions for their emergence, their points of impact,
their rebirths and renewals, their truly representative
and their illusion-creating functions alike, the shifts
among them, cynical utilizations of them, etc. The cri
tique of ideologies deepens the distinction between ap
pearance and reality. We learned long since that there is
no such thing as social "reality" pure and simple. There
is no reality that does not produce appearances, no
praxis (save perhaps the creative praxis of great revolu
tionary periods) that does not generate illusions. In
every society the appearances are part of reality, and the
illusions are part of the praxis. In some cases the unreal is
real, and vice versa. Thus, the dialectical method enables
us to assert the concept of the real and to include the
formal in it.
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The sociological study of ideologies climaxes that of
classes and class relationships. In the course of the latter
th e concept of ideology turns up again and again. Every
ideology systematizes ( formalizes) an aggregate of illu
sions, mutilated and distorted representations which
nonetheless retain sufficient reference to "reality"
(praxis) to appear true, to find a place in this reality, to
be experienced. If they did not, there would be no such
thing as ideology, only the crudest deceit. The analysis
of ideologies finds its proper place in the study of forms
that impose a certain order-a relative, precarious order,
often put in question-on the constitutive elements of
class society.
To the dialectical method of analysis and exposi
tion, such as is exemplified in Marx's Capital, form at a
certain level becomes content at a higher level. In this
way, the juridically formalized relationships serve as
elements, as contents for the reflection that constructs
ideologies.
The ideological form completes this hierarchization.
At this level analysis can thematize the elements availa
ble ro it. It can devote itself to criticism of a given ide
ology-study the aggregate of ideologies and "values"
that constitute a "culture"-and it can also devote itself
to the theory of what is called "civilization," which has
barbarism as its obverse, a barbarism that in some re
spects is on the increase in the so-called "modern" world.
In the foregoing we have tried not to separate the
static from the dynamic, the structural from the con
junctura! elements, the analytic elements from the
whole, the genetic from the actual, the "diachronic"
from the "synchronic." None of these terms and anti
theses is absolutely adequate. All of them contain ide-

1 20

THE SOCJOI.OG Y O F

M A RX

ological elements mixed up with the conceptual think
ing. However, out of all of them and the unity of the
opposing aspects a conception of history emerges as a
process that gives rise to relative stabilities, then tran
scends them, and dissolves them and breaks them up.
This is Marx's conception, though he never completely
formulated it. By its nature the dialectical method must
unite the different aspects, the successive "moments" of
Becoming. The unity excludes neither the theoretical
oppositions nor the real-life struggles. On the contrary, it
includes them.
Needless to say, we have not exhausted the sociolog
ical aspects of the Marxian theory of classes. Before con
cluding this chapter, let us underline once more a few
fundamental assertions. First point: there are no classes
without class struggles, without political struggles. A
class exists only virtually (it exists "in itself," not "for
itself" ) so long as it has not made its entrance on the
political stage, at a higher level of praxis, with a revolu
tionary praxis. Second point: the classes polarized in con
flict or struggle at the same time constitute a unity. This
unity is given an over-all designation ( "society" ) , a spe
cial designation ( "a nation" ) or a more detailed designa
tion ( the division of labor that obtains in the actual units
of production ) . The conflicts allow us to lay stress on the
unity ; conversely, once we have laid stress on unity, we
should elucidate the antitheses underlying it.
The constellation of classes and fractions of classes,
i.e., the structure of society, changes with historical cir
cumstances. In his Revolution and Counter-Revolutim1
in Germany , Marx enumerates eight classes : the feudal
groups, the bourgeoisie, the petty bourgeoisie, the big
and medium farmers, the small peasants, the serfs, the
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agricultural workers, the industrial workers. In his Class
however, he considers seven classes:
the financial bourgeoisie, the industrial bourgeoisie, the
m ercantile bourgeoisie, the petty bourgeoisie, the peas
ants, the proletariat, the lumpenproletariat. In other
words, in about the same period ( I 848 ) the social struc
tures of two unequally developed societies, yet both on
the road to capitalism, exhibited notable differences.
Structural analysis must leave scope for the march of
events, constantly changing circumstances.
A revolution is the consequence of a structure, but
the revolutionary event depends on a conjunction of cir
cumstances.
The classes Marx described and analyzed as essen
tial to competitive capitalism, namely, landowners, in
dustrial capitalists, and workers, draw their incomes from
three sources-ground rent, profits, wages. However, not
every landowner's income is produced by his farmers,
tenant farmers, and agricultural laborers any more than
every capitalist's is produced by his own workers. The
aggregate of surplus value produced falls within a larger
category-the national income as a whole. Marx in
tended to conclude his major work, Capital, with a
theory of income and the way it is distributed. Produc
tion and property relationships as they actually obtain in
society are technical devices comparable to pumps-for
sucking in as great a part as possible of the over-all sur
plus product. The process of distribution is determined
by the nature of society as a whole. The notion that "the
capitalist exploits his workers" is crude and naive. It is
the bourgeoisie as a class that exploits the proletariat as
a class ( and the other classes, fractions of classes, and
groups) by getting into its hand the greatest possible
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share of the national income; it does this in various ways
-economically, socially, politically, administratively,
fiscally, and even culturally (through its organization of
leisure activities and artistic production) . The income is
distributed through the intermediary of the social whole,
the state-such is the central idea of the last section of
Capital. The various parts of the ruling class act as pres
sure groups, making use of legislation, for example. The
Marxian analysis of classes has to be situated within the
over-all framework if it is to be referable to sociology to
the same extent economics is.
Unfortunately Capital is an unfinished work: the
exposition which was to have concluded the structural
and historical analysis remains incomplete. If the
founder of Marxian thought had been able to complete
his task, had he written the treatise on dialectical
methodology he projected in the second half of his life,
and thereby given the finishing touches to his socio
economic theory of capitalist society, many subsequent
misunderstandings would have been avoided.

Political Sociology :
Theory of the State

The theory of the state is the core or, if you will, the
culmination of Marxian thought. Very naturally, from
the outset it has led to particularly passionate contro
versies. No other aspect of Marxian thought has been so
greatly blurred, distorted, and befogged as this.
Marx began to formulate his ideas about the state in
his earliest critical essays on the Hegelian philosophy of
right and the state. Against Hegel, Marx maintains that
the essence of man is not political but social. Man is not
a political animal. The social forces that blindly seek a
way out of their conflicts become subject to the political
power, the state. Social relations, including contradic
tions that give rise to class struggles, account for the
state, not the other way round, as it seemed to Hegel.
This fundamental criticism is aimed by Marx at every
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political form i n turn. The very existence o f the stare
presupposes that men make their history without know
ing how or why, implies a certain lack of consciousness,
of rationality, of organization in society. Moreover, the
modern state is founded upon the fact that human real
ity is split into public life and private life, into citizens
and individuals. This split accounts for the political
alienation and must be abolished.
According to Marx, then, the state does not express
some transcendent rationality, superior to social life, nor
is it inherent in society, an expression of its immanent
rationality. State and the interests of the state are rooted
in an irrational, immature social reality. The state is but
a fragment of society that sets itself above society, add
ing to the functions which are socially indispensable at a
given epoch, supererogatory functions made possible by
the exercise of power. Those in power seize hold of the
rationality inherent in the existing praxis; taking advan
tage of its incomplete character, they divert it to their
own purposes and turn it, if need be, against society as a
whole. Setting itself above society, the state has interests
of its own and its own social support, namely, its own
employees, its bureaucracy. It holds multiple powers
organization, ideology, constraint, political decision. But
it cannot be entirely separated from the actual society
on which it is based-the classes and their struggles. It
has a distinct reality, but this reality is not autonomous,
though it tends to autonomy; its reality depends on the
existing social relationships. Consequently, although the
state apparatus tends to set itself above classes, it cannot
remain aloof from them and their struggles. It serves the
ruling class or classes, and at the same time acts as
arbiter of their rivalries whenever they threaten the
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society's existence. Thus it is at once political battle
ground and the victor's spoils.
Though Marx did not make fully explicit his ideas
on this score, in his view the separation of powers char
acteristic of the modern state corresponds merely to a
specific stage of the division of labor and social func
tions generally. More exactly, it is an aspect of the
division of labor, which is superimposed over the techno
logical division, and which modifies and transforms the
latter. Human unity, dissociated at the individual, social,
economic, and political levels, will be restored only
when society as a whole, transformed by revolutionary
action, has absorbed the state, organized economic life,
and enabled the individual to reconstruct himself on new
foundations, without legal systems or other external con
straints. Economy, society, politics are thus aspects,
levels, elements or "moments" of reality. These "mo
ments" are distinct, though they are not separate en
tities. None of these levels can lay claim to eternal truth.
The social level, however, can lay claim to a historically
founded priority. In respect of the state, the revolution
ary movement which guides the working class will have
three inseparable objectives: development of democracy,
dictatorship of the proletariat, withering away of the
state. The dictatorship of the proletariat means concrete
democracy, i.e., the coercive power of a majority over a
minority. The working class must destroy the machinery
of the existing state, but its own state is to last only for a
transitional period during which the state functions of
organization and management are taken over by new
social forces. Existing state authorities replace rational
organization with coercion, negate human freedom by
their very nature. The justification and legitimacy of such
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coercion will disappear, and the state will begin to
wither away when a truly rational organization of pro
duction becomes possible.
In short, Marxian thought is fundamentally anti
stare. The theory of state socialism, according ro which
the state is the manager of economic life and the higher
principle of society, was advanced by a man against
whom Marx fought bitterly: Ferdinand Lassalle. It is
well known that Lassalle negotiated with Bismarck, and
that they were in agreement concerning their long-range
objectives, namely, to get the state recognized by the
working class, to integrate the latter in the state, and to
limit the working class's social and political activity. In a
sense we may say that Bismarck-along with Lenin but at
the opposite pole-was the greatest political genius of
recent modern times. Authoritarian but efficient regimes,
which seek to carry out what Marx and Engels called
"revolution from above," are closer to Bismarckism than
ro French Bonaparrism.
Given the importance of the question, let us take it
up from the beginning. Let us re-read the early works of
Marx, the so-called "philosophical" works, which actually
contain a radical criticism of philosophy and politics
both were intimately linked in the Hegelian system.
In the essay entitled "A Critique of the Hegelian
Philosophy of Right" ( 1 84 3 ) Marx writes :
"The c riticism of German j uridical and political
philosophy , which has received th ro u g h Hegel its most
consistent, most ample, and most recent shape, is at once
rhe critica l analvsis of the modern state and of the actu
a litv which is c � n n ected therewith. "50
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No question about it, what we have here is the criti
cal analysis of the modern state, not merely of Hegelian
philosophy, though the latter represents its most elabo
rate theorization. Marx began his career with this criti
cism of political reality.
"In addition [ this CritiCISm is a] decisive repudia



tion of the entire previous mode of the German political
and juri dical consciousness, whose principal and most
universal expression, elevated to the level of a science, is
speculative j urisprudence itself
.

"While, on the one hand, speculative j u risprudence,
this abstract and exuberant thought-process of the
modern state, is possible only in Germa ny, on the other
hand, the German conception of the modern state, mak
ing abstraction of real men, was only possible because
and in so far as the modern state itself makes abstraction
of real men or only satisfies the whole of man in an
ima gin a ry manner. " 51

The meaning of the last sentence quoted is that
political man, the citizen-the political citizen-is no
more than a political fiction in which real man, the
whole man, only fulfills himself fictitiously. A political
form, a state fiction, is added to the ideological, juridical,
and other fictions or is superimposed on them. Man will
realize his potentialities not at the level of the state, in
the state, or in what depends on the state, but by freeing
himself from the state. The formulation could not be
clearer.
In "On the Jewish Question," dating from about the
same time ( Marx was twenty-five) , we read :
"Only where the political state exists in its com
pleteness can the relation of the Jew, of the religio u s
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man generally, to the political state, and therefore the
relation of religion to the state, be studied in its special
features and in its purity. The criticism of this relation
ship ceases to be theological criticism when the state
ceases to adopt a theological attitude towards religion,
when its attitude towards religion becomes purely polit
ical. The criticism then becomes criticism of the politi
cal state. "52

And Marx goes on to say : "Political emancipation
from religion is not thorough-going and consistent eman
cipation from religion, because political emancipation is
not effectual and consistent human emancipation," i.e.,
where the Church has been separated from the state we
have merely an emancipation, not a complete liberation.
In other words, political emancipation and freedom coin
cide only partially; the former leads in the direction of
freedom, yet is only a degree or historical stage in that
process. Political emancipation is limited because the state
can free itself from a limitation without man being really
freed thereby; a state may become free, and yet its citi
zens remain unfree. This is true of all states that achieve
independence, all new states, for instance; the people's
belief that once they have achieved national independ
ence they will immediately become free is an illusion.
Consequently a state may be emancipated from religion,
and yet the great majority of its citizens may still profess
religious faith. The relation between the state, more par
ticularly, between the "free" state and religion, is noth
ing but a relation between the men who constitute the
state and the existing religions. Man frees himself from
one particular limitation through the intermediary of the
state, i.e., politically, but he himself rises above this limi-
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tation only in a limited way: when he declares he is an
atheist through the intermediary of the state, i.e., when
he declares that the state is atheistic, he remains reli
giously limited. The state interposes itself between man
and human freedom ; at best, when the state throws off
one or another fetter, such as a state religion, this is no
more than an intermediate stage in the realization of
man's essence.
In an important passage of the same essay Marx
criticizes the internal split within the political state be
tween man and the citizen, between the private man and
the public man, a split which also introduces division be
tween the individual and society, and between the indi
vidual and himself:
"The individual leads nor only in thought, in con
sciousness, bur in reality, a double l ife, a heavenly and an
·
earthly life, a life in t he political community, wherein
he cou nts as a member of the community, and a life in
civil society, wherein he is active as a private person,
regarding other men as a means, degra ding h imself as a
means and becoming a plaything of alien powers. The
pol itica l state is related to civil society as spiritual isri
callv as heaven is to earth ."r.:l

This applies to the political state which has attained
its complete development, i.e., the most modern, the
most democratic state. The state is essentially of the
same nature as religion even when it has set itself apart
from religion and fights against it. There is a state reli
giosity inseparable from the very existence of the state
because the state is in the same relation to real life as
heaven to earth : it is above real life, it soars or seems
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to soar above it. It subdues real life in the same way as
religion overcomes the limitations of the profane world.
"Man in his outermost reality, in civil society, is a
profane being. Here, where he is a real individual for
himself and others, he is an untrue phenomenon. In the
state, on the other hand, where the individual is a
generic being, he is the imaginary member of an imag
ined sovereignty ; he is robbed of his real individual life
and filled with an unreal universality."64

Marx criticizes the splitting up of rights into the
rights of man and the rights of the citizen. Man and his
consciousness are thereby torn between all-embracing
political, juridical, and philosophical fictions on the one
hand, and narrow, limited realities on the other. The
rights of the citizen are abstract, fictitious. All they grant
the individual is an imaginary sovereignty within an un
real universality; as for the rights of man, they are in
effect the rights of the selfish individual and, in bour
geois society, they come down to the right of ownership
of private property.
"In the moments of heightened consciousness, the
political life seeks to suppress its fundamental condi
tions, civil society and its elements, and to constitute
itself as the real and uncontradictory generic life of the
individual. It is, however, only enabled to do this by a
flagrant violation of its conditions of life, by declaring
the revolution to be permanent."55

Political life crushes everyday life, economic life,
the life of real individuals. It destroys its own conditions
when it seems to become more intense, when it sets itself
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above ordinary everyday life. It negates its own prereq
uisites "by declaring the revolution to be permanent."
The "permanent revolution" ends inevitably in the res
toration of religion, private property, and the elements
of civil society, just as war ends in peace. Marx obviously
was thinking of J acobinism here, but what is in question
is of far wider relevance. The concept of "permanent" or
"total" revolution preoccupies, even obsesses Marx. He
sometimes acclaims and proclaims it, sometimes distrusts
it. The text quoted here is directed against the state,
politics as such. History has known periods in which
political life was so intense that it destroyed its own
conditions of existence, when permanent revolution led
to restoration of the status quo ante and "depoliticaliza
tion.',
"The members of the political state are religious by
virtue of the dualism between individual life and the
generic life, between the life of civil society and the
political life ; they are religious to the extent that the
individual regards as his true life the political life beyond
his real individuality . " G 6

Marx's critique is directed against political life itself:
"Religion is here the spirit of civil society, the ex
pression of the separation and the alienation of man
from man. The political democracy is Christian to the
extent that it regards every individual as the sovereign,
the supreme being, but this really signifies the individual
in his uncultivated, unsocial aspect, the individual in his
fortuitous existence, the individual j ust as he is, the indi
vidual as he is destroyed, lost, and alienated through the
whole organization of our society, as he is given under
the dominance of inhuman conditions and elements, in a
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word, the individual who i s not yet a real generic being.
The sovereignty of the individual, as an alien being dis
tinguished from the real individual, which is the chi
mera, the dream, and the postulate of Christianity, is
under democracy sensuous rea lity, the present, and the
secu lar maximum .""'

On several occasions Marx developed the thesis ac
cording to which democracy is to other forms of the
state as Christianity is to other religions. Christianity
places man at the summit, but this man is alienated.
Similarly, democracy places man at the summit, but this
man is alienated, roo, not the real, fully developed man.
Why? Because democracy is a political state.
Marx's criticism of the "rights of man" rakes a simi
lar line. The rights of man, he observes, are distin
guished from the rights of the citizen . But what is man
as distinguished from the citizen? Nothing other than a
member of civil society. Why is the member of civil so
ciety called "man" pure and simple, and why are his
rights called "the rights of man"? What can account for
this?
"The so-called rights of man, as distinguished from
the rights of the citizen, are nothing else than the rights
of the member of civil society, that is, of the egoistic
individual, of man separated from man and the commu
nity . . . . The freedom in question is the freedom of the
individual as an isolated atom thrown back upon him
self. . . . The right o f man to freedom is not based upon
the connection of man with man, but rather on the sepa
ration of man from man. It is the right to this separa
tion, the right of the individual limited to himself. " 11 8
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The practical application of the right of man to
freedom, Marx goes on to say, is his right to private
property, and hence, the right to enjoy and dispose of his
property at will, without regard for others, independ
ently of society. It is the right of self-interest. Individual
freedom in this sense is the basis of civil society. As a
result, every man finds in other men not the realization
but rather the limitation of his freedom. In short, none of
the so-called rights of man goes beyond the egoistic in
dividual.
"Political man is only the abstract, artificial indi
vidual, the individual as an allegorical, moral person . . . .
All emancipation leads back to the human world, to
human relationships, to men themselves. Political eman
cipation is the reduction of man, on the one side, to the
egoistic member of civil society, to the egoistic, inde
pendent individual, o n the other side to the citizen, to
the moral person . . . .
"Not until the real, individual man is identical with
the citizen, and has become a generic being in his empir
ical life, in his individual work, in his individual rela
tionships, not until man has recognized and organized
his own capacities as social capacities so that the social
energies are no longer divided by the political power,
not until then will human emancipation be achieved. " 59

Not until individual man has reconquered himself,
has put an end to political alienation, has recovered the
social energies taken away from him, and has become a
social being qua individual-not until he has recognized
and organized his own energies as social energies (and
we shall presently see the exact meaning of these terms) ,
i.e., when the political form and power (the state) no
longer exist outside him, above him-not until then is
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human ( as distinguished from political) emancipation
achieved. The road leading to freedom is full of obsta
cles and accidents, especially the political emancipations
that are mistaken for true liberations.
Let us turn now to Marx's critical notes on Hegel's
philosophy of the state, dating from 1 84 3. 60 "The actual
relationship of the family and civil society to the state,"
he writes, "is conceived of by Hegel as their inner, imag
inary activity ." In actual fact, family and civil society are
presupposed by the state, whereas in Hegel's speculation
this relationship is inverted. When you assert that the
"subject" is the Idea-i.e., a mind or even a supermind,
an absolute-the real subjects, such as civil society, fam
ilies, and any or all actual circumstances become unreal
"moments" of the Idea. This is a clear example of Hegel's
panlogical mysticism, of how he hypostatizes the abso
lute Idea. Hegel does not take the object as his point of
departure; he deduces the objective world from an Idea
that is intrinsically complete in the realm of logic. In this
way, concludes Marx, the political categories spring into
extstence as the most abstract logicometaphysical cate
gones.
" Hegel starts from the state and makes man the
subj ectivized state ; democracy starts from man and
makes the state the obj ectivized man. Just as it is not
religion that creates man, but man who creates relig ion,
so the constitution does not create the people, but the
people create the constitution. I n a sense, democracy is
to all political forms what Christianity is to all other
religions . . . .
"Democracy is the essence of all state constitutions,
it is socialized man as the constitution of a specific state ;
it is to other constitutions as the genus to its species,
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only here the genus itself appears as an existent, and
hence as a particular species. . . . In monarchies, for
example, or republics . . . political man has his particular
existence side by side with nonpolitical, private man.
Property, marriage, contracts, civil society . . . here play
the part of contents, and the state that of pure fo rm . " 6 1

Hegel, then, views the state as a form that organizes
a formless content. Without the state the content would
relapse into chaos. This conception of the state, derived
from Hegel, is still frequently put forward in our own
day .
"In democracy," Marx goes on to say, "the political
state itself . . . is merely a particular content, something
like the particular way of life of its people. . . . The
modern French interpreted this in the sense that in a
rrue democracy the state is eliminated." Complete and
true democracy is not merely a political regime superior
to others, but implies the disappearance of political
democracy itself, i.e., of the state. On this score Marx
takes up and develops an idea advanced by Saint-Simon.
According to the latter's well-known parable, if any ten
statesmen, ten generals, and ten princes were suddenly
abducted from any country, the country would keep on
functioning exactly as before. But if the ten leading sci
entists, the ten leading technicians, and the ten leading
industrialists were abducted, society could no longer
function.
At the time, this idea was "in the air" in France,
thanks largely to Saint-Simon's writings. Marx's criticism
of Hegel is not confined to the theory of the state ;
his aim is not merely to replace it with his own theory of
the state: his criticism foreshadows also his theory of
the withering away of the state, of its eventual dis-
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appearance from history. It is a fundamental cnt1c1sm,
which goes much farther than mere analysis plus a few
objections.
Marx devotes several pages of his critical notes to
Hegel's "estates," i.e. partial groups such as trades, cor
porations, the family, etc. Among these Hegel mentions
a propertyless "estate" dependent on "concrete" labor.
This "estate," Marx observes, is more than just a part of
civil society-in the modern state it is the foundation
upon which all other "estates" rest.
Concerning the relations between the Estates and
the Executive, Hegel wrote:
"It is important . . . to emphasize this aspect of the
matter because of the popular, but most dangerous pre j 
udice which regards t h e Estates principally from the
point of view of their opposition to the Executive, as if
that were their essential attitude. If the Estates become
an organ of the whole by being taken into the state,
they evince themselves solely through their mediating
function. In this way their opposition to the Executive
is reduced to a show . . . . If they were opposed not
merely superficially, but actually and in substance, then
the state would be in the throes of destruction. " 82

What Hegel is trying to say, is that the "Estates"
-corporations, trades, we might say today, labor
unions, in short, the components of civil society-are not
really opposed to the government, and that to think oth
erwise is a dangerous mistake. They must be viewed as
organs of the whole, i.e., integrated in the higher cate
gory of the state. Thus conciliation comes to the fore,
conflict moves to the background. Hegel himself sees
that if the contradictions between the components of
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civil society and the state were real, the state would be
undermined and eventually destroyed. Marx carries
Hegel's insight a step farther.
Criticism of the state (including the democratic
state) is very explicitly and emphaticall y linked by Marx
with criticism of philosophy and goes far beyond mere
criticism of the Hegelian system. Both state and political
institutions, he notes, are "representative." Now, "repre
sentation" ( whether we take the term in the philosophi
cal or the political sense) is always abstract in relation to
concrete human beings. In science abstract concepts are
gradually narrowed down, corrected, verified, and modi
fied to grasp reality more fully and concretely. Political
representation, however, is modified only politically, i.e.,
in the course of real action, actual struggles connected with
society's political needs and the pressures of social
forces. Here the process has a more dramatic character
than in theoretical knowledge. The abstract character of
political representation ( the people's representatives and
their representative institutions) can be palliated
through reform, but never overcome. Revolutionary
praxis does not aim merely at reforming the representa
tive systems, but at abolishing them and replacing them
with the rational management of things and human free
dom, and with transparent, direct relationships between
men.
Philosophical representations are just as abstract as
political representation, and this abstractness is not the
only thing they have in common. On the one hand, the
concepts of freedom, justice, consciousness, rationality
have both political and philosophical connotations, ele
ments borrowed from both reality (praxis) and ideolo
gies. Philosophy can be realized, the true and the good
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can enter into praxis only if freedom is more than politi
cal representation and justice more than a political ideal,
in other words, only when democracy fulfills its aspira
tions and goals, going beyond its own political institu
tions. On the other hand, philosophical representations
have always been bound up with political groups : it is i n
this sense that philosophy is ideological. More particu
larly, the great bureaucracies-those of the Church as
well as those of the state-have given rise to systems. A
bureaucracy needs an ontology. Materialism and its op
posite, spiritualism, were the expression of, and served as
the justification for, machineries of state which required
the elaboration of a metaphysics.63 Thus the theory of
the abolition (i.e., realization) of philosophy is closely
connected with the theory of the abolition of the su
preme political abstraction, the withering away of the
state.
According to Marx, there is no such thing as "true
democracy." To him the sense of democracy is that it
discloses the truth of politics. He sees it not as a system
but as a process which comes down essentially to a
struggle for democracy. The laner is never completed
because democracy can always be carried forward or
forced back. The purpose of the struggle is to go beyond
democracy and beyond the democratic state, to build a
society without state power.
Of special interest to political sociology today are
Marx's notes on bureaucracy. Max Weber is frequently
credited with having first drawn attention to the impor
tance of bureaucracy and having initiated its analysis.
And indeed his achievement is the more impressive for
the fact that he did not know Marx's critical notes on
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Hegel's philosophy of the state. Marx did anticipate
Weber: he was the first to subject bureaucracy to a criti
cal study, taking as his point of departure Hegel's praise
of it.
According to Hegel the "Civil servants and the
members of the executive constitute the greater part of
the middle class, the class in which the consciousness of
right and the developed intelligence of the mass of the
people is found."s. He goes on to argue that the state
should therefore favor the middle class; it is best served
when it has a competent devoted officialdom whose
powers-in the case of their misuse-are limited by the
rights of the other components of civil society. Thus di
rectly below the cultivated class, the elite of which fill
the ministries, we have the rights of the corporations.
Above that class are the political institutions and the
sovereign. Below it fall the various groups of special in
terests. Above it is the general interest represented by
the state and the government. Thus Hegel starts from the
premise that the state is distinct from civil society (i.e.,
the "Estates," the "corporations," and the crafts or trades
-which in his day described the chief divisions of civil
society),

and assigns to

a

bureaucracy

the role

of

mediator between the two.
"And that's all there is to it!" Marx observes ironi
cally. Hegel contents himself with an empirical descrip
tion of bureaucracy. This description of how the modern
state functions is in part objective, and in part reflects
the favorable opinion bureaucracy has of itself. Hegel
does not criticize it in depth, does not go beyond purely
formal considerations, never inquiring into the content,
whereas here more than elsewhere, form is inseparable
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from content. The fact is, according to Marx, bureauc
racy comes down co a "formalism" applied to a content
outside it.65
Interrelations among social groups account for their
"representations," i.e., the way they see and understand
themselves

(or

rather,

misunderstand

themselves).

These representations are only partly rational, they do
not adequately express the knowledge society or even
any privileged group within it has of itself. It is only too
true that the social division of labor-superimposed on
the

technological

division-provides

the

bureaucracy

with its basis, namely, the separation between particular
and general interests, between private life and public
life. We are aware of this, and Hegel recognized it in his
fashion, but Hegel sanctions this separation, this split, by
assuming that social relationships

and representations

developed on this foundation are just and true. He takes
for granted the complete, definitive rationality of this
state of affairs, although his own analysis of it proves the
opposite. The existence of bureaucracy presupposes the
existence of separate social units linked by means ex
traneous to their internal organization. As a result, the
bureaucracy sees the corporations and estates as its ma
terial counterpart; the corporations and estates see the
bureaucracy as their ideal counterpart. The ideas they
have of each other are "ideological," though in the text
under discussion Marx does not yet use this term. He
uses philosophical terms: "The corporations are the ma
terialism of bureaucracy, and the bureaucracy is the
spiritualism of the corporations."60 Actually, within civil
(nonpolitical) society, the state is itself a corporation.
The two social forms presuppose each other, overlap,
refer to, and justify each other.
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In Hegel's philosophy these relationships are pre
sented as rational and harmonious. Actually, this phi
losophy is ideological, it masks and disguises reality. And
yet the conflicts show through. Where a bureaucracy is
set, the state interest (represented by this bureaucracy)
becomes a distinct entity which encompasses both the
special interests of the corporations and the other social
bodies and the so-called general interest, i.e., that of
society as a whole. That is how, according to Hegel, the
state and the bureaucracy inseparable from it become
"actualized." Although bureaucracy presupposes the ex
istence of special groups, it is led to struggle against
them in the course of defending its own interests. Let us
now suppose that as a result of over-all processes of
growth organic bonds have begun to form between the
various partial groups, and that society seeks to abolish
the corporative structure which impedes its develop
ment. If this takes place, the bureaucracy will work very
hard to preserve this structure. Why? Because the bu
reaucracy, a civil society within the political society, the
state, would crumble away if the corporative structure,
i.e., a state within civil society, were eliminated. From
this situation derive the complex tactics and strategy of
the bureaucrats. The crumbling away of the civil society
within the political society (i.e., the bureaucracy) and
of the political society within the civil society (the cor
porations and the corporative spirit) would mark "the
end

of

spiritualism

and

its

opposite,

Philosophical representations and

materialism."6;

political

representa

tion would lose their foundation, their reason for exist
ence. Philosophy, with its ideological corollaries and
implications, would disappear.
The definitive rationality Hegel ascribes to society
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and the state turns out to be peculiarly limited, "spirit"
rather

than

reason,

a

metaphysical

transposition,

an

absolutizing of the actually existing limitations which
impede progress. In a society whose highest expression is
the state, the limitations are experienced as transcendent
in philosophy, religion, and other manifestations of the
"spirit"-the

same

spirit

which

creates

corporations

within society and the bureaucracy within the state. The
corporative spirit and the bureaucratic spirit are occa
sionally in conflict, but form a defensive alliance when
ever their existence is threatened by a movement of soci
ety as a whole.
Bureaucracy is a form, then, the form of a society
dominated by the state, the actual content of which
Hegel does not discuss, confining himself to the form of
bureaucracy and asserting its rationality. Bureaucracy
has this particular feature, that it tends to separate itself
from its own content. It does not confine itself to for
mally organizing, to imposing its own form on, that con
tent. It becomes a "formalism," and qua formalism it
presents itself as superior "consciousness," "the will of
the state, " the actual state power. Thus a particular in
terest

(bureaucracy's own)

lays claim to universality

while the general interest is reduced thereby to the
status of a special interest. The bureaucracy, the ap
paratus of the state, profits from the very confusion it
creates and feeds. It protects "the imaginary universality
of the special interest,"68 namely, its own spirit. The
bureaucracy recognizes the components of civil society
only at this fictitious level. This clever transposition may
be successful, for although each particular component
turns its special interest against the bureaucracy, it ac
cepts the bureaucracy and even supports it, using it as

a
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weapon against the other particular components and
special interests. As a result, "The bureaucracy qua the
perfect corporation is victorious over the corporation
qua imperfect bureaucracy."69 It reduces the corpora
tions to a mere appearance, but it wants this appearance
ro exist and to believe in its own existence in order to
preserve its own conditions of existence as mere condi
tions

(subordinate to it) . Consequently, while every

corporation tends to form a kind of little state within civil
society, the bureaucracy is nothing but the state trans
muted into a kind of civil (i.e., nonpolitical) society.
In the course of this transmutation, state formalism,
i.e., the state qua formalism, becomes a reality. It consti
tutes itself as actual power, it gives itself a content. This
means that the bureaucracy is a tissue of practical illu
sions. It is a sort of praxis but one shot through with
illusions about itself, its place in the whole, its impor
tance, and irs competence. Realities, fictions, illusions
are all mixed up together in the actual exercise of its
functions. The bureaucracy embodies and furthers the
illusion that the state is indispensable and rational. "The
bureaucratic spirit is entirely Jesuitic, theological. The
bureaucrats are the Jesuits and theologians of politics.
The bureaucracy is Ia republique pretre."iO
Once again analysis obliges us to reject Hegel's
identification of the real and the rational, .Being and
knowing (or consciousness) . Seen in its actual density,
reality turns out to be full of gaps and disguises woven
out of actually experienced illusions and illusions born of
illusion. The state bureaucracy embodies a certain ra
tionality, but it is an incomplete, deceptive, and even
mendacious rationality. That it seems to be complete
and definitive, that it usurps rights and powers which
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could belong only to an organically unified society
which has overcome its contradictions-these facts are
part of the illusions, deceptions, and lies. The very need
for an ideology (a systematized philosophic representa
tion) to conceal the gaps and disguises of the bureau
cratic system shows that this bureaucratic-political con
struction has no rational necessity whatever.
What consequences may be traced from the fact that
bureaucracy, the embodiment of the state spirit, has
interests and objectives of its own, distinct from those of
the state?
The bureaucracy sets its goal and its spirit against
those of the state, some of the time if not all the time.

Qua formal spirit of the state, it finds that the state is
actually devoid of spirit; in trying to supply this lack it
conceives of its mission as a formal duty, a categorical
imperative in the Kantian sense. Its efforts to amend the
state only confirm its belief that it is the goal and the
supreme meaning of the state. A confusion and inversion
similar to those we noted between the bureaucracy and
the component sections of the body politic now charac
terize the relations between the state and "its" bureauc
racy. The confusion and inversion involved are those be
tween form and content. Magically, the bureaucracy
changes pure form into concrete content, content into
form, formal goal into practical activity. The goals of the
state change into goals of the bureaucracy, and vice
versa; the inextricable tangle does not preclude conflicts.
"The bureaucracy is a circle from which no one can
escape. "it But the metaphor of the magic circle is mis
leading. This circle, too, is a hierarchy of circles, the
lower ones determining the others (Marx in this passage
seems to have been thinking of Dante's hell). This hier-

,
'
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archy is built upon and justified by "knowledge" or know
how.
Let us examine this bureaucratic "knowledge," then,
the scope of the offices and the competence of the experts
who run them. This knowledge has several distinctive
features. It constitutes or seeks ro constitute a coherent
whole, a system. This systematic character, confirmed
by philosophy, is supposed to guarantee the veracity
of the bureaucrats, to make the bureaucracy the
criterion of truth, ruling out illusions and appearances. It
cannot resist criticism. To begin with, the system of
knowledge is itself expressed as a hierarchy of knowl
edge. The head knows more than the lower limbs but
relies on them in matters of detail. The lower limbs,
meanwhile, believe the head is perfectly capable of

a

rational grasp of the over-all situation. In this way they
delude each other. Knowledge is split into working de
tails on the one hand, over-all issues on the other, the
empirical and the rational, reality and illusion, the mate
rial and the spiritual. Just as in philosophy! All that is
known or believed to be known is split in two. Every
thing takes on two meanings: one real and practical, the
other bureaucratic (in, by, for the bureaucracy). An al
legedly comprehensive, systematized,

coherent knowl

edge is broken up, as in philosophy: into a positivist
strain on the one hand, and a voluntarist strain on the
other. But in the bureaucratic treatment of men and
things, where we are dealing with acts, powers, wills, the
situation is more serious than in philosophy. In this in
verted world, real beings are treated according to their
bureaucratic being, according to the image the world of
bureaucracy forms of them. Unreal, transposed meaning
actually does take the place of real meaning, spirituality
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the place of materiality. The bureaucracy reserves to it
self the rationality condensed in the social world, sets up
a monopoly over it, and the consequence is that ration
ality is changed into irs opposite. The irrational situation
is revealed by the split in bureaucratic knowledge and by
irs unreality (or unrealism).
Another split is even more serious. Knowledge is
metamorphosed into secrecy, know-how into mystery.
The bureaucratic spirit is characterized by the secrecy
with which irs actual operations are surrounded: within
the system the higher functionaries do nor reveal their
secrets to their subordinates, and the closed character of
the bureaucracy as a corporate body protects irs secrets
from the view of outsiders. Again, the situation is analo
gous to that obtaining in religion, philosophy, and all
other ideologies.

In all these ways the bureaucracy

captures and holds the substance of the state. It stands
between the state and public opinion to prevent profana
tion of the state, the supreme spirit, crown on the bu
reaucratic pyramid. What, then, is the actual principle
of this so-called "knowledge" or "know-how"? Authority.
The worship of authority constitutes the bureaucratic
mentality par excellence, in this respect contradicting
any system of knowledge. Ideology undergoes a correla
tive transformation. Spiritualism, the idealized represen
tation of the "higher" spheres of reality, the illusory
representation of real being, becomes "crude material
ism": the materialism of passive obedience, blind faith,
fixed, mechanical, routine duties.

To the bureaucra

tized individual, the "higher" goals of the state become
his private goal, the pretext for his career. Because his
existence is the existence of his particular branch of
bureaucracy, the state exists for him only in one frozen
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the only bond between
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bureaucratic minds is

passive obedience to the next higher rank in the hier
archy. Real knowledge becomes empty; real life appears
only as dead, since the false knowledge and imaginary
life of the working bureaucracy at its various levels are
mistaken for the truth.
Though the bureaucracy changes irs ideology to one
of crass materialism, it nonetheless clings to a crude spir
itualism, its dangerous idealism. It wants to "take care of
everything." It tends to make will, its own will, the first
cause, the absolute. The bureaucrat feels the need to
prove his existence by what he does: to him the whole
world becomes "something to work on."
Marx's radical criticism uncovers the social truth
contained in Hegel's philosophico-political approach to
rhe state. Hegel treats bureaucracy as an essence, an

embodiment of the Idea. But this essence, this Idea in
carnate, turns out �o be full of contradictions, like the
Hegelian system as a whole, like philosophy and ideol
ogy generally. Hegel makes use of empirical data rela
tive to the Prussian state and the modern state in general,
treating them by the method of formal logic. He sub
sumes them under a general category, ignoring their
specific features. By doing this he gives the lie to his own
dialectical method. Instead of formulating the logic of
political bodies, he simply introduces a political body
into his fantastic logic, thereby making it an integral
part of his philosophico-political system.
He gets into a tangle every time he comes to grip
with a specific problem, for instance, that of the adminis
trative relations between the various components of civil
society and the government. Are the administrators to be
elected or to be appointed by t he authorities? Hegel
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suggests a mixture-election plus investiture by the gov
ernment. This hybrid solution reflects the duality of the
Hegelian system as a whole.
Hegel seems unaware of the actual mechanism of
the state he includes in his system. He does not discuss
the functioning of the courts, the police, or the repre
sentative bodies. In actual fact, because the state is alien
to, outside and above civil society, the delegates and
representatives it appoints or approves take irs side
against civil society. The police, the courts, the civil
service do nor act in the interests of civil society, they

are state agencies which serve the interests of the state
first and foremost.
We hardly need to show that Marx's radical criti
cism of political philosophy, the state, and bureaucracy
(a criticism accompanying a sociological analysis of
these rational irrationalities)

implies the objective of

revolutionary praxis, namely, democratic self-manage
ment, without bureaucracy or state. Bureaucracy can be
dispensed with when the general interest becomes in
fact-not fictitiously, not at the level of speculative ab
straction-identical

with

the

particular interests,

and

this cannot come about until the particular interest is
actually raised to the level of the general interest, the
interest common to all "estates," to the whole of civil
society. This is the conclusion to which we are led by
Marx's analysis-a conclusion of capital importance: for
ir is the first definition of "communism."
Such is the organic unity to be achieved, marking
higher stage than political democracy

a

(i.e., than the

democratic state viewed as a political system).
It is true that to Hegel (and to bureaucracy) soci
ety as it is is already rational, and even democratic in

a
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way: after all, every citizen can become an official. Ac
cording to Hegel, this guarantees the identity between
political and civil society, between the state and the
bureaucracy on the one hand, and the citizenship on the
other. Similarly, Marx ironizes, every Catholic can be
come a priest, and every soldier can desert and join the
enemy.72
The bureaucratic system of "knowledge" is ex
pressed on the practical plane by a system of competitive
examinations on the basis of which officials are recruited.
If the Hegelian state were really rational, examinations
to become a cobbler would make more sense. In actual
fact, in this allegedly rational state, examinations are
a formality:

they mark the recognition of bureau

cratic knowledge as the privilege of a kind of free
masonry. Examinations do not reflect an objective bond
between the individual and the government, do not ex
press their unity; rather, they stress the need for a dual
knowledge-one required for life in civil society, and
one required for life in the state. "The examination is
merely a baptism into bureaucratic knowledge, official
recognition of the transubstantiation

of secular into

sacred knowledge,"73 of empirical and practical knowl
edge gained by experience of working and the division of
labor into the knowledge possessed by the bureaucracy
and the state, a mixture of competence and secrecy.
The Hegelian theory of the state becomes slightly
comical when the philosopher "deduces" the salaries
paid to officials: the job demands sacrifices; it imposes on
one the feeling of duty; the state is secure only if it has
an ethics of public office. But the office necessarily be
comes just another occupation. An occupation presup
poses a salary, and hence it is the government official's
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salary, not the ethics, which secures the stability of
modern societies!
The

philosopher

becomes

positively

disquieting

when he asserts that "The security of the state and its
subjects against the misuse of power by ministers and
their officials lies directly in their hierarchical organiza
tion and their answerability; but it lies too in the author
ity given to societies and corporations, because in itself
this

is a barrier

against

the

intrusion of

subjective

caprice into the power entrusted to a civil servant, and it
completes from below the state control which does not
reach down as far as the conduct of individuals."74
True, Marx replies, the bureaucrat is tied hand and
foot, but even though he is a hammer in relation to those
below him and an anvil in relation to those above him,
this can hardly reassure anyone. For, Marx asks, "What
will protect us against the hierarchy? The lesser evil is
to be eliminated by the greater evil."75 It is also true,
Marx goes on to say, that the "conflict, the unresolved
conflict between the bureaucracy and the corporations,"
the fact that civil society, the "estates," can oppose the
state and its bureaucracy-"therein lies the security."
But Marx is rather skeptical about the official's "humane
demeanor," which, according to Hegel, is a "mental
counterpoise" to the mechanical activity involved in ac
quiring administrative knowledge, business training, and
in the actual work done. However, as Marx observes, his
job is the official's "substance," his daily bread. With his
"moral counterpoise" the official's humaneness is supposed to protect him against himself. "What a unity!"
exclaims Marx. "Mental counterpoise! What a dualist caregory!" Hegel, he adds, describes the bureaucratic spirit
more accurately when he uses such terms as "business
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routine" and "the horizon of a restricted sphere."76
Sociological analysis of bureaucracy leads to an
in dictment of every bureaucracy, especially every gov
ernment bureaucracy. Bureaucratic rationality is not to
be taken at its face value, still less regarded as an abso
lute. Bur Marx's criticism of bureaucracy is inseparable
from his criticism of philosophy and the state.
It might be objected that with this radical criticism
of the state and its social foundation, the bureaucracy,
Marx rejects Hegel's thesis that there is a rationality
inherent in society. This might be seen as leading to a
kind of anarchism or a return to voluntarism, for it im
plies the destruction of the machinery of the state and
the dismemberment of the social body. Then, instead of
recognizing with the overwhelming majority of theorists,
sociologists, historians, and economists that society is
organic and rational, we would, like the anarchists, be
obliged to ascribe to it a fundamental and unconditional
spontaneity or assume that it is organized by a rational
higher will.
The answer to these objections can be found in a
letter from Marx to Ruge, dated September

z 3,

I 843.

The �tate expresses a certain rationality, but at a given
stage of historical and social development, the ration
ality produced by this development requires the disap
peara:lce of the state. Not only is the real not identical
with the rational: it may happen that the real is the
opposite of the rational. With capitalism, with the state,
we are living in an "inverted world," where the most real
element, the social, is regarded as the least real (as less
real than the political), where the first (the producers)
are the last, and the last (middlemen of all kinds) are
regarded as creators, and where actual conditions are

IJ.Z

THE S O C I O LO G Y OF MARX

ignored. The only way to change this state of affairs is to
make the world and society more rational, to restore the
true unity of the real and the rational by synthesizing
them in a higher unity.
"Reason has always existed," Marx wrote in his let
ter to Ruge, "but not always in rational form. The critic
thus can take his point of departure from any form of
theoretical or practical knowledge, and on the basis of
specific aspects of reality formulate the true reality as
the ultimate goal to be achieved. As for real life, pre
cisely the modern political state, even where not con
sciously inspired by socialist ideas, nonetheless reflects the
demands of reason. "77
Thus a certain rationality is inherent in the state, in
the way it functions, and in how it is organized. Every
where it presupposes reason, but this is only realized up
to a certain point. Wherever a state exists, it lays claim
to be the embodiment of reason, and in a sense is such an
embodiment in respect of its organizations, technicians,
administrators, right down to its policemen. But at the
same time it everywhere discloses a contradiction be
tween its theoretical definition and actual presupposi
tions. There is no state without an internal conflict, that
is to say, the state bears the seeds of its own destruction.
Consequently, the social truth can be elicited every
where. Just as religion is the compendium of mankind's
theoretical

struggles,

so

the

political

state

is

the

compendium of mankind's practical struggles. In its
form the political state expresses all the actual social
struggles, social needs, and social truths sub specie rei

publicae.
Although ultimately the state must be transformed
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or abolished, it is essential to choose the proper means to
this end. The state must be scrutinized closely as
compendium

of social

needs,

social

struggles,

a

social

truths. Criticism from the state must stan from the fact
that it contains a truth, though in disguised, concealed
form, and theoretical analysis lays bare this truth. There
is social truth in politics just as there is social truth in
philosophy.
"In the course of its development, the working class
will replace civil society with an association which will
abolish classes and their antagonisms. There will no
longer be political power in the strict sense, for political
power is merely the official resume of the antagonism
within civil society."78

Marx's critical analysis of bureaucracy might sug
gest that he had made a close study of the institutions
and constitutions of the various states. This was not the
case. He is not concerned with the state in itself but with
the relations between society and the state. His political
analysis does not essentially deal with "the political situ
ation" within the state (a matter of tactics) but with the
situation of the state within society. As he sees it, politi
cal sociology is a political act. Why, then, bother to
study such and such a state in itself, as a thing apart?
It must be noted that in discussing the relations be
tween society and the state Marx had the example of
England in mind, then the leading industrial country,
where the state was not interfering too much with social
development or the democratic process, and the prole
tariat was forging ahead slowly but without encounter
ing insurmountable obstacles. It was clear to Marx that
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no state, even one founded on brute force (for instance,
on conquest), could survive unless it had a social founda
tion and performed indispensable functions.
"In order to defend the common interests, society
created special organisms, originally by simple division
of labor. These organisms, the highest of which is state
authority, eventually began to serve their own interests,
and gradually the servants of society became its mas
ters."

This was how Marx characterized the state after the
Paris Commune when he declared that as a result of it,
"The struggle of the working class against the capitalist
class and its state has entered a new phase." Although
the state is born of the social division of labor, it ends up
setting itself above society.
That France has just such a state is only too obviOUS:

"This executive power, with its enormous bureau
cratic and military organization, with its ingenious state
machinery, with a host of officials numbering half a mil
lion, besides an army of another half million, this appal
ling parasitic body, which enmeshes the body of French
society like a net and chokes all its pores, sprang up in
the days of the absolute monarchy with the decay of the
feudal system which it helped to hasten. The seigniorial
privileges of the landowners and towns were trans
formed into so many attributes of the state power, the
feudal dignitaries into paid officials, and the motley pat
tern of conflicting medieval plenary powers into the
regulated plan of a state authority whose work is di
vided and centralized as in a factory. The first French
revolution with its task of breaking all separate local,
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territorial, municipal, and provincial powers, in order to
create the civil unity of the nation, was bound to de
velop what the absolute monarchy had begun: centrali
zation, but at the same time the extent, the attributes,
and the agents of governmental power. Napoleon per
fected this state machinery. The Legitimist monarchy
and the July monarchy added nothing but a greater di

vision of labor, growing in the same measure as the divi
sion of labor within bourgeois society created new
groups of interest, and hence new material for state ad
ministration. Every common interest was straightway
severed from society, counterpoised to it as a higher,

general interest, snatched from the activity of society's

members themselves and made an object of government
activity, from a bridge, a schoolhouse, and the com
munal property of a village community to the railways,
the national wealth, and the national university of
France."

Upon what foundation was this vast structure built,
which successive revolutions ( 1 7 89/93• 1 830, 1 848) per
fected instead of demolishing, and which the various
parties struggling for power looked upon as the spoils
rightfully belonging to the victor? Why, upon the most
populous

class

in

Fr ench

society-the

small-holding

peasants. They form an enormous mass, "the members of
which live in similar conditions, but without entering
into manifold relations with one another. Their mode of
production isolates them from one another instead of
bringing them into mutual intercourse."
Every family, every small holding in this class of
socie ty, forms a distinct economic and social unit, whose
aim is to be self-sufficient.
"A small holding, a peasant and his family, along
side them another small holding, another peasant, an-
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other family. A few score of these make up a village, and
a few score of villages make up a Department."
The small peasants constirute a class by virtue of
their economic condition, and yet, because the bonds
among them are merely local, they do not constitute

a

true class. They are incapable of defending their class
interests without help. "They cannot represent them
selves, they must be represented. Their representative
must at the same time appear as their master, as an
authority

over them,

as

an

unlimited

governmental

?OWer."79
These passages have been quoted many times an d
deserve to be quoted again. Every phrase is telling. They
show how brilliant polemics and radical criticism can go
hand in hand with scientific objectivity. Everything is
there: the origin of the state in the division of labor; its
political function in conditions of low productivity, i.e.,
of relative scarcity; its parasitic aspect; how it takes pos
session of society's substance; and how it assumes the
leading position and unites a society composed of scat
tered, almost autonomous territorial units. As Marx had
said in Tbe German

Ideology:

"The real conditions

which in no way depend on the will of individuals ...
are not created by the state. On the contrary, it is they
t hat create t he latter."80
The state always represents a sphere of society that
sets itself above society; within this over-all pattern his
torical variations are observable. What made possible
the establishment of the state in Germany between the
sixteenth and the nineteenth century was the weakness
of the various social classes and strata; in the case of
France, it was the weakness of a specific class (the small
peasants).

'
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"This weakness of the various particular spheres
for here [in the case of Germany} we cannot speak of
estates or classes but at best only of declining 'estates'
and classes in process of forming-did not permit any
one of them to achieve exclusive domination. As was
inevitable in the period of absolutism, the particular
sphere which was entrusted with administration gained
abnormal independence, which was carried even farther
in the modern bureaucracy. In this way the state estab
lished itself as a seemingly autonomous power."81

What Marx calls "abnormal" here is the fact that
society was robbed of irs social functions, that social
practice was supplanted by political practice, and that
this situation

became

consolidated

instead

of

just

a

transitory stage to be quickly left behind by the social
development and the practical life of society.
Thus, even though the efforts of the state may be
sometimes sound or fruitful, for instance, in respect of
encouragement to economic growth, the fact remains
that (civil) society lets itself be dispossessed of its own
initiative. Out of weakness or under duress society has
surrendered the task of managing the common interest
to the apparatus of government; the latter runs things in

its own way, under the name of the "general" interest,
subordinating the actual interests of society to the inter
ests of ruling groups and government bodies.
Marx has often been criticized for inconsistency
when he discusses the role of government in the modern
state, sometimes ascribing real and positive functions to
it, sometimes viewing it as a parasitic growth upon the
body social.
In fact, when Marx analyzes "the Asiatic mode of

production," he stresses the efficiency of government in
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its economic functions. Only a great administrative body
such as the state could carry out irrigation projects,
drain swamps, control the course of rivers, etc., and such
projects are indispensable to agriculture and trade. The
elementary need for water resources to be regulated for
the common good induced private entrepreneurs to form
associations (in Italy and the Low Countries, for ex
ample), whereas in the East state intervention was re
quired, because there the level of civilization was too
low and t he territories too vast to make possible associa
tions of this kind.
In those vast stretches of territory, peasant commu
nmes

(agricultural-pastoral

or

village

communities)

have remained unchanged for thousands of years. The
cities, relatively unproductive islands in the midst of
farmland, served as administrative and military centers.
The monarch and the agents of his government acquired
ownership of the land and appropriated the social sur
plus product. The state was so important in these Asiatic
empires, says Marx, that "agriculture could degenerate
under one government and come back to life under an
other." Such has been the case in Egypt from the earliest
times, also in India and China.82
It would seem, then, that Marxian thought on this
score is, if not inconsistent, at least ambiguous. How
ever, we may observe that this alleged ambiguity has
hardly been dispelled today, but merely supplanted by
the dogmatism of official Marxists. Some have over
looked "the Asiatic mode of production" entirely, be
cause for various reasons it embarrasses them. Others
have schematized history to such a point that we are told

we have already passed through the successive stages of

Asiatic mode of production, slavery, feudalism, and capi-
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talism. Each is supposed to have been built on the ruins
of the preceding stage, after "liquidating" it more or less
completely.
The mist of ambiguity is dispelled if we recognize
at
th Marx admitted several possibilities of historical de
velopment, did not subscribe to any straight-line dogma.
The historical possibilities Europe realized were not ex
actly paralleled in the history of the other continents
(this hypothesis was formulated in the course of the
recent discussion ) . To the extent that history exhibits
apparent inconsistencies, i.e., diversities, they are ac
cou nted for by the fact that history is richer and more
complex than Marxist dogmatism allows.
So far as we are concerned, it has been established
that critical analysis of the state in any Marxian sense
must be based on specific studies of every known mode
of production, every historical phase, every country. And
this in terms of both the structural aspect ( classes) and
the conjunctural aspect ( conquests, domination, charac
teristics of the conquerors and their armies, etc. ) . Gov
ernments reveal the particularities of the society they
administer and set themselves above; they sum up, as we
have seen, its struggles and conflicts. Conversely, specific
sociological and historical stu dies help us understand
governments by taking i nto account the multiple condi
tions under which one or another state was formed.
For Marx, just as for Hegel, truth is always con
crete, specific, particular ( and yet has its place within
the whole or totality) . However, in this connection as in
others, Marx put the Hegelian formulations "back on
their feet. " The concrete is social, not political.
It is not hard to pick out in Marx's works many
concrete analyses worthy of being called "sociological."
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W e have already cited several. Here i s one that i s not
very well known though it could serve as a model of the
kind :
"The superstition that used to ascribe revolutions to
the ugly intentions of agitators is a thing of the past.
Today everyone knows that whenever a revolutionary
upheaval takes place, its source lies in some social need
that outdated institutions are not meeting. The need
may not be felt strongly enough or widely enough to
obtain immediate success, but any attempt at brutal re
pression will only make it more powerful. .. Our task
consists in studying the causes of the recent uprising and
.

finding out why it was defeated .... The movements of
February/March 1848 were not the work of individuals
acting on their own, but irresistible spontaneous mani
festations of needs . .. "83
.

This is followed by an analysis of the class situatio n
and social needs in Germany in 1 848.
Our brief survey of Marx's political sociology would
be incomplete, misleading even, if we stopped here. It
would appear a purely speculative, contemplative knowl
edge, which amounts to saying it is a contradiction in
terms: according to Marx, speculation and contempla
tion bar access to the concrete, and hence to knowledge.
Marxian thought is not merely oriented toward action. It
is a theory of action, reflection on praxis, i.e., on what is
possible, what impossible. Understanding of the state
and the bureaucracy of government is inseparable from
the revolutionary activity that is trying to go beyond
them. We know to what extent knowledge implies radi
cal criticism ( the negative "moment") and at the same
time underwrites such criticism. Yet the meaning and

Political Sociology: Theory of the State

161

scope of critical thought is realized only in practical rev
ol utionary action, in deeds not words.
The transition from political criticism to political
acti on raises the closely connected questions : that of the
revolutionary movement, and that of its strategy.
In Marx's view the historical process is fundamen
irreplaceable.
It is not "inevitable" in a deterministic
al,
t
sense. It is infinitely complex, although it can be broken
down into levels, periods, particular and specific his
tories ( of technology, economy, law, philosophy, etc.) .
Its partial aspects are finite, the fundamental process as
such is not: it reflects human experience as a whole, a
collection not of factual data, but of their underlying
meanings. It leaves room for human choices without
being completely controlled. Control of nature and his
wry is an ultimate goal which is never completely
achieved. The process of history generates the unfore
seen-otherwise no creation would be possible. At the
level under discussion, the level of the state, the social
forces and the political determinisms that make up the
motive forces of history are supplied by the revolution
ary movement represented by the working class. Noth
ing happens in existing societies dominated by the
modern state without it. Whether latent or manifest, the
pressure of the proletariat causes historical change
once, that is, the proletariat has emerged as a political
force (i.e., as soon as it constitutes itself as a social class
and exists as such ) . The pressure may grow stronger or
weaker, the rate of change is now slow now fast, depend
ing on the over-all historical situation and the socio
political structures within the different countries. It can
not stop.
In the past, changes in the techniques and modes of
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production were, whether directly or indirectly, causes
of social transformations. Class struggles, reflected in
ideologies, provided the reasons for the transformations.
With the advent of the proletariat, causes and reasons
are to be brought together, to the point of fusing in a
higher social rationality. This implies a qualitative leap,
class contradictions disappearing in the new unity,
though the classes themselves do not vanish literally
overnight. Consequently, according to Marx, the process
of history is not the same thing as Hegel's "Becoming," a
winding road that builds itself, defines itself; and creates
its own future by perpetually turning back upon itself.
So speculative a determination is no longer sufficient.
The process of history seeks itself and proves itself in
prax is . Its "subject " is not the Mind becoming conscious
of itself, not Hegel's Absolute Spirit . The su bj ect , rather
-if we may still use this philosophical term-is the
working class. As such it is an object of sociological
study.
The process of history so conceived has two aspects
a lready mentioned yet which cannot be stressed enough:
a qualitative and a quantitative aspect. The quantitative
aspect refers to economic growth ( technological im
provements, increases in material production, expressed
in tons of wheat, steel, etc. ) . The qualitative aspect
refers to social develop'ment (intensity of social life, the
efficacy of organizations that replace the political with
rhe social element in the process of going beyond de
mocracy, rhe production of "spiritual" works) . These
two aspects, though never completely separate, do not
necessarily go hand in hand. Quantitative growth ( the
forces of production ) may unfold gradually over a cer
tain period and only l ater be followed by a qualitative
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leap forward. Economic growth is possible without the
in tervention of the working class, social development is
not.
The revolutionary movement seeks its way and
forges ahead. It is the task of theory ro clear this way, to
see to it that the movement does not bog down or commit
costly errors. The movement is not infallible. It proves
itself by advancing, but the advance is often tentative
and not always victorious. It encounters obstacles. Polit
ical theory is the theory of this movement, for the
movement needs a theory. The need is social : theory and
practice are inseparable. Theory unfolds with the prac
tice, but the unity between them is not determined in
advance, is not always the same; it is not empirical or
logical, but dialectical. At critical moments in history
there may even be conflicts between theory and practice.
What form, then, should theory take? That of a pro
gram or that of a strategy?
Marx does not seem entirely to have rej ected the
idea of a program. However, he did not believe it has the
miraculous property of stimulating or furthering the
movement when the latter wavers, marks time, or re
treats. "One step forward is more important than a dozen
programs. "84
As for the general concept of strategy, it has been
elaborated in our own time ( in mathematics, sociology,
history ) , and so postdates Marx . However, it had al
ready been formulated by Clausewitz who, it may be
interesting to recall, was inspired by Hegel. Lenin stud
ied Clausewitz for a better understanding of warfare and
irs bearing upon the revolutionary movement.
We can rhus bring up the concept of political strat
egy, although Marx never explicitly referred to it or em-
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ployed i t i n methodical fashion. W e know how such con
cepts are formed. The best example is the concept of
social labor. It was derived from praxis under well-de
fined conditions at the close of the eighteenth century.
As the division of labor got more advanced, it became
necessary to conceptualize the unity underlying the
various types of labor-what they have in common-in
society viewed as a whole. Continuing technological
improvements, moreover, including the introduction of
automated machines in industry, have opened up the
prospect of manual labor being one day outmoded en
tirely. The concept of social labor was elaborated at the
economic level by economists ( Adam Smith, Ricardo,
and Marx himself) . Later it reacted, as it were, on his
tory ; thanks to it we began to understand how societies
which did not have this concept worked and produced,
and how their activities were reflected ideologically. We
may suppose that something similar applies to the con
cept of strategy. Long before the concept was formu
lated, there had been military and political strategies.
Machiavelli first formulated the concept ; Clausewitz
elaborated it. Since then it has been refined (in games
theory, operational and symbolic logic, etc. ) . It leads us
to look differently at the past.
Many passages in Marx's writings reflect concern
with the political strategy of the working class move
ment. Use of the term "strategy" is justified in this con
nection provided we bear in mind that to Marx, ( 1 ) the
objective that determines every tactical move is the
strengthening of the international working class move
ment, and ( 2 ) the ultimate political goal of the move
ment is the abolition of politics-the withering away of
the state once its functions have been taken over by soci-
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ery. The second point is of major importance. To leave it
out of consideration is to make Marx a Machiavellian ( or
Machiavelli a precursor of Marx ) , to view politics or
t he state as an eternal, supratemporal essence.
We know that for a long time after the I 848 revolu
tion Marx looked upon Russia as the main enemy of the
workers' movement. He repeatedly referred to the tsar
and his autocratic government as "the policeman of Eu
rope," the watchdog of private property, and maintained
that the regime would collapse if a vigorously conducted
war were waged against him. During the Crimean war
he sharply criticized Palmerston, the British minister, for
merely trying to keep the tsar out of the Balkan penin
sula but otherwise sparing him. Similarly, in I 8 7 o Marx
was anti-French because Napoleon III's policy was di
rected against German unification. However, on Septem
ber 4, 1 8 7 0, his attitude changed abruptly because
German unification under Bismarck was now threatening
the French republic. In each case his position was deter
mined by what he thought was in the best interests of
the movement. It is only too easy to impute to Marx and
his political sociology inconsistencies, contradictions,
anti-French, anti-German, anti-English positions, etc.,
once the distinction between strategy and tactics is lost
sight of.
In his political wntmgs Marx displayed extraordi
nary brilliance and vigor. These pieces of political analy
sis achieve real style. They are often dismissed as purely
occasional pieces, their theoretical importance and the
light they cast on his personality neglected. Here is a
sample of "concrete political sociology," Marx's portrait
of Palmerston :
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"Although a septuagenarian who, since 1 807, has
occupied the public stage almost without interruption,
he continued to remain a novelty, and to evoke all the
hopes that use to center upon untried and promising
youth. With one foot in the grave, he is supposed not to

have begun his true career. If he were to die tomorrow
all England would be surprised to learn that he had been
Secretary of State for half a century.
"If not a good statesman of all work, he is a good
actor of all work. He succeeds in the comic as in the
heroic, in pathos as in familiarity, in tragedy as in farce,

although the latter may be more congenial to his feel
ings. He is not a first-class orator, but an accomplished
debater. Possessed of a wonderful memory, of- great ex
perience, of consummate tact, of never-failing presence
of mind, of gentleman-like variety of talent, of the most
minute knowledge of parliamentary tricks, intrigues,
parties, and men, he handles difficult cases in an admira
ble manner, and with a pleasant volatility, sticking to the
prejudices and the susceptibilities of his audience, se
cured from any surprise by his cynic impudence, from
any self-confession by his selfish dexterity, and from
running into a passion by his profound frivolity, his
perfect indifference, and his aristocratic contempt.
Being an exceedingly happy j oker, he ingratiates himself
with everybody. Never losing his temper, he imposes on
passionate antagonists. If unable to master a subject, he
knows how to play with it. If wanting general views, he
is always ready to weave a web of elegant generalities.
"Endowed with a restless and indefatigable spirit, he
abhors inactivity, and pines for agitation if not for ac
tion. . . . What he aims at is not the substance but the
mere appearance of success. If he can do nothing, he
will divine anything. Where he dares not interfere, he
intermeddles. When unable to vie with a strong enemy,
he extemporizes a weak one. Being no man of deep de
signs, pondering on no combinations of long standing,
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pursuing no great object, he embarks on difficulties with
a view to disentangle himself from them in a showy
manner. He wants complications, and when he finds
them not ready, he will create them. He exults in show
conflicts, show-battles, show-enquiries, diplomatic notes
to be exchanged, ships to be ordered to sail, all ending in
violent parliamentary debates, which are sure to prepare
for him an ephemeral success-the constant and exclu

sive object of all his exertions. He manages international
conflicts like an artist, driving matters to a certain point,

retreating when they threaten to become serious, but
having got, at all events, the dramatic excitement he
desires. The history of the world is, in his eyes, a

pastime, expressly invented for the noble Viscount Pal
merston of Palmerston. . ..
"Yielding to foreign influence in fact, he opposes it
in words. Having inherited from Canning England's
mission of propagating Constitutionalism on the conti
nent, he never lacks a theme to pique the national preju
dices, so as to counteract revolution abroad and, at the
same time, to keep awake the suspicious jealousy of for
eign powers. . . . Although a Tory by origin, he intro
duced into the management of foreign affairs all the
shams that form the essence of Whiggism. He knows
how to conciliate a large phraseology with narrow
views, how to clothe the policy of a peace-mongering
middle-class in the haughty language of England's aris
tocratic past, how to appear an aggressor where he
yields, and a defender where he betrays, how to manage
his apparent enemy, and how to exasperate his pre
tended ally, how to find himself at the opportune mo
ment on the side of the stronger against the weak, and
how to utter brave words in the act of running
away . . . .
"If he has betrayed foreign peoples, he did it with
great politeness, politeness being the small coin of the
devil, which he gives in change for the life-blood of his
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dupes. If the oppressors were always sure of his active
support, the oppressed never lacked a great ostentation
of his rhetorical generosity . . . . At all events, it has
been till now a probable chance of success to have him
for one's adversary, and a sure chance of ruin to have

him for a friend. But, if his art of diplomacy does not
shine in the actual results of his foreign negotiations, it
shines the more brilliantly in the construction he has

induced the English people to lay upon them, by accept
ing phrases for facts. . . . Excepting the intervals of
Tory administration from November r 8 34 till April
1 8 3 5 , and from 1 84 1 to 1 846, he is responsible for the
whole foreign policy of England from the revolution of
1 8 3 0 till December 1 8 5 1 . . . .
"His debut in parliamentary life was of a no less
characteristic sort. On February 3 , 1 8o8 he rose to de
fend-what? Secrecy of diplomatic negotiations . . . . "85

How could anyone claim that Marx was solely con
cerned with abstractions, over-all "historical determin
isms, " and failed to see individuals because of exclusive
interest in the "masses," etc. ?
Without going into detail, let us try to bring out the
main lines of Marx's political strategy, as implied in his
sociological discussions and political analyses. In our
opinion, he envisages three strategies for the revolution
ary movement, i.e., three distinct sets of historical possi
bilities:
r The movement rallies a maj ority of the "people,"
and, without recourse to violence, seizes power to realize
irs economic and social obj ectives.
z The movement rallies a majority of the "people,"
bur has to fight the ruling classes to get control of the
economic and political resources.
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3 The movement can rally only a minority of the
"people," but this minority proves sufficiently energetic,
h eroic, and agreed upon common aims to give battle to
the ruling classes.
The term "people" as used here has a restricted
me amng: it denotes various social strata-peasants,
craftsmen, traders, intellectuals, liberal bourgeois
grouped around a proletarian hard core, and tactically
allied with it. In other words, it has specific political
meaning, but its sociological meaning is vague.
The first strategy applied to England at the time
Marx was living there. The situation was that of a politi
cal democracy constantly being extended to more and
more of the population through universal suffrage and
thus-under pressure from a powerful, well-organized
working class-in a position to go beyond that situation,
asserting its political hegemony in a gradualist fashion,
without recourse to armed insurrection. In such a situa
tion, the goal can be attained through economic and
social reform, but the strategy is meaningful and promis
ing only if pursued with an energy that would, if neces
sary, rise to the strategy of revolution, explicitly prepar
ing for the possibility.
"Someday the workers must conquer political su
premacy in order to establish the new organization of
labor; they must overthrow the old political system
whereby the old institutions are sustained. . . . Of
course, I must not be supposed to imply that the means
to this end will be everywhere the same. . . . There are
certain countries, such as the United States and England,
in which the workers may hope to secure their ends by
peaceful means. "86
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The second strategy corresponded t o the situation
in Germany, where national unity had been imposed
"from above," where the feudal landowners (a squire
archy) still held strong positions, and where collusion
between them and the bourgeoisie was of long standing.
The failure of the 1 848 revolution had made this situa
tion clear to all. Had the outcome of this revolution been
different, gradual transformation of the society through
political reform might have been possible: the achieve
ment of unification could have touched it off. But Bis
marckism, the German variation on Bonapartism, surely
reduced the chances of such a development:
"The working class in Gennany is, in its social and
political development, as far behind that of England and
France as the Gennan bourgeoisie is behind the bour
geoisie of those countries. Like master, like man. The
evolution of the conditions of existence for a numerous,
strong, concentrated, and intelligent proletarian class
goes hand in hand with the development of the condi
tions of existence for a numerous, wealthy, concen
trated, and powerful middle class. The working class
movement itself never is independent. . ." 8 7
.

The third strategy was represented by the situation
in France. The democratic bourgeois revolution of 1 7 89
was led by urban minorities which carried part of the
peasants along with them, neutralized another part, and
had to fight a third section of the peasantry as well as the
upper-class carryovers from feudalism. The party of the
socialist proletarian revolution need not follow in the
footsteps of the Jacobins and the Blanquists. But Jaco
binism and Blanquism, which succeeded the revolution
of 1 7 89, are specifically French historical facts, and the

Political Sociology: Theory of the State

171

new parry must take them into account, a s well a s the
tendency to anarchism, which also revolves around a
tradition of "activist minorities." The experiences of 1 848
and 1 8 7 1 confirm this assessment.
Thus every conceivable ( nineteenth-century) situa
tion was envisaged by the new party's strategy. This was
the basis for the expression "the permanent revolution."
When Marx used it-we have already noted that it did
not come readily to his pen-it did not mean what it
came to mean later: a policy of continuous violence, con
stant and unremitting attack by any and every means. It
did to Marx denote an unceasing struggle, but one that
passes through various phases each requiring an appro
priate strategy and tactics. It calls for the boldest, most
radical solutions to each successive problem, each his
torical conflict. It points to the period of transition
between the destruction of the existing state and the set
ting up of a state that will wither away :
"The proletariat rallies more and more round revo
lutionary Socialism, round Communism, for which the
bourgeoisie has invented the name of Blanqui. This so
cialism is the declaration of the permanence of the revo
lution, the class dictatorship of the proletariat as the
necessary transit point to the abolition of class distinc
tions generally, to the abolition of all the relations of
production on which they rest. "Rs

The criteria for deciding upon one strategy rather
than another are : analysis of the social structure ( classes
and fractions of classes) , evaluation of the tactical op
portunities available at a given moment, and critical
study of the government in power. When the ruling
classes have a powerful bureaucratic and military estab-
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lishment, the odds are that revolutionary violence will be
touched off and that the movement will be obliged to
resort to an armed uprising. Gradual transition to social
ism by way of political, economic, and social reforms
seems possible to Marx only where the state qua instru
ment of the ruling classes is undermined by internal con
tradictions.
Questions concerning the nature of the movement
and the strategy to be followed lead us to another im
portant question-that of the nation. How seriously are
the facts of nationality and the system of nation-states
to be taken?
In his writings Marx frequently discussed specific
national situations, but he treated them at the level of
strategy rather than general theory. He seems to have
believed that even in his day the workers' movement had
transcended national boundaries. Although the world
market created by capitalism has cleared the way to
ward abolition of national boundaries, "The bourgeoisie
has its particular interests in each country," he wrote,
"and since its interests are its supreme value, it cannot
transcend nationality."
On the other hand, the proletarians of every country
have "one and the same interest, one enemy, one strug
gle ; the proletarians are already for the most part exempt
from nationalist prejudice; their movements are essen
tially humanitarian, anti-national. The proletarians alone
can abolish nationality."
These texts dating from 1 846 only too clearly reveal
what high hopes Marx pinned on the movement shortly
before the revolutions of 1 848. Nationality, he seems to
think, is already a thing of the past. In the same period
Marx and Engels were setting up "Correspondence
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Committees" in various European countries, which fore
shadowed the foundation of the International. One of
the stated aims of these committees was "to get rid of the
boundaries of nationality. "89
However, when analyzing specific problems of polit
ical strategy and tactics, considering an alliance or a
program, Marx views the nation as the framework within
which revolutionary activity is conducted :
"The Communists are reproached with striving to
abolish countries and nationality. The workers have no
country. We cannot take from them what they have not
got. Since the proletariat must first of all acquire politi
cal supremacy, must rise to be the leading cl ass of the
nation, must constitute itself the nation, it is, so far,
itself national, though not in the bourgeois sense of the
word. National differences

and

antagonisms between

peoples are vanishing gradually from day to day, owing
to the development of the bourgeoisie, to freedom of
commerce, to the world market, to uniformity in the
mode of production and in the conditions of life corre
sponding thereto. The supremacy of the proletariat will
cause them to vanish still faster."

Thus Marx believes that the proletariat will do
away with national boundaries, completing a process
begun under capitalism.
"To the extent that the exploitation of man by man
is abolished, the exploitation of one nation by another
will be abolished, roo. Hostility between nations will dis
appear together with class antagonisms within the na
tion."
Although the struggle waged by the proletariat
against the bourgeoisie is not national in respect of con
tent ( historical, social, practical) , it is national in re-
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spect o f form ( political ) . This basic thesis i s also ex
pressed in Marx's political last will and testament, his
Critique of the Gotha Pro gram.
Why not admit frankly that to some extent these
famous texts are puzzling to us today? The emphasis
here laid on form confirms what we have said above.
Study of the forms seems to fall under the heading of
sociology. And yet these same texts disclose a certain
ambiguity. If form is inseparable from content, and
theory from practice, ought not the nation-state and
nationality be defined, conceptually formulated, clarified
theoretically rather than regarded as already a thing of
the past? When Marx studies modes of production, he
believes that it is possible to go beyond them. He starts
from this assumption, which implies that socio-economic
relations constitute a historical whole subject to radical
critical negation, and that revolutionary practice thereby
attains a higher theoretical level. Could not, should not
the same method be applied in analyzing the concept of
nationhood? Marx seems to sidestep the problem, and it
is a problem that has become increasingly urgent and
important. The sovereign nations and their governments
which the workers' movement confronts are capitalist,
their ruling classes bourgeois, more or less allied with
surviving feudal elements. At the same time every nation
has its own special features within the general frame
work of the capitalist mode of production. What is the
relation between the special and the general in this con
nection? Of course, this is to pose the problem logically,
abstractly, and it would seem highly necessary to go on
to concrete economic, sociological, and historical analy
sis. And yet this is just what we don't have, or only just
barely. A scattered few references to the uneven rate of
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development as between one and another capitalist
country hardly fi lls this serious gap in Marxian thought.
Are we to conclude that Marx from the outset placed
himself on the normative rather than the conceptual
theoretical plane? Or should we say that he viewed the
question in the light of his assumption that the revolu
tionary movement transcends national boundaries?
It might also be said that Marx and Engels fought
on two fronts: against a certain "Leftism" (which
negated nationhood, "purely national" problems, ques
tions dealing with the independence of peoples and their
rights to self-determination) , and against a "Rightist
deviation" whose spokesmen were narrowly nationalistic
and considered their own nations as superior to all oth
ers, as models for all to imitate.
No doubt. Such assertions are not false. However,
they are not relevant to the concepts involved, only to
the strategy or even the internal tactics of the move
ment. Is this to downgrade or upgrade Marxian theory?
That is the question. It would seem that the concepts
have failed to provide guidance to the movement, that
the movement obeys laws of its own-splits, for instance,
into tendencies-Leftism (sectarianism) , Rightism ( op
portunism ) , Centrism (which gives leeway for maneu
vering) . Does this mean that practice has come to be set
above theory? If this has, in fact, happened, then doesn't
theory degenerate into tactical expertise? Isn't this to
replace political sociology with a sociology of political
tendencies?
On the other hand, these tendencies were less clear
cut in Marx's lifetime than they have been or seem to
have been in our own day. Lassalle, though Leftist in
one sense (Lassalle's "brazen law of wages") , was also a
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German nationalist, an inveterate champion of the
Reich. As for the Proudhonian Rightists, they main
tained that their ideas on the role of co-operatives, peo
ple's banks, etc. were applicable to all countries, and
took no note of national peculiarities. In the period of
the First International, reformers took a philosophical
line rather opposed to nationalism, while extremists were
inclined to accept the idea of the nation-state as a fun
damental datum of politics. All of which hardly simpli
fies the problem . . . .
Can we find an answer to our questions in Marx's
Critique of · the Gotha Program, his last major political
writing, composed almost thirty years after the Commu
nist Manifesto and never intended for publication? The
movement had now become a party embodying the
hopes and promises of the revolution, and it claimed to
be inspired by Marx. Though weakened by illness, Marx
was still alive and felt he had to condemn its program.
His Critique is a solemn warning to the party leaders
that their program was not consistent with Marxian
theory, both in the sense that their thinking was not sci
entific and in the sense that their political practice came
down to a string of compromises.
What is at issue? The state, the concept of the state,
and the related question of nationality, the nation-state
as a fact of life. Against whom is Marx fighting? Against
the ghost of Lassalle, ten years dead but still haunting
the movement. Lassallism, a body of thought very differ
ent from Marxism, was having much more influence
upon political practice than Marx's own thinking. Las
salle was no theoretician, Marx claimed, he did not know
what the nature of wages is or what the state really is.
He relied on his imagination, his feelings, his impres-
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sions. He mixed radical phraseology with a political
empiricism that took for granted the existing framework
of society, the modern state, and even their governments.
Despite real talents, he was a demagogue rather than a
revolutionary, who had from the earliest day of the
movement managed to steer it along a disastrous course.
Lassalle advocated dubious tactics and strategy
dressed up in radical language. When the program stipu
lates, "In contemporary society the m eans of labor are
the monopoly of the capitalist class," he is eluding the
question of land. Such a formulation is only too easy to
account for today, Marx observes, alluding to the deal
ings Lassalle had with Bismarck. Lassalle never attacked
the landowners. He did not stop at falsifying the Com
munist Manifesto, though he knew it by heart, so as to
cover up the alliance he had made with the feudal ele
ments in Germany against the bourgeoisie. He was a
shrewd politician, too shrewd by far.
He had completely failed to grasp the theory of
wages and the Marxian concepts of value and surplus
value. The program demanded "an equitable distribution
of the proceeds of labor." Now, what is an "equitable
distribution? " Marx asks. The bourgeois ideologists
maintain that it can be achieved, even that it has already
been achieved, on the basis of the existing mode of pro
duction. Lassalle's "brazen law"-a noble term he bor
rowed from Goethe, who had spoken of "great brazen
laws" -masks the real nature of wages, the social and
historical laws governing them, and thereby the future
of the workers' struggle. The lofty phrase about equita
ble distribution of the "proceeds of labor," giving all
members of society an equal right in the latter, fails to
allow for needs in the transitional period of revolution-
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ary dictatorship. During this period the state has to be
destroyed, the means and control of production are to be
taken away from the ruling classes, and productive
forces are to be increased. What are the "proceeds of
labor" ? No more or less than the sum total of what soci
ety produces. The problem, then, is not at all one of
handing over to all workers, still less to all members of
society (including those who do no work ) , the totality of
production. Distribution of the national product is gov
erned by laws. It is indispensable to replace outmoded
means of production and make investments in order to
increase output. A reserve fund must be built up as in
surance against natural disasters. The cost of administra
tive services and of socially indispensable work which is
not materially productive, the funds destined for the
support of children, the sick, the old, etc., will have to be
deducted from the total product.
Such distribution of the national product already
takes place in bourgeois society, at once automatically
and in line with the interests of the bourgeoisie. In the
new society it will be made to operate rationally, accord
ing to plan. But it will be some time before it becomes
truly equitable. During the transition period, the society
that emerges from the old capitalist order will bear its
stigmata. The market, production for the market, the law
of value, and equivalent exchanges will not disappear
for moral reasons, but only once reorganized productive
forces have made it possible to go beyond them. Conse
quently, the "equal right" will remain "equal" in the
bourgeois sense, in accordance with the law that governs
the exchange of equivalent commodities and contracts.
Despite the advances made, i.e., despite the develop
ment of society, the rights of the producers will continue
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to be proportional to the quantity and quality of the
work performed. Equality will consist solely in this, that
everything will be measured by an equal measure, by
the labor involved. The "equal" right is an unequal right :
it compares and governs unequal labors: "It i s therefore
a right to inequality, as every right is."
The problem of transition thus reveals the essence
of "rights." The theoretical project for a new society,
based upon a scientific analysis of reality, is set against
the empirical, practical, tactical program. It is formu
lated at the conceptual level . It elaborates the concept of
rights. According to a pattern we are by now familiar
with, the emerging concept throws retrospective light
over the past. Allegedly equalitarian and rational, the
doctrine of rights has always had the function of organ
izing scarcity, of distributing with seeming equality the
products of a basically unequal society. Thus "rights"
have a twofold aspect: they give a legal form to inequal
ity, and reflect the pressure of the ruling interests to turn
it to their advantage. The concept of rights is thus clari
fied by the concept of a society that transcends them,
and at the same time it throws light on the society ruled
by them. Juridical sociology, as we might put it today,
cannot be separated from social practice, nor from the
idea of going beyond it. Criticism of the concept of
rights is part of it. Rights will be left behind only in the
higher phase of communist society, when a regime of
plenty for all has been achieved.
"Then and only then will it be possible to get out
from under the narrow perspectives of bourgeois rights,
and society at last will be able to inscribe on its banner:
'From each according to his capacities, to each accord
ing to his needs.' "
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Rights and the transformations they undergo de
pend alike on the mode of production, not on advances
in the intellectual or moral spheres. Who are those who
deny this? "Those who keep popping up with hare
brained ideological and juridical schemes-the sort of
thing French socialists and democrats are so habituated
to. "
But now w e are coming t o the fundamental ques
tion , that of the state ( and hence that of the modern
nation-states as historical phenomena) . It is here that
Lassalle went completely off the track, or rather con
ceded too much to his adversaries. He begins with the
assertion that, as opposed to the workers, other classes
form no more than a "reactionary mass." This formula
tion, Marx says, is extremist and false. The bourgeoisie
itself is revolutionary in relation to the carryovers from
feudal society and to those middle strata which cling to
a status corresponding to obsolete modes of production.
The proletariat is revolutionary in relation to the bour
geoisie, and it alone can bring about the complete trans
formation of society. Lassalle's deceptive phraseology
merely serves as a front for his political projects and
reflects a narrowly nationalistic conception of the work
ers' movement. According to the Gotha program, "The
working class strives for its own liberation, first of all,
within the framework of the existing national state." Ob
viously, Marx comments at this point, the working class
is to organize as a class in its own country and make that
the arena of irs struggle. "To this extent its class struggle
is purely national, not in content, but in form. " Marx
harks back to the formulation in the Manifesto. He
enumerates the difficulties of the situation. The German
national state has to be viewed within the framework of
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the world market and the existing system 'of states. The
bourgeoisie, or the ruling class generally, is perfectly
capable of an international policy, as was made clear by
Bismarck. To fight such a policy, the German working
class must take "international functions" upon itself.
Otherwise its internationalism falls greatly short of that
exhibited by free-trade liberals who also champion
peace, freedom, and the brotherhood of peoples.
The trouble with Lassalle was that he supposed you
can build a new society the way you build a railway: by
borrowing from the government. He had boundless confi
dence in the state, was thoroughly naive concerning the
aid to be expected from it.
In line with Lassalle's ideas the program went on to
declare that what the German Workers' Party is striving
for is the "free state. " This statement, says Marx, is
meaningless. It shows how little the German Workers'
Party has been affected by socialist ideas. Instead of
viewing society as the foundation of the state, the pro
gram "treats the state as an independent entity, which
possesses its own intellectual and moral foundations, its
own freedoms."
We recognize here the same terms in which Marx
formulated his criticism of the Hegelian conception of
the state. Lassalle, a Hegelian who thought he was a
Marxist, failed to understand the nature of the state. Like
Hegel, when he describes a given reality and then identifies
it with absolute rationality, Lassalle confuses some eter
nal state ( Idea of the state, in Hegel's terms) with the
actual state, "which is nothing but a military despotism
overlaid with bureaucratic scaffolding, protected by the
police, dressed up with parliamentary embellishments
and feudal survivals, and already influenced by the
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bourgeoisie"-namely, the Bismarckian state. Revolu
tionary obj ectives are abandoned whenever the term
"state" is taken to denote the machinery of government,
"the state in so far as it is a special organism resulting
from the division of labor." Confused on just this score,
the Gotha program merely sought to improve the ma
chinery of government, and kept "within the boundaries
of what the police allows, what logic disallows." For all
its many fine phrases, it limits itself to demanding
democratic control of the existing state by the working
people, an income tax, and universal elementary educa
tion paid for by the state. The talk about freedom and
the free state is idle chatter: from the point of view of
political action, freedom consists in "transforming the
state, presently an organ set up over society, inro an
organ entirely subordinated to society."
The formulation is nothing if not clear. In 1 87 5
Marx had not given up any part of his opposition to the
state. And he expresses himself more strongly than ever
on this score: "Even today, the forms of the state are free
precisely to the degree that they restrict the freedom of
the state."
The ever-mounting number and size of govern
mental institutions in modern society call attention as
never before to the contradiction between the political
and the social aspects. Human freedom has to be defined
on the social, not the political plane. Will the modern
state manage to stifle social life entirely under the crush
ing weight of politics? This is the question the Lassal
lians ignored, but that Marx never tired of raising. And it
was against the so-called "realists" that he raised it, those
who turn their backs on revolutionary possibilities in the
name of "reality,'' mistake the status quo for reality,
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treating the fundamental concepts of socialism as mere
utoptamsm.
What changes will the form of the state undergo in
the new society? What social functions similar to the
functions now performed by the state will remain in ex
istence? This question can only be answered "scientifi
cally," i.e., at the conceptual, theoretical level. "It won't
be by coupling the word 'People' and the word 'State' in
innumerable ways that we will get any closer to solving
the problem."
During the transitional period, the people will give
the state "a very rough awakening." Political democracy
itself will be surmounted, not by improving the state and
its democratic, republican institutions, but by destroying
both the state as presently set up over society and that
portion of society which made such a state possible. The
revolutionary dictatorship of the proletariat, the broad
ening of democracy, the withering of the state are three
aspects of one and the same "movement," that of the
revolution.
Summing up, in his political last will and testament
Marx reaffirms what he has always said about the state
and further elaborates one fundamental concept,
namely, the concept of revolution. The proletarian revo
lution implies the end of the state. The internal relation
between the two concepts is dialectical-contradiction
and unity, a higher synthesis achieved via negation, the
transitional period. In this period the objective is not
simply to destroy the state ( that is the anarchist posi
tion ) , but to let society as a whole-the transformed
society-take over the functions previously performed
by the state. The incomplete rationality inherent in exist
ing society, presently held back because of internal con-
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tradictions i n the latter, has been taken in charge or,
rather, captured by the state. Society must recapture and
carry this rationality farther forward, toward its full real
ization. As it exists presently, the state carries rationality
to absurdity.
When he wrote these pages, did Marx think that his
warnings would be heeded? If so, by whom? Did he
hope that the "movement" would catch up with the
theory and its guiding concepts, would cease to lag be
hind them? Did he believe that the politicians, the bu
reaucrats, the "realists," the pragmatists would be elimi
nated from the movement? What did he expect of those
to whom his message was addressed, the Bebels, the
Liebknechts? What were his long-range objectives? Did
he, in his capacity as a theoretician, feel overwhelmed
when men of action who did not understand him called
themselves Marxists? Was he already aware how weak
the movement was getting theoretically-in Germany,
where the theoretical level was higher than elsewhere
and leaders and working men alike enjoyed thinking
themselves the heirs to the great philosophers?
Marx's comments on the Gotha program have lost
nothing of their saltiness, and the last of them is an espe
cially odd outburst : Dixi et salvavi animam meam.' ( I
have spoken and saved m y soul ! ) . Marx had complete d
his work as theorist and revolutionary. He managed to
say what he had to say, had done what he could. The
concepts are still with us, as fresh and as enduring as
they ever were, the splendid thinking which so many
have since judged arid, cold, barren . Marx handed himself
over to posterity, to the "movement." What more or else
could he have done? No Pontius Pilate he, he does not
wash his hands, he never hesitated to speak out. He lived
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long enough to discern an appalling gulf between self
styled "Marxist" statesmen and his own theory of the
state, between practical politicians and practice eluci
dated by theory. In those last words we detect both hope
and fear. Were his last days liv,ed out in bitterness or in
peace of conscience? Who can tell?

Conclusion

Our purpose in this book has been twofold :
1 To elucidate some basic Marxian concepts. Marx
himself developed them from three principal sources :
German philosophy ( Hegel ) , English political economy
(Adam Smith, Ricardo) , and French socialism ( Saint
Simon, Fourier, Proudhon ) . He did not proceed eclecti
cally or syncretically, but by way of a radical critique of
philosophy, political economy, and the socialist "ideal."
The conceptions of his precursors were limited by the
narrowness of their national and individual outlooks, and
we have tried to show how his radical criticism broad
ened and transcended these conceptions. We have also
tried to show where Marx's new concepts originated
(praxis, society and social relations, revolution, etc. ) ,
and how they can be linked to form a whole by being
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raised t o a higher level. We have tried to clarify this
process and this method. Once the thought inspired by
Marx began to lose its critical radicalism, and as posi
tivism or the cult of the positive supplanted the dialecti
cal method of negation and going beyond, these matters
were neglected. We have tried to reconstruct Marx's
thought in its own movement, in process of forming ,
keeping close to the texts so as not to "place it in per
spective" or "interpret" it.
z Instead of selecting passages from Marx's writing s
and relating them to modern conceptions of sociology as
a specialized science, we have tried to discern in these
writings a sociological method and area of study, with
out thereby prejudging what other specialized sciences
(economy, anthropology, history, psychology, etc . ) may
be able to draw from the works of Marx. However, we
have tried to show in what sense Marx's method implies
the project of constituting or reconstituting, exploring or
creating a totality (of knowledge, or reality ) .
It remains for us now to spell out and verify a
proposition which has been implicit throughout: Marx
ian thought is not alone sufficient, but it is indispensable
for understanding the present-day world. In our view, it
is the starting point for any such understanding, though
its basic concepts have to be elaborated, refined, and
complemented by other concepts where necessary. It is
part of the modern world, an important, original, fruit
ful, and irreplaceable element in our present-day situa
tion, with particular relevance to one specialized science
-sociology.
Let us take this concept of "situation" for granted,
as a kind of postulate. Let us suppose there really is such
a thing as a theoretical world situation, just as there is an
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economic or political world situation, and attempt to de
fine it more closely.
According to a view that has been steadily gaining
adherents, Marx belongs to the past-not to folklore ex
actly, but to culture. Which comes nearly to the same
thing: after all, is not today's culture yesterday's most
advanced thought? Marx, we are told, is representative
of an epoch. He was mistaken : his prophecies did not
come true. He foretold the end of capitalism, the end of
the state, the end of philosophy, the end of human
alienation-many, too many "ends." The things he fore
saw an end to are still with us, some more firmly estab
lished than ever. At the same time, this view holds that
Marx's analyses and extrapolations he drew from them
express the reality and the hopes of the nineteenth cen
tury.
We have already pointed out that Marx predicted
the end of competitive capitalism under the double pres
sure of the proletariat and the monopolies, and that on
this score his predictions proved true. Capitalism has
indeed survived in one part of the world, and yet it has
been transformed. As for so-called capitalist society still
dominated ( by means other than those employed in
Marx's time) by the so-called bourgeoisie, it is j ust as
absurd to say that nothing has changed as to say that
nothing has stayed the same. To make out the changes
that have occurred and to distinguish them from what
has remained stagnant or regressed, do we not have to
take .Marx's analysis as the basis for such a comparison
namely, the one we find in the work entitled Capital?
The adversaries of Marxian thought assert that over
the past hundred years a new type of society has
emerged, for which the way had been paved long since,
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and for which Marx himself-despite himself, as it were,
despite the revolutionaries he inspired-helped to pave
the way. The process that gave birth to this new society
is "historical" in the sense that it includes unexpected,
unforeseeable elements.
At this point the critics of Marxism part company.
Some say, in effect: The process is too vast, too complex
for knowledge to encompass and dominate it. Let us give
free rein to the forces working toward this new society.
The very tensions between them are helpful. All we can
do is remove the obstacles standing in their way (these
possibly include the action inspired by Marxism, revo
lutionary efforts consciously to transform the world ) .
Others say : Let's get the facts straight, make an
empirical study of the new world aborning, detail by
detail, making use of the specialized sciences. Let's draw
upon our vast stores of learning to organize the new
society in the light of these sciences, which are defined
by their operational efficiency.
We may caJI the first group the "neo-liberals." There
is a good chance that their liberalism conceals a volunta
rism. Today no more than yesterday do we have a sure cri
terion (from the point of view of liberalism ) by which to
determine obstacles to reason and freedom. Twentieth
century history has made us only too familiar with the
divorce between liberal ideology and liberal politics.
How often have liberal democrats believed, or pretended
to believe, that freedom was being realized because they
were in power! How often, while striking out at "the
Left," they have left themselves vulnerable on "the
Right," with consequences not of any deepening or
broadening of democracy but, rather, the sorry spectacle
of its dismantling and defeat.
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The second group of critics clearly falls under the
head of positivism and scientism. We might call them
"nco-positivists" or "neo-scienricists." Why "neo" ? Be
cause they base themselves on the sciences of man as
much as or more than on the sciences of nature. The
incomplete, fragmentary character of these sciences does
not seem to bother them . They accept a dimming of the
image of man. They repudiate "totality"-or sense of the
whole-both on the plane of knowledge and on that of
human self-realization. They sanction the operational
but fragmentary study of social reality. Still, it should be
noted that a few recent scientific disciplines-for in
stance, the theory of information, cybernetics-have
"totalizing" ambitions. Nco-positivism puts paid ( or so it
believes ) the intellectual controversy in favor of strictly
factual findings. What it studies, what it grasps, is inte
grated by virtue of being grasped in a system or a struc
ture ; science and the scientist are both integrating and
integrated parties. This new society into which we are
allegedly entering is to be organized, systematized, and
hence "totalized." And who is to carry out this task?
Needless to say, it will be the state, and within this state,
specific groups-the technocrats. Will they succeed? Are
they not divided among themselves ? Don't they repre
sent divergent interests? Do they not differ according to
whether they are active within the public sector of state
capitalism or within the sector of "private" capitalism ?
Don't they introduce new contradictions into society in
stead of resolving the old ones? Is there perfect agree
ment between the rationality of the state and that of
technology ( that of the analytical, operational intel
lect) ? We leave these questions open. One thing sure is
that this tendency is giving rise to a diffuse ideology,
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only as yet partially formulated. Doesn't the exclusive
importance ascribed by some to concepts such as those
of structure, system, function-which have areas of
validity, but which are often misused-reflect this ideol
ogy? At least this question makes sense. We would an
swer it in the affirmative.
Still, we ought to be able to give a name to this new
society which is, it seems, being produced by mutation.
What shall we call it? There have been a number of
suggestions: industrial society, technological society, a
consumer society, mass society, the society of leisure ,
the affluent society, the rational society, etc. Each of
these designations has its champions and inspired publi
cations which have enj oyed wide circulation.
Let us take a brief look at each of these hypotheses
-for what we have here is hypotheses concerning the
essential character of the society engaged in the muta
tion we are witnessing. Each hypothesis is summed up in
a designation that emphasizes a certain feature, and
treats it as a definition. This tends to mask the hypothe
sis implied . Let us try to discover what is true and false
in each, what has been established and what is merely
extrapolation.
Industrial society ? If this means that industrial pro
duction gains ever greater preponderance over agricul
tural production, the term is obviously correct. It must
even be acknowledged that Marx was the first ( or the
second, after Saint-Simon ) to stress this fundamental
feature of competitive capitalism. Can it serve as basis for
an analysis in depth of contemporary society or societies?
To think so would be to fall into a narrow "economism"
which the Marxian method explicitly rejects. To limit
oneself to this designation is to obscure the differences
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between the various industrial societies, differences
stemming from their different histories. Granting that
the term "industrial" applies to the type or genus of
these societies, the species it includes may differ, and
exclusive emphasis on the genus ignores specific differ
ences, particularly those between capitalist society ( or
so cieties ) and socialist society ( or societies ) . Despite
multiple interactions between the two, there can be no
doubt that these differences exist and that they will be
further accentuated . On the other hand, we must take
into account the distinction between economic growth
and social development. We have noted how Marx in
troduced this distinction between the quantitative and
the qualitative aspect. In the modern world we witness
examples of remarkable, even spectacular growth with
out development. Marx would not have suspected such a
phenomenon, which is the e ffect of massive state inter
ventions. Social ( and "cultural " ) development can result
only from a revolutionary upsurge marked by more flexi
ble institutions, by a deepening of democracy, and an
active organizational network "at the base" expressing
social needs. Once this aspect of praxis is taken into ac
count, we must willy-nilly go back to the theory of the
withering away of the state. Final point: there are only
tiny islets of industry in the vast ocean of underdevel
oped countries, where agricultural production is still
predominant ( and will remain so for a long time ) , sup
plying the resources for such industrialization as is actu
ally carried out ( at very different rates of speed ) in the
.
vanous countnes.
A consumer society? It is forgotten that those who
control production manufacture their consumers by
various means, of which advertising is the most power.
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ful. It is forgotten that this "consumer society" is
scarcely concerned at all with social needs, and with
individual needs only to the extent that they bring in
profits. Supposing it true that elementary needs can
today be satisfied, the very existence of higher needs can
still be contested, and the evidence for them doubted.
There is amazing factualism in their contemporary dis
cussion. The satisfaction of elementary needs in so-called
consumer societies seems to be accompanied by a reduc
tion of consumption to the elementary. Moreover, it is
not certain that all elementary needs ( for instance, hous
ing, education, etc. ) are actually being satisfied. The old
poverty is being replaced with a new poverty.
The affluent society? Those who launched this des
ignation have shown its limitations. In the United States,
they are "discovering" poverty. Sizable minorities ( Ne
groes, recent immigrants, "farmers," etc . ) are reported to
suffer from low living standards. Waste and the frenzied
overconsumption of certain privileged groups cannot
conceal the poverty and the "new poverty" far larger
groups are suffering from.
The society of leisure? The amount of leisure time
has not increased for most people. Though working
hours have grown shorter, "forced time" ( for instance,
time used going back and forth to work ) eats up
our much-publicized leisure time. People have to keep
working to invest; the scale of investment required for
automation, for new branches of industry, for the con
quest of space, and for aid to backward countries is
enormous. This applies to both "socialist" and "capital
ist" countries.
The urban society? Yes, near the islets of growth.
No, if we take into account the peasants in Africa, Asia.
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and Latin America. It is no, there, even if we include the
Hoovervilles to which uprooted peasants are flocking.
Mass society? As though every society from time
immemorial did not rest upon this foundation-the human
masses.
A technological society? Predominance of technol
ogy does indeed seem to be a fundamental feature of
"modern times." It deserves careful consideration. Many
persons confuse the speeding up of technological
progress with an alleged "acceleration of historical
time," with social and cultural development. Whereas a
divorce between these aspects of praxis seems no less
essential a feature of "modern times." The predominance
of technology contributes to the survival if not the
salvage of capitalism, in the form of gigantic (monopo
listic or state) organizations for promoting technological
progress. According to Marx, the bourgeoisie can survive
only by continually revolutionizing the conditions of
production, lacking which the "revolution" will take over
this task ! Also, according to Marx, there is a connection,
yet at the same time a difference, between man's (tech
nological ) control over the outside world and his appro 
priation of his own nature, his social existence, his ev
eryday life, his needs and desires. Moreover, technology
has only been predominant under one particular set of
historical circumstances: where rival socialist and capi
talist "armed camps" or ''systems" confront one another,
under conditions of the armaments race, and the race for
conquest of outer space. This set of historical circum
stances may, however, become permanent, freeze into a
structure. The fact that technology is championed by
specific social groups-technologists and bureaucrats, as
yet unsuccessful in constituting themselves as a class-
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implies certain dangers. The real problem is not to find a
definition for the new society, but to elucidate these
dangers. Definition, in a sense, tends to conceal the dan
gers and to present as an accomplished fact what is only
a disquieting possibility. To an even greater extent than
the other terms for the age, this one ought to inspire
radical criticism, i.e., dialectical thought.
It may well be that the present period (of mutation
or transition ) cannot as yet be given any very exact de
nomination. Whither are we going? Who can tell? All
that is clear is that we're on our way-somewhere. No
final end can be assigned despite the fact that there is
rationality inherent in this process. Might this not be one
of those "flights forward" which drive modern society
toward an undeterminable future, toward the possible
and the impossible, by way of nuclear terror, the danger
of annihilation, and the rational madness of cybernetics?
If we do not want to stop here, contenting ourselves
with this vague and endless questioning, we must try to
explore the possible and the impossible. How? Starting
from Marx. Let us follow the guiding thread : the concepr
of going beyond philosophy, political economy viewed
as a distribution of scarcity, the state, or politics.
Then more exacr, if not more limited, questions w i l l
emerge. Can the socialist countries, which invoke Marx's
name so often and claim to be Marxist, bring their praxis
closer to the concepts elaborated by Marx, the concepts
of revolution and freedom ? Can they put an end to the
existing gap between ideology and practice ? Can the
state wither away under socialism as it exists today? Can
the social management of society supplant authoritarian
planning in these countries? Can the old mortgage be
finally paid off? As for the capitalist countries, can "the
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socialization of society" keep alive and reach maturity
within the shell of capitalism, finally bursting it open? In
more general terms, can development, by a qualitative
leap, catch up with the quantitative growth it is lagging
behind in most, if not all, countries of the world today?
All these names for the age conceal ideologies,
myths, utopias, in varying proportions. Marxian criticism
dispels them. New conflicts are added to the old contra
dictions and take their place. For instance, there is acute
conflict today between the quantitative ( growth) and
the qualitative ( development) . It is accompanied by
mounting complexity in social relations, which is masked
and counteracted by opposed elements. Control over ex
ternal nature is increasing, while man's appropriation of
his own nature is stagnating or regressing. The former
falls primarily under the head of growth, the latter of
development.
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