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Can we defend Marxism against the charge of anti-humanism by allowing that it posits a form of methodological individualism?
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It might be usual to consider Marxism as being a social conflict theory whereby a concept of individualism is that of the result of social forces which are beyond the direct control of an individual; where the individual is not autonomous. In fact, it might be true to suggest that the social structure absorbs the individual. On closer examination of Marxist theory, it could be argued however that there is, present within theory, a potential lifeline in the form of methodological individualism whereby the structure itself assimilates individuals rather than absorbs ‘en masse’; that the social structure is wholly made up of the hopes, ideas, thoughts of individuals rather than a homogenised collective. Whether this might be considered a benefit of the bourgeoisie or a genuine basic human tenet may well be debateable however the typical view of anti-humanism is that historical accounts of man or a universal nature of man should be discounted as mythological or sentimental. This essay examines the plausibility of Methodological Individualism within Marxism and questions whether this successfully negates any anti-humanistic claim. (Marxists.org n.d.)

'My analytical method does not start from man but from the economically given social period.' (Althusser 2005)  
This can imply Marx’s empiricism (an epistemological a posteriori methodology) and cement an anti-humanist attitude however it could also be viewed that this simply draws attention to an enlightened atheistic thinker; (after all, pre-Enlightenment it would have been more likely to start with the proposition of a creation of God viz. man than a creation of man viz society). 
Classical Marxism takes a similar approach to Durkheim in as much as it is empirical in nature, and appears to ‘dethrone’ historical influence. (E.Durkheim 1982) 
 Durkheim as a materialist considered phenomena external to conscious humans as stable entities that could be scientifically verified. The role of human beings is that of interpretation of external facts/truisms. It appears that Durkheim’s dualist view credits nature above man in as much as it(nature) offers an opportunity for objectivity. If humans interpret society objectively this should lead to stability, a common understanding and common goal. Durkheim’s ‘sui generis’ is real society which is a consequence of, and not a deliberate creation of, human behaviour. Social facts can be known by applying scientific method to this objective epistemology; contrast to subjective individualist empiricism. (Colorado. edu 2004)
Durkheim and Marx do have a common view (loosely speaking) of the effect of the social environment on humans; Marx (in his German Ideology) suggesting that the very being of man is a social product.
Marx confidently proposes that as society progresses (which is a reasonable claim for an empirical view), development of means of providing for a developing society will be afforded, resulting in a communist society.
Marx’s focus is on objective shared human experience which results in shared human beliefs and practices. 
‘The individual is the social-being. Therefore, even when the manifestation of his life does not take the form of a communal manifestation performed in the company of other men, it is still a manifestation and confirmation of social life. The individual and the species-life or the species-life is a more particular or more general individual life’. (Marx 1977) 
  So even when not an active part of a community a human is still a part of the species and is by default not fully reducible to an individual. 

Consideration of the social order and the role of individuals within this system requires a holistic view to explain it. Durkheim ‘s focus was on the moral nature of a society with his ‘physique des moeurs’ (Godlove 2005)and that the innate selfish nature of humans would lead to disastrous consequences and a non-functioning society if some type of instruction and reinforcement was not in place. Durkheim emphasised the importance of socialisation and a social ‘collective’ conscience, and unlike Marx had a relatively optimistic view of external forces.
 Divisions within society be it of labor or education (for example) is not divisive as Marx might claim, but enabling as a moral process. This could be considered the hallmark of a civilised, functioning yet constrained society.
Durkheim makes an interesting point that individuals appear to be autonomous in so much as their perception of the ability to change society. Being a product of a society by default places limits on ability to self-determine to the point that independence might result in suspicion. His sui generis outlines the independence of society, although it appears as a close affiliation from man’s perspective.  

Durkheim could be credited when an astute observational claim that Man cannot live among things without forming ideas about them according to which he regulates his behaviour. But, ‘because these notions are closer to us and more within our mental grasp than the realities to which they correspond, we naturally tend to substitute them for the realities, concentrating our speculations upon them’. (Dukheim 1982) From this it is fair to suggest that man is interdependent rather than independent. 

Despite a vague relationship there is a clear distinction between Durkheim’s cohesive society and Marx’s controlling society. Society can not escape from Materialism whereby individuals within a group are related to the point of interdependence. The mode of production is tied to the economic underbelly of society; by entering an indefinite contract not only of means of production but surrendering independent will. This has a detrimental affect rather than a cohesive, strengthening affect. Conflict of interests between the productive forces of society and the existing relations of production with the economic base of historical materialism. (UWTSD 2017)

Marx’s attitude towards historical Materialism is interesting where he acknowledges the validity of it yet adds a progressive dialectic element. The evolutionary nature of society can be considered development but not with a focus on individual human ontology but on the material world; what is tangible, not metaphysical. One could credit Marx with adopting an atheistic/materialist world view of systematic processes and not sporadic ideas of a mind. It is no surprise that Marx takes this view in order to dispel myths harnessed by the more dominant groups in society such as established religions or monarchy. Marx does recognise the value of social structure in making sense of human ideas and behaviour but that the nature of the unequal and, for most, onerous structure ferments conflict.

Althusser in ‘for Marx’ is quite clinical in his precis of Marx’s early ideas on humanism. That Marx seeks a scientific theory for society; as though natural law is a less than ideal approach. Whether this is an accurate account of what Marx sought to do or whether it suits Althusser if this is the case is debateable. Certainly, in Marx’s early writings 1837-1844 it is unclear if his ideas align with anti-humanism. 
Later, when examined by Althusser there is the suggestion of man never being fully autonomous.  All ideas are the product of society with the purpose of being useful to society. It appears that Althusser assumes this skeptisim by dismissing history, segregating human and nature to the point of alienating the traditional idea of nature. He is clear about individual groups being constrained by the very structures within society and it has been suggested that the power within society is not with the individual or even a group but the system itself. This proposition does lend itself to anti humanism by suggesting that it is the social structure that has the power regardless of whom (or what) is enabling the structure. However, this might seem like an interesting angle to take. It might appear that the Proletariat could in fact be instrumental in the functioning of said structure in which case it could benefit the poorest, but the very fact that the power is within the structure and not the people it will make no difference, the Proletariat will be functioning in accordance with a capitalist system as though they were Capitalists. (T.Bilton 2002)


The individual in Marx’s theory of society has been, to some extent, the antagonist, driving societal change to benefit the few who gain the means of production = power and ownership = dominance. Any change within the mode of production, which is inevitable but potentially threatening, is quashed. 
The Proletariat are a product of the social order of individuals who, it could be argued, struggle to make some type of ontological distinction between being a part of a subordinate group and having an individual being. Having social consciousness which is engineered to be passive or an individual conscience which is equally passive; a result of social conditioning.
Social reality is bleak for Marx. He does not deny the individual human a consciousness but is sceptical as to its origins and an individual’s ability to detract from it.

A possible argument is that human consciousness itself is a means of production; it is socialised in such a way as to believe, hope and desire in order to achieve the greatest benefit to productivity. The ‘ability’ of introspection being a ploy; the very fact introspection occurs gives individuals a private sense of self ownership but the fact that the ideas do not originate from them is inconsequential.

Marx highlights the link between man in his natural state, a species-being. (Marx, Selected Writings 1977) and the explanation of how man has undergone some type of epiphany whereby natural behaviour has become human behaviour and human essence has become natural essence.
 It is not evident from this that man is not an individual; Marx later suggests that man in his individual existence is still a communal being. It is certainly not the case from this that Marx is anti-humanist; quite the contrary. There is a distinction between humanism and materialism and because humanism is naturalistic, as is history, then it opposes materialism and idealism. The very fact that man is being forced into an anti-natural state viz. a structured society, results in anomie. The more conflict increases, the further away man seems to be from nature. Marxism could even be praised as being the antithesis of anti-humanism as it appears that Capitalism is man’s nemesis.

 Man, in addition to being objective and sentient is a ‘being that exists for himself’ this claim evokes a ‘potentially controversial’ epistemological response, that man may well be emergent in any society that is not nature. This might explain why not only Capitalism but Communism too might be deemed anti-humanist, but are in fact not.
 Lewes argues that effects are emergent if they can not be forecasted or predicted; man in a non-natural environment, be it a structured society or state of Socialism can behave unpredictably and often negatively, Lewes suggested that ‘civilization itself could evolve at a rate much faster than the physiological and mental capacities of humans themselves’. (G.Hodgson 2004)
Of course Marx accuses Capitalism of alienating humans but it could be that alienation is a causally predictable state and therefore natural and arguably not anti-humanist. (This may be pushing it too far but the idea of emergence is worth some consideration). 

Weber’s fundamental proposition of methodological individualism lies with the only empirical truth, that of the human being; society is composed of individuals and as such all ideas of structure and society should begin with the human individual. Of course, Durkheim was not in agreement with Weber’s focus on the individual; understanding the individual in order to actively effect society through social action.   
Watkins continues in this vein although acknowledging that social phenomena are fully reducible to individual human beings; their unique hopes, desires and so on. (Routledge 2017)
It could be considered a bold claim to assert that anything that is not ontological is fully reducible to something that is ultimately ontologically reducible but this doesn’t necessarily detract from what Watkins is proposing.

Revisiting the concept of Anti-Humanism proposed by Louis Althusser it seeks to dispel the traditionalist ideas of human nature. The Enlightenment actively encouraged the optimistic humanist with Humean ideas on the reasoning ability of humans and Kantian good will and rationality.
Humans have a ‘built in’ ability to make reasoned judgements and can strive for a fair and just society. If reason allows individuals to be autonomous the idea is that this in turn will be beneficial to all. It simply would not make sense to deprive anyone of their ability to reason; this would be counter-intuitive for any social group.
Marx traditionally understood as champion of the people as a collective, could be In contempt of the true nature of humanity. Using the collective as a charade for what he stands accused of is in fact a form of methodological individualism, of which he denies.

Habermas’approach to Marx could be considered rational and beyond the theoretical, which Marxist theory inevitably is. His theory of communication seeks to further develop the understanding of humanity. By the focus shifting to language use Habermas is acknowledging what is arguably the key tool of progression which is emancipation, but this also serves as a constraint. Although fiction, Newspeak in Orwell’s Oceania was instrumental in the containment of individual thought and development; ultimately leading to loss of personal identity.
 Language purporting to be the mode of thought articulation Habermas makes an astute observation that modern society is still under construction but the final result need not be destruction of social structure but development of structural systems and individual rationalism, which would result in  ‘a fully rational society’. What Habermas means by this is that society and rationality when working together can be fully emancipatory. 

The methodological individualist may argue (against the functionalist for example) that we might claim that social systems are in a sense self- endorsing. To consider a community, it is not necessary to consider or understand the individuals that make up the core of that community. For the Methodological Individualist, the community would start and end with the individual; it is the sum of its individuals. (S.Bruce 2006)
To suggest that Marx posits a form of Methodological Individualism is strange but possible considering it appears to be relatively fluid in how it is interpreted by Social Philosophers. 
Marx himself attacked Methodological Individualism with the declarative proposition against ‘the methodology of man’. He claims that ‘society does not consist of individuals but expresses the sum total of interrelations, the relations within which these individuals stand’   (T.Ball n.d.)

However, with closer investigation it could be inferred that Methodological Individualism is in fact the basis of all societal structure which can be fully reducible to individuals. The distinct beliefs, desires and thoughts of human beings that differ (even if they appear to be inextricable) from one another.   
Marx may not be alone in misunderstanding as it can be considered true that to reduce concepts such as fear, power or suffering there is the necessity to take into account more than one individual. 
So, for key focus points of Marxist theory such as conflict and alienation it would be reasonable to summise that this is irreducible to one solitary unit. This example however does not equate to no consideration of the individual. (J.Elster 2003)

Karl Popper made the assertion that we should never be satisfied with the term collectives and all social structures/institutions should be understood in terms of the individual. (W.A.Gorton 2006) Popper goes as far to declare Methodological Individualism ‘as a quite unassailable doctrine’. 
There are elements of Marxist theory that appear to favour a Methodological Individualist approach however Marxism,as a whole, cannot be considered a form of Methodological Individualism as Marx does his upmost to credit the collective over the individual. 
This does not however equate to anti-humanism. The accusation of Anti-humanism is bold and for the most part incorrect and would collapse with insufficient or misinterpreted evidence.
 It is reasonable to take Marx at face value in as much as the social structure is so ingrained into the human species that the majority ‘Proletariat’ are considered as simply a source of labor – measured in terms of utility by the conglomerate, which in turn appears to promote the Bourgeoisie individual in a Capitalist social structure – humans are either destined for the history books or stylized by the wealthy.
With this view, it can appear that Marx is anti-humanist but I suggest as a theoretical anti-humanist. Whilst it is undeniable that Marx moves away from the traditional anthropocentric dogmas that ruled over historical western tradition, Marx’s doctrine of freeing the working classes would imply individual liberation. He acknowledges the natural state of individuals and the consequences of alienation caused by the inability to self-fulfil. This is not the hallmark of an anti-humanist but neither does it suggest Methodological Individualism.
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