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ABSTRACT

Through a discussion of Marx in particular and an extended
overview of social theory in general the central questions
from which I start are posed:

Rejecting individualist models of the social (either
positivist or hermeneutic) as also teleological accounts of
it,structural/objectivist models such as early Parsons' or
Althusser's are considered to be the most ad-
vanced.However,these approaches cannot theorise either the
emergence of the new in history or the possibility of ac-
tive agency from the part of social actors.Both problems
are closely interwoven with the conceptualisation of the
social as closed and fully determinable structural en-
tities.

An alternative approach theorising social structural en-
tities as open,and thus avoiding these problems is iden-
tified.It can be seen as evolving from the general state-
ments of Derrida to the specific theorisations of the so-
cial presented by Laclau and Mouffe and,in a more developed
way,by Castoriadis (who provides also a theorisation of
"autonomy") .

However,the way this "openness" should be theorised remains
unclarified.To avoid conceiving it as operating on a
transcendental 1level,it has to be located within the
(re)production of the social through individual action,i.e.
within a theory of "structuration".

Such theories of structuration have been presented by Gid-
dens and Bourdieu,but in a partial and insufficient
way.However,the connection between the opennessof the so-
cial and the modality of the (individual) unconscious Cas-
toriadis refers to,indicates an alternative.

This alternative is explored through an analysis of Freud
and psychoanalytic theory.It is argued that the
psychoanalytic theorisation of the psyche provides a theory
of the reproduction of the social +through the in-
dividual.The necessary indeterminacy implied by the opera-
tion of this reproduction partly through the (individual)
unconscious (a level with a specific modality),and the
relative autonomy of the conscious/rational ego imply that
this reproduction is never fully determined.Thus the
"openness" of the social can be more precisely concep-
tualised and the questions of agency and history can be
addressed in a more fruitful way.
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INTRODUCTION

The modern conception of the social,dating from around the
end of the eighteenth century,introduces a 1level of
phenomena relatively opaque to the participating in-
dividuals and yet with a certain cohesiveness and dynamic.

Attempts to account for these phenomena at a general
theoretical 1level can be seen as dividing,broadly, to two
categories:individualist and holistic ones.

Individualist approaches,either positivist or her-
meneutic, failed to ground their central assumption, that of
conceiving the individual as definable independently of the
social.Thus their assertion that the social can be seen as
produced by individuals cannot be sustained.

On the other hand,holistic approaches of a positivist na-
ture failed to theorise the specificity of the social which
they claimed to be an irreducible and sui generis level.

The ground was left open for holistic approaches falling
broadly within the idealist tradition: For these,initially,
society was seen as the subject of history in a path of
general evolution.When the evolutionary perspective was
abandoned, certain constant and transhistorical categories
supposedly always ordering the social were retained.The
rejection even of these constants marked a final phase
within this tradition: what remained was the assertion of
the possibility of objective and complete knowledge of the
social,based on an ultimate accessibility of the social to
reason.In general this last phase (which we can identify in
the early Parsons and,in a more developed form, in Althusser
if we discard his alliance to the predominance of
production) was correlative to a conceptualisation of so-
cial structural entities as closed and fully definable
ones.

The central problems these 1late objectivist approaches
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faced were the impossibility to theorise social actors as
active (since they were considered as fully determined by
the social) as also to theorise the emergence of the new in
history (within fully closed structural entities change
cannot be theorised except through a return to a predefined
path of development, an assumption that was, however,
rejected).

The starting point for the present study is an attempt to
address these problems,without regressing to an
individualistic or evolutionist perspective.

An obvious way forward was to discard the assumption of
fully closed structural entities and to introduce a certain
"openness" within the conceptualisation of the social.

"Post structuralist" authors have moved, in general, towards
such a direction.We can consider Derrida as the exemplary
case introducing an openness (as "différance") alongside a
differential notion of structure.However,Derrida's
relevance to a theorisation of the social is far from evi-
dent.

A similar approach to Derrida's,but specifically addressed
to a theorisation of the social,is introduced by Laclau and
Mouffe.They fail, however,to satisfactorily theorise how ex-
actly the opennessthey claim for the social can be concep-
tualised.

Castoriadis' theorisation of the social as primarily
"social imaginary significations",having the modality of
"magma" and hence never being fully definable or closed,is
more comprehensive.Castoriadis theorises the (individual)
unconscious as also sharing this modality,and presents a
comprehensive theory of autonomy at both individual and so-
cial levels.However,he does not clarify the level of exist-
ence of social significations, running the danger of con-
sidering them as operating at a transcendental level,as a
kind of (negative) essence.

While, therefore,a general and abstract recognition of a
certain openness of social structural entities -and of the
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social in general- has been accepted by a number of
theorists,this "openness"” has not been theorised in a satis-
factory way.

To avoid any transcendentalism,a possible alternative
would be to 1locate any "openness" within processes of
(re)production of the social through (individual) social
action,i.e. within a theory of "structuration".

A move from "structure" to "structuration",heralded by
Chomskian 1linguistics,has been expanded on the level of a
general social theory by -among others- Giddens and Bour-
dieu.Both are aiming at a transcendence of objectivism and
subjectivism and both emphasize a certain activeness from
the part of the social actors.Giddens adopts a semi-
individualistic stand,while Bourdieu maintains the social
construction of the individual.Since, however, the modality
of the social is not explicitly theorised,even in the case
of Bourdieu, these claims cannot be substantiated.

If,however,a connection was to be made between the type of
structuration theory Giddens and Bourdieu propose and the
theorisation of an open modality of the social Laclau and
Castoriadis assert,a direction beyond subjectivism and ob-
jectivism could be indeed opened.

I propose that such a connection can be made through the
psychoanalytic theorisation of the psyche.A detailed ex-
amination of Freud in particular and psychoanalytic
theorisation in general indicates:

(i) the specificity of the 1level of the unconsious (a
specificity indicated by Castoriadis) as a non fully deter-
minable and never directly approachable level of psychical
operation,a level that is,moreover,always "represented”;

' (ii) the necessity of a social environment for the
development of the psyche both at an unconscious and at a
conscious level.The representations the psyche uses,as well
as the "objects" internalised in the process of construc-
tion of endopsychic agencies,are inescapably social.

Hence the psychoanalytic theorisation of the psyche allows
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us to present a theory of the way in which the social in-
fluences the individual psyche.Moreover,since these in-
fluences are manifested in consciousness and action,we have
also a theory of social reproduction,a theory of structura-
tion.

As part of this reproduction occurs within the level of
the unconscious,the non determinable nature of this level
implies a radical indeterminacy.Additionally,the relative
autonomy of the conscious/rational ego indicates another
degree of indeterminacy.Thus the impossibility of a full
determination of social reproduction through the individual
can be asserted.

We can indicate, therefore,precisely what was sought:an af-
firmation of a certain "openness" of the social inherent in
the processes of social reproduction.

This theorisation of openness allows the affirmation both
of a limited but always existent activeness from the part
of the actor,due to the relative autonomy of the conscious
ego; and the possibility of a higher level of autonomy,made
possible by the necessary indeterminac;ﬁgécial reproduction
through the unconscious implies.

Moreover,the emergence of the new in history can be con-
ceptualised as always inherent in social reproduc-
tion,alongside and independently of intentional action
specifically aiming at social transformation.

The two central problems of objectivist structural
theories,the question of agency and the question of his-
tory,can thus be more satisfactorily approached.

The recognition of the social relevance of the 1level of
the unconscious allows also the affirmation of the her-
meneutic nature of knowledge of the social (in so far as
social structures that exist and are reproduced through the
individual unconscious are concerned) .Moreover, the
theorisation of the always meaningful nature of social
practice becomes possible.

Thus a more fruitful way of approaching -though,of
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course,not of solving- certain central questions of social

theory is indicated.

Although the above discussion is presented in a seemingly
atemporal manner,it bears,naturally,the imprints of its
age.

It marks,precisely,the gradual erosion of the belief in an
ultimate (and absolute) rationality of society and his-
tory,that,in one form or another,had been a dominant (if
not the dominant) view of social thought over the past two
centuries.

The recognition and theorisation of the limits of such
rationality is a central guiding 1line of the present
study.However,unlike a certain "post-modernism",the indica-
tion of these 1limits is not seen as implying an all per-
vasive relativity.The aim is to retain the relevance and
significance of conscious/rational thought and action
alongside the elements that transcend and limit it.

A note on the level of abstraction may be added here.The
present study is concerned with a theorisation of the so-
cial at a high level of abstraction,dealing as it does with
"social" phenomena in general.

By necessity,what such a level of abstraction gains in
generality,it 1loses 1in detail and specificity.For ex-
ample,what exactly social phenomena can be subsumed under
the general theorisations advanced,is not discussed.

However,it has to be stressed that this theorisation is
not to be seen as operating independently of and outside
the concrete empirical material of social science.It is not
an a-prioristic speculation but a theoretical exer-
cise, feeding from and hoping to offers0 %gmnhore concrete
studies.A division of 1labour within the field makes a
theoretical inquiry,in which greater rigour can be applied
to concepts and formulations, separate from studies dealing
with empirical material as such.
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Moreover,the orientation of the present work is not
towards a theoretically polished and simple answer.The
abstract level at which the social is dealt with does not
imply a "grand" and all encompassing theory.Indeed,a
specific aim sought is to argue against any foundationalism
and to provide a direction of approaching social phenomena
that does not dissolve the multiplicity of concrete forms
of the social into the manifestations of a single
"essence".
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PART I: THE APORIAS OF SOCIAL THEORY

I. A RETURN TO MARX

Marx can be seen as a double landmark in the history of
social thought.A 1landmark,naturally,of the beginnings of
this thought -creating what Foucault called an entire
"field of discursivity"*- and hence very much a repre-
sentative of his epoch.And yet,paradoxically,in his con-
tradictions and ambivalences,as also a landmark of impor-
tance in today's crossroads.

In a sense,therefore,a return to Marx is a paradigmatic
way to pose certain themes of contemporary relevance while
precisely indicating which theoretical assumptions are to
be discarded and which to be retained.

Let us inquire, then,about the ontological status Marx at-
tributes to the social.

MARX AND THE DISJUNCTURE BETWEEN "MATERIAL" AND "IDEAL"

The "German Ideology" is the first,and in many cases the
most consistent exposition of Marx and Engels's
"materialism".This "materialism" is proposed as an alterna-
tive to the idealism of the Young Hegelians which "consider
conceptions, thoughts, ideas, in fact all the products of con-
sciousness, to which they attribute an independent exist-
ence,as the real chains of men"=.

Marx and Engels deny this idealism.What is lacking, they
claim,is an "inquiry into the connection of (German)

1. M.Foucault,"What is an author?" in P.Rabinow (ed.) The Foucault
Reader,Harmondsworth:Penguin,1986,p.114

2. K.Marx & F.Engels,The German Ideology (1846) (thereafter GI),
London:Lawrence and Wishart,1974,p.41.
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philosophy with (German) reality,the relation of their
criticism to their own material surroundings"=.

In contrast,Marx and Engels want to begin from the
premises "...0f real individuals,their activity and the
material conditions under which they live,both those which
they £find already existing and those produced by their
activity"* and they assert,in the famous passage,that "the
production of ideas,of conceptions,of consciousness,is at
first directly interwoven with the material activity and
the material intercourse of men,the language of real
life.Conceiving, thinking, the mental intercourse of
men, appear at this stage as the direct efflux of their
material behaviour"=S.

We have, therefore, in opposition to the "mental
intercourse", "mental production", ."consciousness",
"thinking", "ideas", "conceptions",and so on,the "material

intercourse", "the activity of real individuals", the
"material behaviour".What is the nature of this opposition?

Marx and Engels do not simply invert a causal
chain, replacing the assertion that ideas determine people's
"real 1life" as they see the Young Hegelians asserting,with
the assertion that it is this "real 1life" that determines
ideas and consciousness,while retaining a sort of equiv-
alence between the two levels.

If thoughts, ideas,consciousness and the like reflect,more
or 1less accurately,the "materiality" of real life,Young
Hegelians'claim has simply to be completed:It is not enough
to change what people think,to combat their unhappi-
ness.People must also,and primarily,change their real
life,their "actual material intercourse".

However,as long as the two levels are seen as two sides of

3. ibid
4. GI,p.42
5. GI,p.47
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the same coin,it is not particularly relevant which of the
two 1is considered as the determinant one.Since a change in
material life implies a change of ideas,given an equiv-
alence between the two,a change in ideas implies -and ex-
presses,on the level of thought- a change in material
life.The assertion that the real is reducible to the ideal
is by no means affected by a reversion of the proposition
while retaining an equivalential assertion.

As is well known,Marx and Engels do not retain this equiv-
alential assertion.The repudiation of the mental inter-
course is made on the name of a material intercourse that
precisely is not available to the participating in-
dividuals as an idea or consciousness,a "real life" that is
in disjuncture with the thoughts the very persons they live
it have.

For Marx and Engels "material intercourse" and "real life"
are reflected in thought, consciousness or ideasonly in
a distorted way (except in specific historical
circumstances).The determining character of the material
level cannot be deciphered through an analysis of the ideal
one.What people think and what they do represent two dif-
ferent modalities,the truth of which cannot be deciphered
reciprocally.

What is then the "truth" of the determinant level, the
material one? What is the ontological status of the "real
life of men" in contradistinction to the "mental" one and
what access do we have to the former?

We can reconstruct Marx and Engels's answer in two con-
secutive steps:

The first,separating this "material level" not only from
"ideas" but also from "nature" and considering it as in-
dicating what we may call a "social level".

The second,presenting this social level as emanating from
and reducible to the rationality of labour as a transhis-
torical human attribute reflected in the development of
history.
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THE "MATERIAL" AS "SOCIAL"

Marx and Engels make immediately clear that the "material
intercourse",the "language of real 1life",corresponds to
"production":

"(Men) begin to distinguish themselves from animals as
soon as they begin to produce their means of subsistence,a
step which is conditioned by their physical organisation."®

Yet the level of production is not seen as directly deter-
mined by this "physical organisation” within which produc-
tion is carried out:"By producing their means of subsis-
tence men are indirectly producing their actual material
life."”

Production therefore 1is only indirectly reducible to the
natural environment.Marx and Engels's analysis is focused
on production while the natural environment -as also the
biological nature of man- remain on the background as
limits rather than as the actual determinants of produc-
tion,limits which are acknowledged but not discussed.While
imposing "definite conditions"® the material/natural en-
vironment is not determining,in a reductive way,the "real
essence of man": _

"We cannot go here either into the actual physical nature
of man,or into the natural conditions in which man finds
himself -geological,orohydrographical,climatic and so on."®°
The mode of production ("mode" referring simply to the form
of production) is something more than a refection of these
natural limits:

"The mode of production must not be considered simply as
being the production of the physical existence of the in-

7. ibid.,emphasis added
8. GI,p.47

9. GI,p.42
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dividuals.Rather it is a definite form of activity of these
individuals,a definite form of expressing their 1life,a
definite mode of life on their part.As individuals express
their life,so they are."°

Thus production as "a definite mode of life",is precisely
a characteristically human activity,not a reflection of na-
ture.The counterposition of production, therefore, as
"material activity and material intercourse of men",to
"forms of consciousness",is not a distinction between na-
ture and thought.

"Matter" in this case retains the traditional philosophi-
cal denotation of the term:it is the outside, the negation
of thought,what is either opaque to it or only partially
penetrable.But unlike this definition, "material" for Marx
and Engels,while still the outside of thought,is not
reducible to a closed,mute and determinant nature.It refers
rather to a level of activity specifically human: produc-
tion.

Hence we have a threefold distinction:

nature -— production --- thought
(natural environment,
biological

human nature)

a distinction in which a discontinuity is implied between
each of the three terms.We could indicate as "social" the
level that production defines,while recognising that
"thought" is also social but of a modality somehow
"different" from that of "production".'?*

10. ibid.
11. Traditional references to Marx and Engels' materialism tend to

concentrate on the irreducibility of nature to thought,thus obscuring
the specificity of the level of production that is the primary aim of
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In Marx's later writings the distinction between nature
and production becomes more explicit and clear.Instead of
the variations of the term "intercourse"*? which we have in
"German Ideology",the term "relations of production" is in-
troduced,in opposition to the "forces of production" which
-the forces- refer precisely to the actual
natural/environmental /technological elements.In the famous
words of the 1857 Preface:

"In the social production of their 1life,men enter into
definite relations,that are indispensable and independent
of their will,relations of production which correspond to a
definite stage in the development of their material produc-
tive forces.The sum total of these relations of production
constitutes the economic structure of society,the real
foundation, on which rises a legal and political superstruc-
ture and to which correspond definite forms of social
consciousness"?*>

This passage is revealing.It clearly dissociates the ac-
tual productive "forces" from the "relations" of produc-
tion,the superstructure,and the latter from the "forms of
social consciousness".Thus the three levels can be
presented as:

Marx and Engels's discussion and which,as we argued,while differen-
tiated from thought,is equally differentiated from nature.Such inter-
pretations effect a naturalistic reduction that is in no way present
in Marx and Engels.(For a relatively recent example see S.Timpanaro,On
Materialism,London:New Left Books,1975)

12. "Verkehr" which was rendered as "intercourse",and
Verkehrsform, form of intercourse,Verkehrsweise,mode of inter-
course,Verkehrsverhaltnisse, relations or conditions of inter-
course,see editors' note in GI,p.42.

13. K.Marx,Preface to "A contribution to a critique of political
economy"(1859) ,usually referred to as the "1859 Preface".The transla-
tion used in K.Marx & F.Engels,Selected Works V.I,London:Lawrence and
Wishart,1953,p.329
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forces of

production
nature ------- relations ---- political ------ thoughts,
(natural of production and legal ideas
environment, superstructure
biological

human nature)

Natural
level-=--/—===u-- Social level I —--===—==-—- /—---Social
level 11
(level of consciousness)

The forces of production are the mediating element between
the 1level of nature and the relations of production.These
relations, together with the "political and legal
superstructure"” are in turn separate from the "forms of
consciousness".It is this intermediate level that can be
termed the "social 1level 1I" as distinct from and ir-
reducible to the -also social- 1level of consciousness
(which can be designated as social level 1II1).

Once a specificity 1is assigned to this "first" level of
the social,however,the question of how is to be analysed
arises.Since the mode of production is the determinant in-
stance of this level,it is on the analysis of this mode
that the modality of the social has to be sought.We can see
Marx's subsequent work as precisely an attempt to define
this modality of production.

The rejection of individualism

and the structural character of the level of production
Early on,however,a possibility is ruled out:that of con-
ceiving production as the result of interaction between in-
dividuals,in the manner,for ex.,o0f classical political
economy .

The repeated attacks of Marx against Robinsonades are well
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known:"The solitary and isolated hunter or fisherman,who
serves A.Smith and Ricardo as a starting point,is one of
the unimaginative fantasies of the 18th century
romances...no more is Rousseau's social contract,which by
means of a contract establishes a relationship and connec-
tion between subjects that are by nature independent...The
prophets of 18th century saw the individual not as a his-
torical result but as the starting point of history;not as
something evolving in the course of history but posited by
nature."**

The historicity of the 1individual 1is continuously
stressed.Not only individuals do notdetermine produc-
tion through their interaction,but their very individuality
is a historical product: "Man is only individualised
through the process of history.He originally appears as a
generic being,a herd animal -though by no means a
"political animal" in the political sense."?*®

And this individuality is again, to a great ex-
tent,determined by production:"their personality (of the
rentier,the capitalist,etc.) is conditioned and determined
by the quite definite class relationships"?*€.

However,Marx does not simply reject individualism as an
explanatory device for the specificity of the social.In his
analysis of the capitalist relations of production in
"Capital” he specifically sees the individual as part of
the greater structural whole of production.'”?

14. K.Marx,"General introduction to Grundrisse"  (1857),usually
referred to as the "1857 Introduction".The text used as appendix in
GI,op.cit.,p.123

15. K.Marx,Grundrisse(1857-58),D.Mclellan (ed.),London:Macmillan,1980,
p.96

16. GI,p.84

17. It is the important contribution of L.Althusser to emphasise this
structural character of the analysis in "Capital".The acceptance of
this assertion,though,does not need to imply the acceptance of
Althusser's whole theoretical edifice.For more discussion of Althus-
ser,see below and in the following chapter.
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In "Capital" capitalist production is seen as a structured
whole that incorporates commodities,money and capital as
well as capitalists and workers,all connected together in a
circular relationship,and in a continuous process of flux.

While commodities, money and capital are material
things, their interconnection within the nexus of capitalist
relations of production refers to their specific function
and role within these relations.

"Capital" does not represent only "machines" or "forces of
production" but +the whole of the system of capitalist
production."Capital" is not,thus,a thing,but a specific
relationship implying a series of other elements within an
interconnected whole:

"Capital is not a thing,but rather a definite social
production relation,belonging to a definite historical for-
mation of society,which is manifested in a thing and which
lends this thing a specific social character.Capital is not
the sum of material and produced means of produc-
tion.Capital is rather the means of production transformed
into capital which in themselves are no more capital than
gold or silver in itself is money."?'®

The elements of the system acquire their significance
within the totality of the system,and are not disparate
unities brought together in an interelationship,until, that
is,money and commodities become capital:

"In themselves money and commodities are no more capital
than are the means of production and of subsistence.They
want transforming into capital.But this transformation it-
self can only take place under certain circumstances that
centre in this,viz,that two very different kinds of
commodity-possessors must come face to face and into
contact;on the one hand,the owners of money,means of

18. K.Marx,Capital(1867),London:Lawrence and Wishart,1954,Volume III,
p.794.Thereafter the three volumes of Capital will be denoted as
C1,C2,C3 respectively.
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production, means of subsistence,who are to increase the sum
of wvalues they posses,by buying other people's labour-
power;on the other hand, free labourers,the sellers of their
own labour-power,and therefore the sellers of labour."*®

Capitalist relations of production, apart from com-
modities,money and capital in specific forms,performing
specific functions and being related in determinate rela-
tions,also require the agents of production,the capitalist
and the worker.These agents exist within the relations of
production in exactly the same way as do the com-
modities,money,or capital:as nodes in a network,determined
in their specific function and with given relationships
with the whole:

"Capitalist production...produces not only commodities,not
only surplus-value,but it also produces and reproduces the
capitalist relation;on the one side the capitalist,on the
other, the wage-labourer=©...The functions fulfilled by the
capitalist are no more than the functions of capital ex-
ecuted continuously and willingly.The capitalist functions
only as personified capital,capital as a person, just as the
worker is no more than labour personified."=2*

Moreover,the nexus of relationships which determines them
is not presented as such to the individuals.They are not
consciously creating or reproducing the capitalist rela-
tions of production.The famous "commodity fetihism" is a
case of the misrecognition of the social relations that ex-
ists behind and determine commodities as commodities.

Finally,the "whole",the totality of capitalist production
relations, is not static.Rather it is in a continuous flux
in which it reproduces itself in an always expanded

19. Cl1,p.668
20. Cl1,p.578

21. Unpublished chapter of Capital,Vol.I,in the Penguin edition.
(Harmondsworth:Penguin,1976),p.989
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form.The direction of this flux Marx defines as the primary
law of increasing capital accumulation.

How can,however,this structured whole operate "behind
people's back" while these very people are parts of that
whole? How can people "produce materially" not only "under
definite material limits,presuppositions and conditions in-
dependent of their will",but also being in the dark about
these 1limits and conditions that are inherent in their
actions? What anthropological model can be used to conceive
such a disjuncture?

Moreover, in what sense can we conceive of this whole as
following "laws" in an abstract way, laws independent from
persons' volition? What,in other words,is the ontological
status of the "material" -i.e social- level of production?

THE SOCIAL AS RATIONAL

Marx's answer to the above questions 1is not a direct
one,but it 1is implied in his further analysis of
capitalism.We can trace it in the basic assumptions under-
lying the analysis in "Capital".The same assump-
tions, though,are present in Marx's earlier work.

Establishing that capitalist relations of production form
a structured whole in flux is only the first step.The
second, and pivotal one,is the definition of value.

By defining value as corresponding to "simple average
labour",i.e by postulating a measure of value that is con-
stant,the further definition of "surplus value" becomes
possible.Capital can be seen as nothing more than accumu-
lated surplus value and the primary law of capital ac-
cumulation as reflecting the accumulation of surplus value:

"It should never be forgotten that the production of this
surplus value is the immediate purpose and the determining
motive of capitalist production."Z22

What the labour definition of value does,is to effect a

22. C3,p.352
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connection between the structured whole of the capitalist
mode of production and a fundamental human ac-
tivity,labour.The law of accumulation, the guiding force of
capitalist production appears thus as a form of surplus
value accumulation,i.e as the exploitation of this labour.

Thus capitalist relations may be "fetishised" and people
may not recognise their role either as exploited or as ex-
ploiters,but the moving force behind all,the thread that
holds all the elements of the mode of production
together,is nothing more (or 1less) than the fundamental
human attribute of labour.

However,the 1labour definition of value requires the pos-
sibility of defining a constant and given measure of
"simple average labour".Marx considers "simple average
labour" to vary in different countries and at different
times,but in a particular society to be givenZ223.Closer ex-
amination, however, reveals that only in single commodity
production with no technological change can we indeed have
such a constant measure.Z2<.But capitalism,in Marx's own ac-
count, is obviously not such a case.Therefore a major and
fundamental assumption cannot be sustained.

Moreover,the 1labour theory of value cannot provide Marx
-as indeed classical economics in general- with a measure
of wvalue independent of prices and wages.As Morishima
remarks, "as soon as the heterogeneity of labour is allowed
for,the theory of value is seen to conflict with Marx's own
law of equalisation of the rate of exploitation through
society,unless the different sorts of labour are reduced to

23. C1,p.51

24. see the detailed analysis in A.Cutler,B.Hindess,P.Hirst,A.Hussain,
Marx's Capital and Capitalism today V.I,London:Routledge,1977,pp.30-
37.

Also the analysis of C.Castoriadis in "Value,Equality,Justice,
Politics:From Marx to Aristotle and from Aristotle to ourselves"(1975)
in Crossroads in the Labyrinth,Sussex:The Harvester Press,1984,pp.266- -
273.
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the homogeneous abstract human labour in proportion to
their wage rates.But in such a case, the resulted value sys-
tem depends on relative wages and hence Marx's intention of
obtaining an intrinsic value system completely independent
of markets is not fulfilled."=2°

Hence,as marginalist economists have rightfully pointed
out ,on a "strictly analytical ground,there is no jus-
tification whatever for giving any sort of logical priority
to either "values" over prices or to prices over
"values".Each of them can be derived from the other;and
both of <them can be obtained from the interindustry rela-
tions expressed in terms of physical quantities of com-
modities.(Critics of Marx) go on to point out that the only
system of exchange ratios which can be observed empirically
is the system of prices.The "value" system is therefore
regarded as something which belongs to Marxist ideology and
has no empirical correlate."Z2¢

Marx's next step,the calculation of surplus value requires
an additional assumption: that the "necessary labour" for
the worker to survive is a given and constant quantity.Yet
it is obvious that this bare minimum is by no means his-
torically constant,even within a given mode of produc-
tion,especially within capitalism.Therefore this additional
assumption is equally unsustainable.

Thus Marx's labour theory of wvalue 1is revealed to be
severely flawed:it is not in accord with his own analysis
of the capitalist mode of production, regarding the neces-
sary technological change, the continuous expan-
sion,etc.Moreover, it cannot provide a measure of value in-
dependent of the market.As for the definition of surplus
value,it is not only based on the dubious foundation of

25. M.Morishima,Marx's Economics,Cambridge:Cambridge University Press,
1973,p.180-1

26. L.Passineti,Lectures on the theory of Production,London:Macmillan,
1977,p.149
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this 1labour theory of value, it requires an additional as-
sumption that is equally dubious.

The elements of Marx's theoretical edifice we are refer-
ring to, the homogeneity of 1labour,the existence of
"simple,average labour" and even more the definition of
"surplus value" are not simple postulates.They are the
corner-stones upon which the analysis in "Capital" is
based.We cannot replace them and still retain the analysis.

Thus the whole analysis in "Capital" is based on an asser-
tion which contradicts Marx's explicit rejection of a tran-
shistorical human nature: that 1labour can be seen as "a
substance/essence,which can appear under a given form or
take a given expression,but which,in itself,does not modify
itself,does not alter,and subsists as the immutable founda-
tion of changing attributes and determinations"27.

The basis of "Capital" is,therefore,metaphysical.The pos-
tulation of labour as the missing link between the mode of
production and its abstract laws and the people that par-
ticipate in it,rests on an ultimate rationality of the mode
of production,a rationality expressed through the founda-
tional "essence" of labour.

If we can identify such an -implicit- essentialism in
"Capital",it is all the more explicit in Marx's earlier
work:

The very centrality attributed to production, requires an
assumption of labour as a transhistorical essence.As argued
above, "production" is not introduced by Marx as the mirror
of nature but as a social category,i.e as a level distinct
from both nature and thought.Yet production 1is considered
as determining the whole social level.In the classic words
of the 1859 Preface:

"The sum total of these relations of production con-
stitutes the economic structure of society, the real founda-
tion,on which rises a legal and political superstructure

27. Castoriadis,op.cit.,p.274
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and to which correspond definite forms of social
consciousness. "28

This determinacy seems to be based on a convincing
argument:since production is necessary for the existence
and continuity of any social formation,the "organisation of
production" -the relations of production,the mode of
production, the economy- is also necessary and therefore
determinant.

However, there is here a logical gap :the necessity of the
function of production does not imply,ipso facto,that the
mode of production will be a determinant social in-
stance.Precisely because production for Marx is a social
and not a natural instance, the necessity of production by
itself only poses a barrier,a natural given,a limit to what
is at any moment possible.But this necessity does not imply
anything at all about the social organisation of produc-
tion.To argue anything about this level -or organisation- a
further assumption is needed.And this assumption is made by
Marx and Engels,though in a subtle way:it is the assumption
of man as a homo faber and of labour as the underlying es-
sence of man.

In "German Ideology” we read:"Men begin to distinguish them-
selves from animals as soon as they begin to produce their
means of subsistence...As men express their life so they
are.What they are, therefore, coincides with their
production."=2°

Quite revealing:Production,is the dividing line between
men and animals;it is the primary human attribute.Hence the
second part of the assertion (what they are...) comes as a
natural argument.Men's 1life does not coincide with their
production because the latter is necessary,but because it
is the attribute par excellence of man.Man does not simply

28. "1859 Preface",op.cit.,p.389

29. GI,p.42
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have to produce.Man is man in so far as he produces,in so
far as he is a homo laborans.Once again,labour appears as
the essence/substance of man.

The centrality and determinant role of production
rests, therefore,on a philosophico-anthropological assump-
tion.This assumption appears in the 1844 Manuscripts and
traverses the whole of Marx's work up to,as we saw,
"Capital" and beyond (e.g. the reference to "needs" in the
famous phrase of the "Critique of the Gotha
programme":"from each according to his ability,to each ac-
cording to his needs!"3°).

In the 1844 manuscripts we read:"Productive life is the
life of the species.It 1is 1life engendering 1life...The
animal 1is immediately one with 1its life activity...man
makes his life activity itself the object of his will and
his consciousness.He has conscious 1life activity."3*The
consciousness man brings to his life activity does not im-
pede this 1life to continue to be equated with "productive
life".

In "German Ideology" this "productive 1life" becomes the
"material intercourse" to become in turn the "relations of
production" in the 1859 Preface.

In the "Preface",the forces of production are not,in their
determinant role,a chance residue of the successive modes
of production,but precisely the reflection of the most im-
portant attainment of man: the gradual increase in
-technological- mastery over nature,the continuously as-
cending curve of technology,a mastery that is the effect of
man as homo laborans over history.Thus in the "Preface",to
the assumption of 1labour as the predominant human ac-
tivity,a notion of historical progress is added:The

30. K.Marx,Critique of the Gotha Programme (1875),Moscow:Progress pub-
lishers,1978,p.18

31. "Economic and philosophic manuscripts of 1844" in K.Marx &
F.Engels,Collected Works V.3,London:Lawrence and Wishart,1975,p.276
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rationality that,by definition,characterises production, can
only be reflected in a continuous development of the
productive forces.The weight of this development transcends
the inertia of any particular mode and forms the visible
side of the invisible motor of history:the increasing
rationality,that through a period of alienation of man from
his work,lead him,but in an immensely advanced form,in its
beginning:in the mastery and self-consciousness of produc-
tion.From primitive communism to communism wvia the dif-
ferent historical modes of production,the human essence
realises itself in a series of dialectical turns.

The argument of the "Preface",therefore,is not so much
based on an autonomous development of the productive
forces,as on human labour as the characteristically human
activity.Productive forces are the residue of this ac-
tivity.They represent the accumulation,over history,of
man's labour.Thus their determinant role is another way of
expressing the ultimately rational character of this
labour, a rationality that is reflected in their
unidimensional,evolutive, path. 32

The primacy of the productive forces, therefore,is simply
a way of bringing onto the surface what remains implicit in
the whole of Marx's work,namely human labour as the essence
of man.(It has to be remarked that the argument of the
""Preface" appears,in a less polished form,already in Ger-
man Ideology).This assumption,already embodied 1in the

32. This is clearly recognised by G.A.Cohen in his "defence" of the
1859 Preface argument.The underlying assumption about human nature
is,for Cohen,that:

"- Men are,in a respect to be specified,somewhat rational

- The historical situation of men is one of scarcity

- Men posses intelligence of a kind and degree which enables them to
improve their situation"

(G.A.Cohen,K.Marx's theory of history: a Defence,Oxford:Clarendon
Press,1978,p.152)

Cohen simply makes explicit a version of the essentialism that neces-
sarily has to be assumed alongside any argument about the primacy of
the productive forces.
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determinant role assigned to production,remains central 1in
the analysis of "Capital".

In his more mature writings,Marx does not deny his pre-
vious work,he builds upon it.The transhistorical constant
of 1labour becomes, for the first time of history, the moving
force of the totality of production.In pre-capitalist
societies the (economic) surplus is appropriated by
‘non-economic means,while in capitalist production it ap-
pears for what it really is:pure economic exploitation.By
appearing as such,by realising itself in the principle of
the whole,the exploitation of 1labour opens also, for the
first time,the possibility of its transcendence in what
Lukacs called "the objective possibility of class
consciousness"33,i.e the possibility of the proletariat to
assert itself by abolishing,at the same time,exploitation
in general.The (pre)history of mankind, based upon exploita-
tion,can thus be ended,and a new chapter can begin in which
production is socially and consciously controlled.

One can only marvel at this magisterial synthesis that
combines a philosophy of history,an analysis of capitalism
and a political/social ideal in a most fascinating way.It
is precisely the grandeur of this synthesis that still ap-
peals.

However,the underlying foundation of this synthesis
remains, as argued,a metaphysical one of labour as an essen-
tial,and historically unchangeable,attribute of man.

Thus the second step of Marx's -and Engels's- analysis of
the social 1level introduced as "material" in "German
Ideology" and identified with production is completed: the
specificity of production,discernible from both nature and
thought in its materiality and,as a consequence, the
specificity of the whole o0of the social that production
determines, rests on the assumption of a transhistorical

33. G.Lukacs,"Class Consciousness" (1920) in History and Class Con-
sciousness, London:Merlin Press,1971,p.79
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human essence.
Marx's Hegelianism and his theory of knowledge

Evidently, therefore,in the very core of his thought,Marx
remains a Hegelian.It may not be "thinking" that "causes
its own synthesis,its own deepening and its own movement"=3%
as Marx accuses Hegel to do,but it 1is human labour and
production that does so.Marx's scheme provides a most
elaborate and subtle illustration of Hegelian thought.The
transgression of exploitation becomes possible because of
its -unique in history- appearance of economic exploitation
as such in the very driving principle of the capitalist
mode.

Society may not be, therefore,a reflection of nature or the
product of people's thoughts,but it remains,in its histori-
cal wunfolding,the development of an essence through a
series of reductions: man as homo laborans ---- develop-
ment of production --- history as the realisation of this
essence.In its innermost core,therefore,Marxist thought
remains firmly Hegelian.

It 1is this Hegelianism that also provides Marx with a
theory of his own discourse.The distinction between the
"truth" of Marx's analyses in "Capital" and the "errors of
bourgeois economists",is based on the possibility of
production of becoming self-transparent to thought at a
particular historical circumstance and for a particular
historical agent.

The proletariat 1is this privileged agent that becomes, by
virtue of its position,capable of touching the true kernel
of man's historical existence.Through the historically
unique feature of capitalist relations of production,namely
to posit the extraction and accumulation of surplus value
as the motor of the mode of production,this process can
indeed be conceived for what it really 1is,i.e exploita-
tion,from the part of the agent that is exploited :the

34. "1857 Introduction",op.cit,p.141
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proletariat.

It is only in this way that Marx (and Engels) can present
a theory of their own discourse consistent with their
denunciation of thought and "forms of consciousness" as
mere epiphenomena.The social -as production- determines
thought, but since this social is the expression of a human
essence,and hence ultimately rational,at the appropriate
moment in the movement of history this rationality can
reveal itself directly to thought.3°=

MARX'S POLITICAL PROJECT

Marx's theoretical work stems very much from a political
project of emancipation that draws from the Enlightenment's
ideas and has the French revolution as a reference point.We
can distinguish three elements in this project:

Marx accepts the importance of the nation state as op-
possed to the monarchy it replaces andq%he sovereignty it
allows man;the possibility to determine the affairs of the
state allows an autonomy compared with the heteronomy of
earlier times:

"That which is a creation of fantasy,a dream, a postulate
of Christianity,i.e the sovereighty of man -but man as an
alien being different from the real man- becomes in

35. Thus a "Hegelian" interpretation of Marx,as G.A.Cohen's ,is a
perfectly legitimate one.Moreover,it can be claimed not only for the
"Preface" but for the whole of Marx's work.

The same cannot be said,however,for similar but less sophisticated
attempts to provide a "rational choice" model of action as the ap-
propriate foundation for Marx's more substantive assertions and
analyses.Writers such as J.Elster,J.Roemer, and others (see,for ex-
ample,J.Elster Making sense of Marx,Cambridge:Cambridge University
press,1985,J.Roemer,A General theory of Exploitation and Class,
Cambridge,Mass:Harvard University Press,1982) disregard not only
Marx's explicit anti-individualism but also the subtle -"hegelian"-
way he retains a certain essentialism that cannot be captured by crude
rational choice models.These authors are absolutely blind to whatever
differentiates Marx from,say,J.S.Mill.It is therefore misleading to
consider Cohen as arguing the same as Elster or Roemer under the label
of ™MAnalytical Marxzism" (As for exzample in J.Roemer (Ed.),Analytical
Marxism, Cambridge:Cambridge University Press,1986).

36



&=

democracy tangible reality,present existence,and secular
principle."3¢€

But,and this 1is the first element,this autonomy is not
enough for Marx.It does not affect men's life outside the
sphere o0f the citizen:"The perfect political state is,by
its nature,man's species-life as oppossed to his material
life.All the preconditions of this egoistic life continue
to exist in civil society outside the sphere of the
state,but as qualities of civil society."37

In order to be really able to speak about autonomy,this
"civil society" has also to come under the sovereignty of
man.It 1is the social existence as a whole that has to be-
come autonomous and not only a superficial, "political"
sphere.

What is considered as the "natural" basis of the existence
of man,i.e "civil society, the world of needs, labour,private
interest,civil law"3®*® is far from being indeed "natural"
but instead are part of the field that man can -and must-
control, the social field:

"Political emancipation itself is not human emancipation3®
...only when man has recognised and organised his "forces
propres" as social forces,and consequently no longer
separates social power from himself in the shape of politi-
cal power,only then will human emancipation have been
accomplished."“2°

Since social existence is for Marx primarily produc-
tion, these "forces propres" refer to the production
sphere.Their social organisation,i.e their subsumption un-

36. K.Marx,"On the Jewish Question" (1843) in K.Marx & F.Engels
"Collected Works V.3",op.cit.,p.159,thereafter JQ.

37. JQ,p.153
38. JQ,p.167
39. JQ,p.160
40. JQ,p.168
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der social control is impossible as long as there exists

"the fixation of social activity,the consolidation of what
we ourselves produce into an objective power above
us,growing out of our control..."?*.It is only through con-
trolling the "multiplied productive force",i.e by estab-
lishing the sovereignty of man on the field of production
that the "social being" of man can be said to be really
autonomous.

This autonomy,is at the same time social and personal.As
with political autonomy, personal emancipation is possible
only through the establishment of an autonomous community:

"Only in the community is personal freedom possible...the
illusory community in which individuals have up till now
combined, always took an independent existence in relation
to them...in a real community the individuals obtain their
freedom in and through their association."<2

This rejection of the possibility of a purely personal
emancipation -as in traditional ethics and in the christian
dogma- constitutes the second element Marx's political
ideal comprises of.

The possibility of a "real" community,an autonomous com-
munity, however,is for Marx,historically specific:1It comes
about,as a possibility,with the individuation the rise of
the bourgeoisie brought about and the separation between
man and his labour capitalist relations of production en-
tailed.This individuation is,for Marx,a positive step.But
is not enough.As long as production relations remain beyond
man's social control,a "real" community is impossible.Marx
sees the political ideal as historically specific in its
possibility.And this historisation is the third element of
his political project.

Thus Marx,while accepting the political ideal of emancipa-

42. GI,p.83
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tion and the importance of (political) democracy, recognis-
ing that individual emancipation is possible only in and
through an autonomous community, he goes beyond these asser-
tions which had already been pioneered by Enlightenment
thought.He wants to widen the field of autonomy to include
the whole of man's social life and he recognises the his-
torical specificity of this quest for autonomy.

Marx's intervention constitutes therefore a broadening of
the political ideal of 18th century,bringing in a concep-
tion of the social as something more than the political and
a historisation of the whole possibility of emancipation.

One cannot avoid noticing, however,that the whole political
project outlined above rests on the assumption of the ex-
istence of the possibility for actual political action.This
possibility, though,is not theorised as such.Moreover,Marx's
account of the individual as a product of the social‘and as
simply an element in the structural whole of the capitalist
production does not readily allow us to locate such a pos-
sibility.

The very reference to a political project implies that a
social class -and correspondingly,the individual- can never
be fully determined by the relations of production.In par-
ticular it implies that the proletariat has -at least
potentially- the ability to conceive its "objective
possibilities" and to fight for their realisation.Therefore
something "more" than what a full determinacy allows has to
exist.Social class -and the individual- cannot be seen as
infinitely plastic.

But where does this "more" come about? A hidden element of
human nature striving to liberate man? An imperfection in
the determinacy of the production relations that induces
struggle as well as subvidience? Within the theoretical
framework provided by Marx we cannot readily tell.

Up to this point,we have outlined Marx's political project
independently,as it were, from the underlying assumption of
labour as the essence of man,i.e. from the essentialist
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framework that underpins Marx's theoretical edifice.Once we
recognise this framework, however,we cannot avoid noticing
the consequences it has for Marx's politics.

If labour is seen as the historical "essence" of man,the
control of the economic activity is not simply a broadening
of the political project.It is the "liberation" of man's
ultimate essence,a liberation which can only lead to a full
self-transparency of society in an almost automatic way.

Since the field of political intervention ceases to be
just the political and it comes to include what was
hitherto considered as the "private" sphere,the relative
self-transparency that the democratic state introduced in
the political field is seen as attainable for the whole of
social 1life.

The ideal society of Marx's political project -the com-
munist society- is a society transparent to itself.Since
man's "forces propres" are to be consciously controlled
and since these forces represent the innermost kernel of
man, their social control implies a self-transparency of
each individual vis-a-vis him/herself and of the social
vis-a-vis each of its members,a transparency inconceivable
within the framework of the public/private dichotomy.(The
close connection between this ideal of self-transparency
and totalitarianism in the political practice of
"socialist" countries has been emphasised by C.Lefort.*3)

Moreover,since production determines the whole of social
life,the establishment of social control of production
necessarily implies the autonomy of the whole of
society, including the political sphere.The fact that Marx
did not particularly deal with the political forms of a
communist society, e.g. with the implications of the
"withering away of the state",is indicative of his con-
sidering these forms as necessarily following the social

43. see for example C.Lefort,"The Logic of Totalitarianism"(1980) in
The political forms of Modern society,Cambridge:Polity Press,1986
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control of production.

We can also venture the suggestion that,if labour is seen
as an essence of man historically realised then the
realisation of the political project,the transition to a
communist society,does not so much depend on a certain
-political- activeness of the proletariat beyond its deter-
minacy by production relations.

The proletariat,if it 1is to struggle at all,can only
struggle "to abolish the very condition of its existence
hitherto,namely labour".Thus the political ideal of a com-
munist society becomes the final link in a given develop-
ment of history,requiring a minimum of self-consciousness
from the part of the proletariat,and a simple -but
fundamental- change in the relations of production from
which all the requirements of the ideal will naturally fol-
low.

Within this context,the historical specificity of the
political ideal is closely linked with the assumption of
its historical necessity.A necessity not in the sense that
it will necessarily happen (although even this can be in-
ferred from the more evolutionist writings of Marx as the
"1859 Preface"),but in the sense that it is the only pos-
sibility of action open to the proletariat.Thus the "more"
we have been referring to in respect to a full determinacy
of a class by the relations of production exists only as
the realisation of the transhistorical essence at a given
point of historical development.

Therefore the "essentialist" assumptions of Marx
neutralise to some extent the radicalness of his
politics,significantly reducing the degree of autonomy of
the classes as political actors,implying an automatic
transformation of society once economy has been changed and
in the 1ideal of a self-transparent society easily leading
to totalitarian consequences.

41



MARX AS A POINT OF DEPARTURE

The above discussion,however cursory,brings into relief
certain elements of Marx's account of the social,certain
contradictions between these elements and opens up a number
of questions.

Marx is definitely arguing for

-the existence of a social level irreducible to both na-
ture and "consciousness" which,moreover,determines thought

-the denial of any transhistorical human nature as a foun-
dational moment for this level

-an analysis of production as determinant of this level
and as non reducible to individual interaction but rather
as a structured whole that determines its ele-
ments, including persons

-the possibility of active political action in the broader
sense aiming at the conscious social control of society at
large and not only of the political.

However,when Marx is to provide a foundation for the
specificity of the social level within which production is
determinant,a specificity that differentiates this level
from the -also social- "level of consciousness",it 1is to
labour and production as a transhistorical essence of man
that he resorts. Production is seen as the deter-
minant instance of the social and the development of
production provides an evolutionary theory of his-
tory.Finally, the analysis of capitalist production is
founded on the existence of a measure of "pure" 1labour
reflecting this "essence" and the passage to the highest
stage of development,a communist society,depends precisely
on the appearance of this essence as such, for the first
time in history.

The assumption of transhistorically constant elements of
human nature is not necessarily rejectable.It can be seen
in a positive light and espoused either as a theoretical
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principle or as an empirical generalisation or as both.**

It is,however,evidently contradicting Marx's own denial of
transhistorical human attributes.

It neutralises Marx's critique of philosophy since it af-
firms that the social level that is presented as outside of
and determining thought is itself wultimately rational
-reducible to a rational essence.

It 1is not theoretically defensible as a foundation of
Marx's own analysis of the capitalist mode of production in
"Capital",as we saw above. .

In so far as it supports a theory of history,as in the
1859 Preface,it presents a view of historical evolution
based on a necessary and unidimensional development of
productive forces that cannot be sustained in the light of
empirical material.“®s

In so far as it implies a transhistorical determinancy of
production as a specific social instance it simply projects
to the past a situation valid only for capitalism.A close
inspection of empirical material reveals it, therefore,to be
also unacceptable.*®

Finally it has consequences for the political project Marx
advances,neutralising any real autonomy from the part of

44, A recent example is G.A.Cohen's "defence" of Marx's theory of
history as it is presented primarily in the 1859 Preface.

45. One has to distinguish between a certain development of produc-
tive forces throughout history and the necessary and unidimensional
nature of this development Marx's argument requires.For comments see
D.Dickson,Alternative Technology and the politics of Technical
Change,London:Fontana-Collins,1974.Also C.Castoriadis "Marxism and
Revolutionary Theory" (1965) in The Imaginary Institution of
society,Cambridge:Polity Press,1987,pp.18-20.

46. The importance of production could be saved if we see it as a
function operating within diverse institutional forms,intermingled
with political or ideological operations.This is M.Godelier's argument
who presents it as an empirically testable hypothesis.(M.Godelier,The
Mental and the Material (1984),London:Verso,1986).In this formula-
tion,however,the significance that Marx attributes to production dis-
appears and the affirmation of its determinance becomes indifferent.
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political actors and having possible totalitarian con-
sequences. 7

For all the above reasons we have to reject the
"essentialist" elements in Marx's thought.Indeed it is easy
to see this essentialism as reflecting dominant
philosophico-anthropological assumptions of the 19th cen-
tury regarding the attitude of man towards nature,the ul-
timate rationality of history,the positive role of technol-
ogy,etc.As J.Baudrillard remarks:

"Radical in its logical analysis of capital,Marxist theory
nonetheless 1is sustained by an anthropological consensus
with the options of Western rationalism,in the definite
form it acquired in eighteenth century bourgeois
thought."47

Marx's work continues to be important precisely because of
his efforts to break with these assumptions and to in—
augurate novel ways of conceiving social phenomena.One has
to admit, though,that these efforts,precisely because of
their originality,remained partial and incomplete within
Marx's work.

Marx insists on the historicity of human needs and
values, rejects Hegel's idealism and advocates the
"materiality" of the social.Yet when he is to provide a
foundation of these assertions he reverts to labour as
human essence and to an ultimate rationality of the social.

In so far as the coherence and foundation of his work 1is
concerned, Marx cannot avoid being a Hegelian.He breaches
new paths but he can not follow them sufficiently far.We
cannot, therefore,simply reject the "essentialist" elements
in his thought and "take out",as it were,the elements that
break with this essentialism.Because of the foundational
role of the former,the later -the elements that break with
19th century rationalism- cannot stand alone.They cannot be

47. J.Baudrillard,The Mirror of Production (1968),St.Luis:Telos Press,
1975,p.32 '
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simply "taken out" from the the framework that supports
them.

The example of Althusser's interpretation of Marx is in-
structive in this respect.Althusser explicitly wants to
reject all the historicist and essentialist elements in
Marx.To do so he discards the whole of early works and con-
centrates primarily on "Capital" which he considers as
denying any "homogeneous space of given (economic)
phenomena"” defined by an "ideological anthropology" as in
Classical Economics.Yet he retains the relevance of surplus
value as the element that ties the capitalist mode of
production together,as a structural causality "visible and
measurable only in its effects".#®

Althusser does not recognise that to define value -and
consequently surplus-value - through labour necessitates a
homogeneous, simple,abstract 1labour which can be introduced
in Marx's description of the capitalist mode of production
only as a Hegelian "inner essence",reproducing the

"homogeneous space" of classical economists.Thus the ele-
ments Althusser wants to avoid creep up by the back door.A
Marx "purified" of all essentialism seems an impossible
project.

If certain elements of Marx's theoretical edifice are to
be retained, therefore,while a stand is taken against the
essentialist elements,an alternative theoretical grounding
for the former has to be provided.Only thus can they ac-
quire a theoretical significance.?®*®

We can consider as the starting point of the present en-

48. L.Althusser & E.Balibar,Reading Capital (1968),London:New Left
Books,1970.For a more detailed reference to Althusser see the follow-
ing chapter.

49. The above critique of Marx concerns his general theorisation of
the social.The rejection of central elements of this theorisation does
not,however, necessarily invalidate Marx's more substantive
analyses, for example parts of his analysis of capitalism,class
struggle,etc.These theses have to be separately addressed and
evaluated.
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quiry,the examination of such alternative frameworks:>°

How can we retain the specificity Marx assigns to a level
of the social as distinct from both "nature" and "forms of
consciousness" without seeing this specificity as the
reflection of a transhistorical essence of man developing
throughout history?

Are we obliged to choose between a transhistorical human
nature realised in history but independent of particular
men's thoughts or ideas and a subjectivist account of the
social? How can we conceive,on what anthropological model
can we base ourselves to accept that human action can be
separated from actor's own thoughts if it is not the ex-
pression of a more fundamental human essence?

How can we,in other words,retain the specificity Marx
proposes,while adhering to his own denial of transhistori-
cal human nature and his anti-individualism?

And if so,what kind of theory of history can we then
propose? _

Moreover, could such an alternative framework allow us to
reconcile a structural determination of the individual with
the necessary autonomy a political project requires?

These are the questions we start from.

50. Unlike Althusser,we do not want to engage in some form of Marxian
exegetics in order to retain a "Marxist" theory.We do want,however,to
explore the questions opened. )
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II. A THEORETICAL OVERVIEW

We can attempt now to situate our inquiry with respect to
different approaches that have been developed to account
for the social,as far as its foundational moment is con-
cerned.

By necessity such an attempt will be very superficial
regarding the discussion of the authors mentioned:its ob-
ject 1is rather to delineate the broad lines of different
approaches than to discuss in depth these authors, the
diversity or the contradictions within their work.It is a
sketch rather then a detailed map,providing simple bearings
on a landscape of extreme variety and complexity.

1.THE EMERGENCE OF THE MODERN CONCEPTION OF THE SOCIAL
Pre-enlightenment thought

The conception of the social -of "society"- upon which the
social sciences are based,is a relatively recent one.Up to
the 18th century,the social 1is seen as transparent and
self-evident:1It is relations between men,men in the given
positions they occupy by birth and which are little ex-
pected to change in the course of their life: The serf
is the serf and the lord the lord.Their relationship, 1in
its asymmetry,its distribution of power and exploitation is
known to both and accepted as natural.

The social is nothing more (or less) than what people do
in their everyday action:exchange,fight,worship,etc.The
actors' positions are fixed and so is the stage.As for his-
torical time it is the circular time of the same,
homocentric cycles around a fixed centre.

The etymology of the Latin "societas",corresponding to the
Greek "koinonia", 1is revealing.The Greek "koino"(s)" and
its Latin translation "socius" denote the fellow, the
sharer, the partner, the comrade, the companion, the as-
sociate, a person in short that shares a common element or
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project. Correspondingly the nouns "Koinonia" and
"societas" denote a fellowship, an association, a union, a
community, a "society" implying wunion for a common

purpose.?

Enlightenment thought

The Enlightenment subverts not the transparency of social
relations,but the naturality that legitimised them.This
subversion operates on the level of the individual, which
is portrayed not any more as a function of the social posi-
tion he occupies,but as a transhistorical, immutable es-
sence, a human nature upon which the different social posi-
tions are engraved.All persons partake of this nature,
hence all persons are primarily the same .It is only as a
result of differential social conditions that we have serfs
and lords.

Thus for the 18th century the question of the social
circles around the problem of order:since the individuals
can exist as isolated, autonomous monads the question of how
and why is their co-existence in society possible
arises.The two poles of the spectrum was to consider this
co-existence as necessary for the protection of all
(Hobbes,Locke) or as a burden that prevents the happiness
inherent in men's natural condition (RousseauZ).

For Rousseau the whole of "society" is a burden to man,
introducing inequality, divisions and unhappiness to a
natural state of much greater freedom and happiness.It is
therefore through the restriction of power to the general
will manifested in the ‘'"social contract",through the
development of men's own inherent nature that the social

1. See for example Lewis and Short,A Latin dictionary,0Oxford:Clarendon
Press,1945.

2. The classic text being Rousseau's "Discourse on the origin of

inequality"(1755) as also his "Social Contract" (1762).Both in The So-
cial Contract,London:Everyman's,1973.
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institutions suffocate (as his "Emile" for example
indicates), that the inequalities of civilisation can be
tackled.

The Enlightenment reactivates the Christian dogma of an
equality of all men at birth -a dogma that has been
neutralised by the role assigned to the Church in Medieval
times- secularises it, and combines it with a political
philosophy drawn from Classical Athens.

An ontological position - that of the Christian dogma- is
added to a theory of politics that did not presuppose it.
(Aristotle's Politics , for ex, nowhere evokes a natural
equality of men). Thus the political project is reinforced
and the personal ethics of Christianity (also going back to
the Stoics) are broadened to political ones.

The individual assumes therefore a fundamental position:
he Dbecomes, as embodying a transhistorical,unitary,
autonomous and self-sufficient human nature,the foundation
of the social relations he partakes into.In addition, for
the critical approach exemplified by Rousseau, since these
relations are ones of inequality,in contrast with the
equality of "the state of nature",this human nature becomes
the basis of a critique of society.

The legacy of the Enlightenment is still with us,in both
its ontological assumptions and its critical function. But
what mediates it is the emergence of a conceptualisation of
the social that departs from the assumption of transparency
of social relations Enlightenment thought shares with the
earlier one.>

3. There are approaches in social science and philosophy that go
directly back to the Enlightenment's notion of individual. Ethical &
Political Philosophy is often such a case.In his "Theory of justice",
for ex, Rawls remarks "I have attempted to carry to a higher order of
abstraction the traditional theory of the social contact as repre-
sented by Locke, Rousseau and Kant" (J.Rawls, A Theory of justice,
Oxford:0xford University Press,1972,p.viii).

These approaches disregard precisely the modern conception of the
social and the body of though it has given rise to.Whether such a
neglect is permissible is -at least- highly doubtful.
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The emergence of the modern conception of the social

As with Enlightenment thought which was closely 1linked
with the ascendance of the bourgeoisie,the emergence of the
modern notion of the social is closely linked with the
gradual but obvious increase in national wealth (linked to
what was to be later termed the capitalist mode of
production).?

From the middle of the 18th century already an "Inquiry
into the causes of the Wealth of Nations" becomes necessary
since this wealth appears as visibly accumulating®.The cru-
cial point was, however, that this accumulation was not an
expected consequence of planned actions. It appeared as an
unexpected result of actions seemingly unrelated and
definitely having personal gain rather than any aggregate
increase of wealth as their immediate aim.

In contrast to the transparency of social relations up to
that point, a new phenomenon, obviously a social product
but equally obviously not an anticipated one, appeared.®

Breaking with the Physiocrats, A.Smith inaugurates classi-
cal economics, seeing the increase in productivity as the
result of the division of labour,in turn correlative to the
extension of the market. The resulting accumulation of

—— i ——————————————

4. The "linkage" with changes on the sphere of the economy is not the
only one.There are relevant changes also in the political field with
the emergence of the modern nation-state as an entity founded on it-
self and not on some "external" source of legitimation as the Medieval
and Renaissance kingdoms were.

Undoubtedly changes of a related nature can be located on other
levels of social life as well.

Our only objective at this point is to establish the change 1in the
conception of the social.Linkages as the above do not concern us
directly.Even less can the formidable problem of directions of deter-
minacy within these linkages be addressed.

5. A.Smith,An  Inquiry into the nature and causes of the wealth of na-
tions (1784),Indianapolis:Liberty Press,1976

6. This is evident also in the meaning of the term "soclety".By the
18th century,the previous primary meaning of companionship or fellow-
ship gives 1its place to a more general and abstract sense
(R.Williams,Keywords,London:Fontana Press,1988,p.293)
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capital is seen as the reason for the wealth of England and
Europe.

Instead of exchange between classes, exchanges visible and
known (in the Physiocrats),the internal coherence of a sys-
tem that appeared without planning, that functions without
the actual knowledge of the whole,by the participants and
that, moreover, contributes to an increasingly accumulating
wealth,comes into being.

Two of the central underlying assumptions of earlier
thought are thus undermined:the transparency of social
relations, and the circularity of time. In their place a
systemic whole guided by an invisible hand and history as a
cumulative development and progress emerge.

As M.Foucault remarks:"From Smith onward,the time of
economics...was to be the interior time of an organic
structure which grows in accordance with its own necessity
and develops in accordance with autochtonous laws- the time
of capital and production."”

A.Smith refers only to the economy and indeed it is the
analysis of the economy that constitutes, for the better
part of the 19th century -at 1least until Walras & the
Marginalists- the most developed area of theorisation of
the social. (Ricardo and Marx being the primary examples).

Soon however, the modality of systemness and internal

7. M.Foucault,The Order of Things (Les Mots et les Choses,1966),
London:Tavistoc,1974,p.226

Foucault sees the change in the conception of the time of economics
as representing a general paradigmatic shift in the whole field of the
Western conception of the world,a shift that replaced the taxonomic
mode of conceiving of the classical era with a "modern" one.This
"modern" structuring of knowledge is characterised by the postulation
of autonomous entities with an internal time and dynamic:the time of
capital in the economy,the concept of life in biology,the concept of
language as a system.

Our presentation of the modern notion of the social owes much to
Foucault.However it refers to the "social" in a more general
sense,encompassing for example both "economics" and the study of 1lan-
guage.It does not follow,moreover,Foucault's strange taxonomy of the
"human sciences"(ibid,p.344ff.).
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dynamic attributed to the economy, as well as its relative
opaqueness in relation to the participating actors, were to
be transported to a greater system, "society", of which
economy was merely a subsystem.

Thus a certain rupture is introduced regarding both Pre-
Enlightenment and Enlightenment thought. Society, wunlike
pre-Enlightenment conceptions, is not the visible and
natural association of men in their different functions,but
it displays a certain opaqueness as well as a systemness
and internal dynamic.

At the same time,unlike Enlightenment thought, society ap-
pears as something not directly based on the individual as
a foundational autonomous entity predating it.

We can consider that the above constitute the two central
assumptions that mark a new "object" of study,society in
its modern meaning.These assumptions can be expressed as:

(1) "Society" as a structured whole is assumed to have
an internal coherence and dynamic

& (2) This whole is seen as independent to what people
consciously aim and thus a certain opagqueness o0f society
exists towards its participating actors.

This formulation is a provisional one, serving as a guide
to what follows from which it sought to be reinforced or
modified. Yet the fact remains that it delineates the
semantic borders of a "novel" object of study, covering
rhenomena which are either equally "novel" or hitherto went
unnoticed.

THE SEARCH FOR A FOUNDATION

Evidently such a "strange" object of study, "society" or
the "social" as the semantic area delimited by these two
assumptions, created obvious questions regarding the
theoretical foundation of its specificity.The questions
concerned both the scientific status of such a study and
the theoretical model that would account for the "modality"
of this sociai.
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We can say that, broadly speaking, epistemological
claims, following already established currents of Western
thought,alternated between an alliance to the methodology
of (positive) natural science and an idealist tradition in
which society appeared as the subject of history.Later,a
hermeneutic approach was added and a rationalism/ objec-
tivism replaced the early idealist approaches.

Parallely,accounts of what the social "is",primarily in
relation to the individual (the concept of the person as an
autonomous and in-dividual entity being a central and fun-
damental one in the up to then Western thought), took two
main lines of differentiation: on the one hand different
variants of individualism saw the social as produced by
individuals; on the other, "holistic" approaches asserted
the sui-generis and irreducible nature of the social.

In fact,epistemological and ontological claims were
usually inextricably intermeshed, the ones seeking to rein-
force the others and vise versa.Nevertheless the distinc-
tion can be seen as providing a convenient system of co-
ordinates along the axes of which we can attempt to situate
some of the main thinkers of the social.

2.POSITIVISM AND ITS VARIATIONS

INDIVIDUALISTIC POSITIVISM

We can thus define a first approach,aspiring to the
methods and form of the already established natural
sciences as a guarantee of scientificity,while at the same
time seeing the individual as the foundational point of the
social.Drawing upon the Enlightenment's assumptions in a
diluted form,it presented society as a kind of emergent
property of individuals put together,a system of relations
between individuals,or the result of actions by individuals
that had a bearing towards the others.
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J.S.Mill

J.S.Mill can be considered as one of the earliest and yet
most consistent and lucid exponents of this approach.

For Mill,there are certain given unalterable "laws of
mind, whether ultimate or derivative,according to which one
mental state succeeds another"®.These general
laws,considered to be constant, independent of society and
determinable, produce,operating in different external cir-
cumstances, through "character formation",different in-
dividuals. (And it is "ethology" the science that examines
this character formation).

Given these laws and the situations an individual faces in
his development,we can deduce the character of persons.The
aggregate of these results would give the laws of social
phenomena:

"Society 1is ...the actions of collective masses of
mankind...All phenomena o0f society are phenomena of human
nature,generated by the action of outward circumstances
upon masses of human beings:and if therefore, the phenomena
of human thought, feeling,and action,are subject to given
laws,the phenomena of society cannot but conform to fixed
laws, the consequence of the preceding."®

However,given the enormous data necessary to make accurate
predictions, it is impossible to expect from these laws the
accuracy that 1is possible in natural sciences:"There
is,indeed,no hope that these laws, though our knowledge of
them were as certain and as complete as it 1is in
astronomy,would enable us to predict the history of society
like that of the celestial appearances,for the years to
come."*°
Mill draws the analogy between the sciences of society and

8. J.S.Mill,A System of logic (1843),London:Longmans,1967,p.557

9. ibid.,p.572

10. ibid.
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the "inexact" sciences as meteorology.Indeed,Statistical
Mechanics and the Kinetic theory of gases which were
developed at around the same time,provide a pertinent
example: though the molecules of a gas have determinate
qualities and follow fixed and known laws,it is only ap-
proximately,and in a statistical way,that we can describe
the gas as a whole.

However,Mill does not actually develop the theory he
proposes.He only indicates a direction towards which such a
theory may be possible.His project 1is constructed around
two hypotheses:

(i)that there are "laws of the mind" that have the
modality of natural laws,i.e that they are constant and
-given the same conditions- produce the same results,and
which,moreover,are part of a human nature outside any
"social" influence.

& (ii) that we can infer from these laws,in a suitable
manner, laws for the whole of society,while acknowledging
that the number of facts and conditions makes any accurate
prediction,in the manner of natural sciences, impossible.

The internal coherence of these laws would account for the
internal coherence the social exhibits.And their non-
evident nature,plus the number of facts needed to infer any
result,would account for the individuals' ignorance of the
effects of their own actions on a societal 1level,i.e for
the opaqueness of the social.

Thus the social can exhibit both an internal dynamic and
opaqueness vis-a-vis the individual actors comprising it
and be seen as ultimately reducible to these in-
dividuals.Mill's is an attempt to retain the individual as
the foundation but,unlike Rousseau,Hobbes or Locke,also to
account for the features of the novel notion of the social
(while also drawing from the methodology of the natural
sciences).

The above assumptions are implied in Mill precisely as
hypotheses to be verified and corroborated by further
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evidence and theoretical elaboration.However,Mill provides
neither any real "laws of the mind" except some vague ex-
amples nor,more importantly,any connection between such
laws and societal laws.In so far as he proposes any of the
later,he more or less accepts Comte's scheme and a progress
though stages,as self-evident:"It is easily seen,for in-
stance,that as society advances,mental tend more and more
to prevail over bodily qualities and masses over in-
dividuals...the military spirit gradually gives way to the
industrial."*?*

Thus Mill stands at a crossroads.He wants to affirm a con-
nection with both Enlightenment and Natural science and yet
to theorise the social as a distinct 1level.He indicates
what has to be assumed to do so.And he leaves the matter at
that point.

His position,which can be called with justification
"positivistic individualism",remains a well thought and
plausible one.However,more than a century later, the two
central assumptions on which it is based have not been
reinforced or,even less, "verified".

Thus,pfoponents 0of individualism have either remained
faithful to an insufficiently theorised "methodological
individualism"*2,in fact an impoverished version of Mill's
position,or they have turned to a kind of "interpretive
individualism" which departs from Mill's positivistic as-
sumptions (and which we shall discuss below under the head-
ing of hermeneutic approaches), or,finally,they have put
emphasis on the epistemological argument rather than on the
actual explanatory one as in neoclassical
economics, rational choice theory,etc. to which we turn.

11. ibid.,p.603

12. see for example J.Watkins,"Ideal types and historical explanation"
(1952) ,"Historical explanation 1in the social sciences" (1957) and
"Methodological individualism:a reply" (1955) in J.0'Neil (ed.),Modes
of individualism and collectivism,London:Heinemann,1973.
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Neoclassical Economics,Rational Choice Theory,etc.

Behaviourism and "experimental" methods in psychol-
ogy, rational choice theories,game theory,marginalist
-neoclassical- economics and other approaches,all share a
turn to a positivist epistemology -or even to an ultra-
positivist one- as their justification.

They claim an absolute similarity of method with that of
natural sciences (having in mind classical mechanics rather
than quantum physics).Thus they present their assumptions
as strictly of a hypothetical nature,not claiming any ex-
planatory value as such,but leading to results which are
empirical regularities,in the manner of physical laws,or to
correlations between facts,and possibly even to predictions
as to the future state of events.Because of these results a
wider validity of the approach is claimed.

Marginalist economics, in particular,can be considered as
the paradigmatic form of <this kind of approach.Starting
with Walras, Wicksell, Bohm-Bawerk, etc., marginalist
economists abandon any inquiry into an ultimate measure of
value,a concern that has occupied classical economists,as
also any inquiry into the causes of wealth,and concentrate
on short term analysis,mathematisation and definition of
conditions of equilibrium.While they self-knowingly reject
any "metaphysical" inquiry such as the dquestion on the
foundation of value that occupied their predecessors,at the
same time they limit the scope of economics into providing
management'3 tools for an economy whose emergence, long-term
prospects, internal dynamic,etc. are taken for granted and
as outside the purpose of their inquiries.

Given the specific nature of the capitalist economy a cer-
tain degree of success in describing micro-economic be-
haviour,making short-term predictions and an overall

13. As S.Amin remarks in Accumulation on a World scale,Sussex:The Har-
vester Press,1974
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management of the economy was generally poésible.Hence mar-
ginalist economics came to be considered as economics tout
court and any deeper inquiry as irrelevant.

Similarly,game theoretic or rational choice action models
could also claim a certain suitability at describing
specific -and limited- social and political phenomena.**

However, it is evident that the relative success of these
approaches was possible only in 1limited and highly sys-
tematised systems (as,for example,the economy of advanced
capitalist countries) and this only in periods of rela-
tively little structural change.Results were not obtainable
in 1long term predictions or in broader systems and no
"laws" of any kind were actually established.

Hence the methodological stand could not validate the
theoretical assumptions which remained operative only in
small areas of the social nexus with specific characteris-
tics and for limited time periods.

HOLISTIC POSITIVISM

While the individualistic approach to which Mill wants to
base a positivist theory of the social has not been satis-
factory,another type of approach towards a science of the
social, still drawing from the example of (positive)
natural science was also proposed.

The crucial difference was that the social is not seen any
more as reducible to the individual,but is
posited as a sui generis reality which can be studied in a
manner similar to natural science.

We can consider V.Pareto and E.Durkheim as typifying this
kind of approach.

14. The work of J.Elster is a prime example of rational choice ap-
proach.For example,J.Elster,Nuts and  bolts for the social
sciences,Cambridge:Cambridge University Press,1989.See also note 33 of
the previous chapter on "rational choice" Marxism.
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V.Pareto

Pareto accepts the validity of "logico-experimental method"
for the study of society,a method which is subject to
"proof or disproof from the facts".He considers that
"economic and social laws as well as the laws of the other
sciences never suffer any genuine exception"*®,thus pos-
tulating an identity in the method of inquiry of natural
and social sciences.Unlike Mill,though,he does not at-
tribute these "laws" to the individual in order to
reconstruct society out of these "laws".

For Pareto,leaving aside external elements (such as
soil,climate,etc. as well as other societies),a society is
to be studied based chiefly on "residues",which are
"manifestations of sentiments or instincts".What people
think -what Pareto calls "derivations"- is only secon-
dary,since "human beings are persuaded in the main by sen-
timents (residues)".

These residues, however,are not individual ones.They are
rather broad social orientations of action which are
relevant only,and intelligible only,at the level of
society.They are propensities to act in a certain way, but
they are manifested only in actual social settings.Thus
they are not autonomously observable,but have to be
derived, post factum, from these settings.

By classifying the residues into five classes,Pareto can
present historical development as the growing or diminish-
ing importance of each class,concentrating mainly on the
first two (the one referring to "instincts for
combinations" and covering the ability for knowledge-
including scientific knowledge- ,the other referring to
"group persistence" and coverihg mainly relations between
people) .He does not adopt an evolutionary or even a
developmental view;rather,at least in principle,he advances

15. V.Pareto,The Mind and society:A treatise on_ general sociology
(1916) ,New York:Dover,1963,V.1,p.101
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a circular one.For example,Pareto takes account of modern-
ity by affirming that "class 1 residues and the conclusions
of logico-experimental science have enlarged the field of
their dominion" but he never implies any necessity or even
irreversibility in this fact.

It is consequently on the level of residues that Pareto
tries to establish uniformities or laws that would provide
a theory of the social.But as the level of intelligibility
of these residues is that of society,Pareto's "laws" have
to appear directly on the social level.

However,Pareto is unable to establish any "uniformities of
social facts",let alone "laws" in the manner of natural
sciences.He simply presents,in his "classes of residues", a
number of descriptive elements that can be distinguished in
different societies as well as certain remarks on the
variation of these elements in the development of history
or between different social classes.

Since Pareto's own methodological aim -the establishment
of social laws- is not fulfilled,his "positive" method that
claims a methodological identity with natural science can
be considered as inadequate for the social domain in the
context of a non individualistic approach (just as in the
context of individualist ones,as the case of Mill and his
followers indicates).

What remains is Pareto's account of "residues" as being
the primary "social" 1level,distinct from thought and yet
influencing (individual) behaviour.But what is the modality
of these residues? How can this level be approached if not
through the establishment of laws as Pareto had hoped?

The questions remain open.

E.Durkheim
Durkheim follows, to an extent, a similar path to
Pareto's.He wants to adhere to the maxims of positive
natural science while approaching the social as an ir-
reducible whole.
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Durkheim considers that what he calls the "comparative
method" and particularly its form of "concomitant
variations" which is the most suitable to the study of so-
cial phenomena,is a kind of "indirect experimentation".'®
Moreover,he claims that as far as social phenomena are con-
cerned, "to the same effect there always corresponds the
same cause", thus considering that a strict 1line of
causality can always be established.

However,he is forced to concede that even the method of
concomitant variations gives results that always have to be
interpreted, for example to establish whether two phenomena
that correlate to each other are both caused by a third,or
it 1is one of them that causes the other.Thus Durkheim does
not claim,as Pareto,the possibility of establishment of
fixed 1laws or uniformities.His positive method rests con-
tent with the possibility of simple inferences from cor-
relative phenomena.

At the same time,Durkheim strongly stresses -much more
than Pareto- the sui-generis character of the social,its
irreducibility,its exteriority to the individual which it
confronts as coercive (e.g.,the first of his
"rules").Indeed,his whole work can be seen as first and
foremost an attempt to establish this irreducibility.

Durkheim knows that to actually establish this ir-
reducibility and specificity of the social his "positive"
method is not enough,providing as it does a loose methodol-
ogy.He attempts, therefore,to provide a theorisation of the
social specific to this irreducibility.

Since the moral dimension of society has always been a
point of departure for Durkheim,his first attempt for such
a theorisation -in "The Division of Labour"- is to see
society as the "conscience collective"*7.The "conscience

16. E.Durkheim,The rules of sociological method (1901),London:The Mac-
millan Press,1982,p.147ff

17. On the translation of the terms as "conscience" rather than as
"consciousness", see Parsons's remark,in T.Parsons,The Structure of
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collective" is "the totality of beliefs and sentiments com-
mon to the average members of a society that forms a deter-
minate system of life of its own"?*8.

In 1later work,instead of this "conscience", the term
"representations collectives" is employed and a distinction
between "individual" and "collective" representations is
established,in a manner similar to the distinction between
"mind" and "body"'°.

As with the "conscience" which refers not only to beliefs
but also to sentiments,the "representations" are not seen
as necessarily conscious or ideal;their collective charac-
ter refers to the fact that they are "produced by the ac-
tion and reaction between individual minds that form the
society, though they do not derive directly from the latter
and consequently surpass them."2°

Durkheim does not deny the specificity of the individual
-either as "conscience" or as "representations"- nor does
he attempt to subsume the individual to "society".But he
considers that there 1is a region of phenomena,both
"conscious" and "unconscious",both "beliefs" and
"emotions",that are the product of,and are intelligible
only,on a "collective" level.The individual mind remains
Durkheim's model for society,which -society- he sees as a
kind of collective mind,as a "psychological type" similar
to,but distinct from the individual one.=Z?*

social action New York:The Free press,1968,p.309

18. E.Durkheim,The division of labour in society (1893),London: Mac-
millan,1984,p.39

19. E.Durkheim,"Individual and collective representations"(1898),in
E.Durkheim, Sociology and Philosophy,London:Cohen and West,1953

20. ibid.,p.24

21. At certain points Durkheim considers that there is also a qualita-
tive difference between individual and collective: "the states of
"conscience collective" are of a different nature from the status of
the "conscience individuelle" ("Rules",op.cit.,Preface 2nd edition,
p.40).In general, however,at this stage he does not amplify on any
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Thus society emerges as a super-individual entity,sharing
in broad the modality of individual minds but existing at a
superior level than these.Society is thus neither a
"natural" 1level,nor the product of individuals,but a kind
of human mind writ large.Z22

However, in his last major workZ3,Durkheim develops his
theorisation in a different direction.He establishes a dis-
tinction between concepts and categories of thought and the
level of society.Concepts and categories are generated by
society,by social "things" ("choses sociales") and they
express them on the level of thought.Ideas have a social
origin,they are "a natural product of social 1life".At the
same time,social practice -as for example religious rites-
is seen as embodying "meaning",a "meaning" that can be lat-
ter transferred to explicit "ideas" and "categories".

Thus "social life" appears as something meaningful and yet
as not reducible to ideas,concepts,categories,which it gen-
erates.Hence social phenomena appear both as expressible on
the level of ideas,as categories socially produced,and as
determining this 1level.Since also "social 1life" is not
reducible to "nature",a level specific to the social is im-
plied.

The similarity to Pareto's "residues" is,at this
stage,evident.A certain parallel with Marx can also be
drawn:the social is neither nature,nor ideas,it determines
categories of the mind and yet it 1is irreducible to
"nature" .Durkheim does not proceed further,like Marx, to
reduce this specificity of the social to a transhistorical

difference of this kind.

22. It is from this stage of Durkheim's work that Parsons draws,in or-
der to present Durkheim in his "Structure" as a precursor of his own
view of the social as a system of normative elements.

23. E.Durkheim,Elementary forms of religious life (1912),London:Allen
and Unwin,1961.
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essence,but he does not develop further his theorisa-
tion,either.

In the final moment,Marx has resource to a Hegelian essen-
tialism to provide a foundation for both its object of
study -production,economy and the whole of the social- and
for his methodology.

Durkheim advocates a positive study,without resource to
any foundational essence.Since, however, no strict
regularities or laws can be established (as Pareto had
hoped but as Durkheim himself had ruled out), the actual
scientific approach depends on the elucidation of the
modality of the object of study.

Precisely this modality, though, remains problematic.How can
"social life" be neither "ideas",nor "nature"? What is the
relation of this "social" to the individual?

We face, therefore,the same kind of questions that we en-
countered in Pareto,questions remaining open.

Positivism and Holism: some remarks

Pareto and Durkheim are unable to fulfil their promise of
a positive study of society as a sui generis reality based
on methodological grounds alone,because none of the robust
methods of natural sciences seem to be applicable on the
social field (uniformities, laws,strict causal in-
ferences,etc.).

They indicate therefore,by default,that such a positive
study has necessarily,to proceed,to clarify -besides its
specific methodology which cannot be identical to that of
the natural sciences- the specificity of its object
-society- as a separate object of study.Far from being
"metaphysical",such a theorisation is required if the pos-
sibility of any positive study is to be established.

Towards this direction,both Durkheim and Pareto offer a
number of elements,with Durkheim making a more extensive
attempt.These theorisations remain, however, tentative and
incomplete. |
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3.THE IDEALIST TRADITION I: FROM VICO TO MARX

The positivist attempts to provide a foundation for the
study of the social 1in either individualist or holist
variants, have been conceived always as an answer to the im-
plicit alternative,that which followed the idealist current
of Western thought.

This current sees the social not as the domain of
regularities or laws but rather as the domain of manifesta-
tion of a (hidden) transhistorical essence(s).

Man as the embodiment of such an essence,man as a neces-
sary "becoming" towards the realisation of this essence,is
a common element from the Stoics on to the Christian view
of the person.

It 1is to such a -natural- essence of man that Enlighten-
ment can base its critique of the social relations impeding
and hindering (or, for some,advancing) its development.

The end of the 18th and the 19th centuries saw the emer-
gence of a notion of progressive historical development.The
circular notion of time of the Middle Ages,still surviving
in the Renaissance, fades away,giving its place to a view of
history as developing in a unidimensional 1line,history as
irrevocable progress.

Such a notion of history required a subject that could not
any longer be the individual.The emergence of the concept
of society,in its modern meaning, provided precisely
that:society became the subject of history,developing it-
self trough historical time in a line of progress.Thus the
approaches to the social that operate within this tradition
are necessarily holistic rather than individualistic.

To the internal coherence and dynamic and to the indepen-
dence of the social of what individuals consciously aim, the
two central assumptions marking the modern conception of
the social,as far as the idealist tradition is concerned, a
third has to be added:history as a progressive development
and society as the subject of history.

All the early accounts of society partake of this view of
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history.Even before the modern notion of society emerged
-in A.Smith's theorisation of the economy- Vico based his

"science of history" on such a developmental scheme (age of
Gods,of heroes and of men, succeeding one anotherZ%).Comte's
three stages of human mind and the corresponding types of
society (theological-metaphysical-positive/theological-
military-industrial, respectively=®) is a similar case,as
also Spencer's principles of evolution=2¢.

What is not immediately apparent is that a notion of his-
tory as a progress necessarily implies a homogeneous plane
upon which this progress can be charted,a plane in itself
before and after history.A transhistorical constant is
necessary to account for historical development,a constant
that can be nothing else than a hidden essence providing
the arche and/or the telos of history.

Thus Vico's,Comte's,Spencer's projects,necessarily require
such a constant.It is the -fixed- laws of development of
the human mind (and correspondingly of society) that
provide it for Vico and Comte and it is the necessary at-
tributes of evolutionary development that provide it for
Spencer.These elements are not deduced from any facts, but
they are posited in an a-priori way,even when,as in Comte,a
"positivism" is advocated.They bear therefore the imprint
of the idealist tradition.

Hegel and Marx
It 1is with Hegel, however,that the full philosophical im-
plications of a move from the Kantian transcendental sub-

24, G.Vico,The new science (1744),Ithaca,N.Y.:Cornell University
Press, 1948

25, A.Comte,Physique sociale,(lessons 46-60 of Cours de philosophie
Positive (1830-42),Paris:Hermann,1975

26. cf. H.Spencer,First Principles (1862) and Principles of Sociol-
ogy,V.1 (1876) in Structure,function and evolution,ed. by S.Adreski,
London:M.Joseph,1971 and in Principles of sociology,ed. by S.Adreski,
London: Macmillan,1969.
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ject to society as the subject of history are
presented.Becoming,the realisation of man's inner essence
is seen as operating simultaneously on the domain of the
individual and that of history.A name is given to this
essence: Universal Spirit.The process of history is seen as
dialectical;and the end of history is explicitly posed as
the self-realisation of this essence: Absolute
knowledge, the Spirit reunited with itself.

With Hegel the fundamental assumption of idealism is ex-
plicitly presented:the invariable presence that has to
support any evolutionary trajectory appears as having the
form of ideal entities,as pure form or idea.lIt is precisely
because of this that knowledge can discover it:it has the
modality of man's own mind,it is a reflection of the same
forms reason has.

Marx powerfully transfers the Hegelian approach to the
study of society.As argued above,despite his denunciation
of Hegel he remaihed,at the core of his theoretical en-
terprise,very much a Hegelian.

Society is determined by the economy within which it is
the instance of production that is dominant.At the same
time historical development is based on the accumulation of
the results of man's productive 1labour (the forces of
production).It is man's fundamental essence, therefore,man
as a producer,that is both realised in history and deter-
mines society (which is the subject of this history).In ad-
dition,this determinant instance is a rational one since
production is for Marx the rational activity of man par ex-
cellence.

The seeming denial of the individual, therefore,in favour
of a "whole" that is the social,conceals nothing more than
the rediscovery of the human essence of "production"
-individual as well as collective- as the foundational mo-
ment of this "whole",and as the driving force of its
(historical) development.

Of course,as argued in Chapter I above,Marx is by no means
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only a Hegelian.He marks precisely an attempt to break with
Hegel.But in so far as he proposes a coherent scheme, it is
along the above lines that the scheme can function.

In general,the central assumption of the idealist tradi-
tion,that of an invariable essence behind the multiplicity
of phenomena,guiding their development being the end and/or
the beginning (the arche or the telos) of this development
and being accessible to the rational mind, thus sharing the
modality of ideas, found fertile ground in the sciences of
the social.

Being rejected from the realm of natural science,it seemed
that society,in the modern meaning of the term,was nothing
more than the domain par excellence of the idealist tradi-
tion.This dominance was reinforced by the fact that the
"positivist" method,which was conceived precisely as an
answer to idealism,has been unable,in both its holistic and
individualistic variants,to offer an alternative suffi-
ciently solid to counteract it.

However, the earlier,most historicist forms of this tradi-
tion were to give their place to less extreme ap-
proaches.The overall historical pattern of societal evolu-
tion became a less pronounced feature while the
reducibility of society and history to transhistorical, a-
priori categories remained.We shall return to these ap-
proaches after an examination of the other major epis-
temological paradigm for the human sciences,that of her-

meneutics.
4 . THE HERMENEUTIC APPROACH

W.Dilthey
Dilthey is the principal pioneer of an attempt to estab-
lish a foundation of the possibility of social study dif-
ferent from both positivism and from the idealist tradi-
tion.
As Gadamer remarks,Dilthey's work can be seen as an im-
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plicit response to book VI -"On the 1logic of the moral
sciences"- of J.S.Mill's "Logic";Dilthey wants to disavow
Mill's positivism and individualism,to reject the causal
relationships of an empiricist positivism,while at the same
time taking his distance from Hegel and idealism ("Hegel
constructs metaphysically.We analyse the given."27).

Dilthey's approach,in contradistinction to the above,is
based on the "objectifications of life"."Life" is for Dil-
they not a realisation of spirit as in Hegel,but the
primary and irreducible creative reality that replaces the
notion of spirit:"life contains -the sum of all mental
activities".

The objectifications of life,which are the "subject-matter
of human studies",cover "from the distribution of trees in
a park, the arrangement of houses in a street,the functional
tool of the artisan,to the sentence pronounced in the
courtroom=2, ., .the objective mind embraces language,custom
and every form or style of life,as well as the
family, society, the state and the law=°".

All these "objectifications of 1life" have a structural
form which has to be constructed from the given historical
reality in the process of "understanding":

"We cannot understand the objective mind through
reason,but must go to the structural connections of per-
sons,and by extension,of communities".=3°

27. W.Dilthey,Selected Writings,ed. by H.Rickman (thereafter SW),
Cambridge:Cambridge University Press,1976,p.194

Dilthey's account of his "hermeneutic" approach to the sciences of
the mind -Geisteswissenschaften,itself a translation of Mill's "moral
sciences"- has to be reconstructed from his many works and frag-
ments.More suggestive are the fragments collected in Vol.VII of his
collected works,partly translated in English.Being not a systematic
whole,they contain contradictions and unfinished arguments.They indi-
cate,however,sufficiently clear,an overall direction.

28. SW,p.192
29. SW,p.194
30. ibid.
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The understanding of these "structural connections" is
coextensive with the establishment of a "meaning" to them:

"The totality of a 1life,or any section of the life of
mankind can only be grasped in terms of the category of the
meaning which the individual parts have for the understand-
ing of the whole...the category of meaning designates the
relationship inherent in 1life,of parts of a life to the
whole"3*,

Thus Dilthey distances himself from the tradition of
Romantic hermeneutics that had been primarily subjectivis-
tic.As far as the social is concerned it 1is a structural
hermeneutics that Dilthey advocates.

The structural wholes which can be seen as meaningful,
are both individuals, as historical beings, but also
relationships between individuals,referring to cultural and
generally social products:

"It would be very wrong to confine history to the co-
operation of human beings for common purposes.The in-
dividual person in his independent existence is a histori-
cal being.He is determined by his position in time and
space and in the interaction of cultural systems and com-
munities.It 1s the whole web of relationships which
stretches from individuals furthering their own exist-
ence,to the cultural systems and communities,and, finally, to
the whole of mankind,which makes up the character of
society and history.Individuals,as much as communities and
contexts,are the logical subjects of history."32

An individual life,a cultural system,a community,are all
to be seen, for Dilthey,as structural wholes through the as-
signment of meaning to their constituent parts,a meaning
that connects them and fuses them into a whole.The process
of "understanding",that attributes this meaning, is the

31. SW,p.235

32, SW,p.181
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distinguishing element of a hermeneutic approach.33

However,while the hermeneutic procedure seems to imply an
inescapably relativity,since the process of interpretation
is a relative one ,in fact Dilthey wants to claim the pos-
sibility of a final objectivity.The final aim of her-
meneutics remains the objective and absolute knowledge of
history:

"Our task today is to recognise the actual historical ex-
pression as the true foundation of historical knowledge and
to find a method of answering the question how universally
valid knowledge of the historical world can be based on
what is thus given."3%

"Life" is seen as "ordered towards reflection" and its ob-
jectifications as fully analysable by reason.The only
residue of wuncertainty in the understanding of history
comes not from the modality of the "objectifications of
life" but from the incompleteness of history.Just as "one
has to wait for the end of a life",equally one would have
to wait until "the end of history to have all the material
necessary to determine its meaning"3*®.Therefore the goal of
objective and valid knowledge remains always a relatively
incomplete one,but one in principle attainable.

Thus,while Dilthey rejects an empiricist positivism and
its causal relationships,recognising a specificity in
society and history,while also rejecting any a-priori
definition of this specificity in the Hegelian fashion,he
continues to consider a universally valid,an objective
knowledge of society and history as possible and as the ul-

33. It has to be remarked that despite his overall structural orienta-
tion,the model for this understanding remains for Dilthey the under-
standing of our own life,i.e autobiography:"the reflection of a person
about himself remains the standard and basis for understanding
history" (SW,p.218)

34. SW,p.195

35, SW,p.236
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timate goal of the "Geisteswissenschaften".

Therefore,although he recognises a difference in the mode
of knowledge of human sciences from the natural
ones,Dilthey still holds a belief in an identity of aim be-
tween the two in the possibility of certainty,objectivity
and universality.As Gadamer remarks, for Dilthey "historical
consciousness was supposed to rise above its own relativity
in a way that made objectivity in the human sciences
possible"3¢.,And although Hegel's a-prioristic metaphysics
is rejected,society and history continue to be seen as
primarily rational:not as the expression of an essence but
as fully accessible and analysable by reason.Moreover, the
only kind of ontology of the social that could support his
scheme seems to be an objectivist one,like ,say,Parsons's
or Althusser's. _

Thus Dilthey's intended break with both positivism and
Hegelianism remains a partial one.However,his initial ex-
position of the "objectifications of 1life",as structural
wholes constructed in the process of understanding, implies
a constant relativity in this "construction",rather than a
final "objectivity".Such a relativity,implying in turn a
radical historicity,would require the social to be seen as
always amenable to such constructions,i.e as a "field" em-
bodying meaning,and yet as never fully reducible to
them,i.e as not being of the same order as rational
thought.If so,Dilthey can be seen as indeed opening a novel
path,only that it remains an undeveloped possibility.

E.Husserl
Husserl did not explicitly concern himself with the
problems of social science,nor did he seek a foundation
for the social.Yet,within our context of inquiry, his work
is of importance both directly and as interpreted by
A.Schutz.

36. H.G.Gadamer,Truth and Method,London:Sheed and Ward,1979,p.207
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Husserl wants to transcend both empiricism and idealistic
objectivism as a foundation for the possibility of
(scientific) knowledge.To that aim,he posits an "ego
cogito" as the "ultimate and apodictically certain basis
for judgements,the basis on which any radical philosophy
must be grounded."37

This ego cogito,this primary consciousness, however,is not
a return to subjectivism and psychologism.It refers to a
transcendental ego and to a primary level of intentionality
which forms experience instead of being a residue of ex-
perience.

It is the "intentional morphe" that forms the material of
the senses ("hyle") and that creates a "meaning of some
sort"32 that characterises this primary level,a meaning
manifested in a paradigmatic form in the synthesis of in-
ternal time consciousness.

What Husserl posits is a level that precedes experiences,a
level of intentionality that gives form and meaning to ex-
periences and that can be used as the ultimate basis for a
philosophy of knowledge.

(i) This 1level appears as having a similar modality to
that of concepts and ideas to which it gives birth and of
which it is the supporting substratum.It is,nevertheless,
distinct from them, referring to a "meaning" of some
sort,though not necessarily to the explicit meaning of
logos.

(ii) This level appears initially in Husserl as generated
in each individual, though in a transcendental way.
Gradually, however,this assertion is seen as untenable.In
the 5th "Cartesian Meditation" the notion of
"transcendental intersubjectivity" appears,to give its

37. E.Husserl,Cartesian Meditations,Dordrecht:Martinus Nijhoff,1960,
p.18

38. E.Husserl,Ideas:Introduction to pure phenomenology (1913),London:
Allen and Unwin,1931,p.257
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place,in Husserl's later work,to the notion of "lifeworld"
(lebenswelt).Thus Husserl moves from "consciousness" and
"subjectivity" to "life" as the foundation of his
phenomenology.

It is the lifeworld that becomes the "grounding soil of
the scientifically true world".The lifeworld exists as the
"horizon of all actual and possible praxis",as the pre-
given and necessary "universal field"=3°.

Husserl does not explicitly incorporate into the concept
of lifeworld the totality of attributes of intentionality
and primary “meaﬁing“ he earlier attributed to the
transcendental ego.The 1lifeworld appears as a rather
unspecified substratum out of which knowledge springs.There
are,however,all the indications that the lifeworld can be
seen as the origin of this meaning and intentionality as
they are manifested in particular egos.

At this point Husserl's possible relevance to a theorisa-
tion of the social becomes obvious:

The level of intentionality and meaning that serves as the
"apodictically certain basis for judgements" for Husserl
can be seen as providing a theorisation of the primary
level of the social,as that which transcends individual
consciousness and action and yet is the origin of it.

The difference between what people think or consciously
aim and the direction of social totalities can be seen as
similar to the difference between this level and that of
full consciousness and knowledge, thus satisfying the second
assertion of the modern conception of the social.