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Self and Society Assignment 1
Can we defend Marxism against the charge of anti-humanism by allowing that it posits a form of methological individualism?

Marx is often accused of disregarding the importance of the individual in society. His focus on the determination of social structures has led to the perception of the individual as merely an embodiment of structural forces. This has led to claims that Marxism is ‘anti-humanist’ placing no import on the ability for human agency.
In this essay I will examine the reasons why Marxist theory has received the charge of ‘anti-humanism’, focusing on some of the debates around this label. Then I shall move on to showing how the doctrine of methodological individualism has been used to incorporate the individual back into Marxist theory, whilst assessing whether methodological individualism is justified as a perspective within the Marxist tradition. 


To understand the term ‘anti-humanist’ it is necessary to understand what the those who espouse it are opposed to. The modern concept of humanism emerged from Renaissance Humanism which questioned the direct influence of God in human activity, whereby political and cultural achievements could be seen in a more secular light. During 18th century Enlightenment, humanism evolved to reflect a more negative response to religion, in that human values and beliefs were seen to stand alone, without the necessity of having a religion to support them. There have been many strands of humanism since, but the main premise remains, the belief in human emancipation – the idea that “humankind can rationally transform society through the agency of its own efforts.”.[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  Kenan Malik, The Meaning of Race, (London: MacMillan Press, 1995) pp 236-242] 

Indeed, Marx is often considered to have been a humanist. In his early works, Marx was interested in the concepts of alienation and emancipation. Marx contended that the state perpetuated religion and this was a force that alienated humans. The continued existence of the state means that man
still retains his religious prejudice, just because he only recognises himself by a detour and by the medium of something else…The state is the intermediary between man and his freedom.[footnoteRef:2] [2:   [1843] 1972. On the Jewish question. In Karl Marx: Early texts, ed. D. McLellan, 85-114. Oxford: Blackwell, p 92] 

So, for Marx, emancipation meant taking back these alienated forces and for man to recognise his own agency as a social force, “All emancipation is bringing back man’s world and his relationships to man himself.”[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Ibid p108] 

As Marx developed his theories, he shifted from a focus on philosophical analysis to political economic analysis. The philosophical concept of alienation becomes the reason why class differences continue to exist. Marx concentrates on how societies are organised, on the struggle over the ownership of the ‘means of production’, the tools we use to create products in society. This struggle creates a ruling class who own the means of production and a subservient class who must sell their labour to survive. Whereas earlier Marx had seen state perpetuated religion as alienating humans from their true agency, now Marx was stating that by having no control over the markets and the means of production, the working class were alienated from the products of their labour. Economic forces determine a society’s structure, and rather than being the creative centre of the dialectic process, human beings are merely playing roles determined by their position in the distribution of power. To break free from this alienation the working class need to understand their exploitation and change their relation to the means of production through revolution. The dialectic process for Marx was the recognition of alienation and exploitation, which led to an opposition to the status quo, the antithesis that results in synthesis or progress.
This change in direction by Marx has led to a variety of interpretations. Some have seen it as a fundamental shift away from a previously humanistic stance to a more structuralist theory of society. One such view came from French Philosopher Louis Althusser (1918-1990) who disagreed with the idea of humanism in Marxism and said that Marx’s early humanism was simply a holdover from his youthful Hegelian idealism.[footnoteRef:4] Althusser argued that humanism was not Marxism because it denied the impact that social and economic forces made on social systems and the humans which shaped them. Man did not make history, rather it was the actions of the masses who did. There was no subject in the masses, no human agent at the centre of their actions.[footnoteRef:5] For Althusser, Marxist theory analyses the way social structures such as education indoctrinate those in society. [4:  Louis Althusser, For Marx, (London: Penguin Press, 1969), p223-6]  [5:  Louis Althusser, “Reply to John Lewis” in Essays in Self Criticism by Louis Althusser (London: New Left Books, c1976), p46] 

Besides techniques and knowledges… children at school also learn the “rules” of good behaviour, ie the attitude that should be observed by every agent in the division of labour, according to the job he is “destined” for: rules of morality, civic and professional conscience, which actually means rules of respect for the socio-technical division of labour and ultimately the rules of the order established by class domination. [footnoteRef:6] [6:  Louis Althusser, “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses” in L. Althusser (ed.), Lenin and philosophy and other essays. (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1971), p6] 

Althusser is arguing that not only does education reproduce a diversified labour power but at the same time reproduces a work force that will submit to the ruling ideology of the established order and continue to work for capitalist production.
Althusser coined the phrase “anti-humanism” and it is not hard to see why. His theory denies that humans are autonomous, rational individuals, and argues that they are instead determined by the social structure and their relation to the means of production. The ideologies of society mould the individual’s beliefs, preferences and desires to the benefit of its own goal, the perpetuation of the existing balance of power.
However, Althusser’s interpretation of Marx’s later theories raises several problems. If one accepts that social structures indoctrinate ruling class ideologies and an acceptance of the economic balance of power, then there is no reason to believe that the subordinate classes would ever revolt. If the dialectical model is deterministic then either the system will be in a constant state of reaffirmation or the internal contradictions inherent in the structure will lead to inevitable change without the need for revolution.
Althusser’s theory has been criticised for being overly deterministic, placing no importance on the role of the individual. Ralph Miliband (1924-1994) labels such concepts as “super-determinism” as it fails to recognise any other roles a person may possess outside of his or her class.[footnoteRef:7] Miliband acknowledges that social structures affect the actions of members of society, but he also argues that human action can conversely have an effect on those structures. Human beings can shape society since by accepting beliefs and values they perpetuate societal ideology – but only if they continue to accept them. When certain values or beliefs are challenged, a human is contributing to a change in the social system, is shaping and moulding society. It is like a continual feedback system where various structures are either reinforced or challenged. Rather than seeing a social structure, such as the state, as one ‘collective’, it involves regarding it as made up of many human agents with varying degrees of power and influence.  [7:  Ralph Miliband, Marxism and Politics (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977), p8] 

Although Miliband didn’t affiliate himself with the term, his approach is very similar to that espoused by Methodological Individualism. Both theories incorporate three main features. Firstly, they are positivist – they believe that individuals are directly observable. Miliband accepted the concept of a group or ‘force’ but felt it was important to study the people who constituted it. Secondly, both theories are reductionist in the sense that in order to examine the effects of a collective such as the ruling class it is necessary to ‘reduce’ the study of their actions down to interpersonal relations of individual members. By studying these relations, we get a clearer picture of the intentions behind them. Thirdly, they are dispositional theories, in that no society is static and, depending on the will of individual members, social trends can be reversed or altered. This links in with traditional Marxist ideas of emancipation and revolution.
Norwegian social and political theorist, Jon Elster (1940 - ) is a strong proponent of methodological individualism. He disagreed with the concept of functionalism in Marxism -  that social structures such as the state or the ruling class reflect a single collective consciousness, a ‘whole’ who’s parts held no individual emphasis. He said it presumed a kind of objective teleology, an external purpose of a ‘thing’ rather than a person – “a purpose without a purposive actor”.[footnoteRef:8]  Such concepts fail to consider the individual members who make up the whole. He defended the use of Methodological Individualism, stating that [8:  Jon Elster, The Case for Methodological Individualism” in Theory and Society, 1982, (11), 454] 

all social phenomena - their structure and their change are in principle explicable in ways that only involve individuals – their properties, their goals, their beliefs and their actions.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Jon Elster, Making Sense of Marx, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, (1985), p5] 

Marxist theories traditionally focus on macro-structures, looking at large scales social structures such as the state, the family or classes. Elster argues that we need to study micro foundations instead, exploring the causal mechanisms of individual action as explanations for societal changes. 
To explain is to provide a mechanism, to open up the black box and show the nuts and bolts, the cogs and the wheels, the desires and beliefs that generate the aggregate outcomes.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Jon Elster, Making Sense of Marx, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, (1985), p5] 

So Elster is saying that it isn’t that the whole is more than the sum of its parts, but rather that it is the very nature of the parts that create the whole. Social structures and social change are a result of individual action and interaction. In fact, Elster argues that social phenomena should be explained by investigating not just the dispositions of individuals but also their relational properties as well;
…many properties of individuals, such as ‘powerful’ are inherently relational, so that an accurate description of one individual may involve reference to others.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Ibid, p6] 

Elster is interested in the process of social change. He sees a problem in explaining social change purely as a result of a collective consciousness. The traditional Marxist theory of revolutionary change states that class struggles over the means of production and resulting alienation will lead the working class to overthrow capitalism. However, Elster criticised the idea of assuming that the working class were united in one thought. For collective action to be successful, each member must trust that everyone will act towards the collective goal. Revolution will be less than successful if half the work force remains at home waiting to see if enough people have turned out to make it a viable option. In addition, if we acknowledge that each individual in a collective is a rational agent acting in their own best interests, then to maximise results it is tempting to let others in the group do the hard work whilst still reaping the benefits. Known as the ‘free-rider problem’, explained by Mancur Olson, it recognises the varying incentives of individual workers. Olson argued that we often assume that the characteristics of the group are identical to the characteristics of individual members.[footnoteRef:12] Whilst a group may feel that the resulting provision may be worth the group cost of the necessary action required, it does not follow that each individual feels the individual cost is worth bearing.  Although many theorists argue that Olson’s approach must mean a rejection of Marx’s analysis of class conflict, Marx himself did recognise a similar cross-cutting of incentives that occurred with the embourgeoisement of the working class. As workers earn enough to buy property and luxury goods they may feel they have too much to lose from the overthrowing of capitalism and cease to be potential revolutionaries. [12:  Mancur Olson, The Logic of Collective Action (Harvard University Press, 1965) Ch 4] 

The recognition that individuals make a choice based on the perceived choices of others and the expected benefits to themselves, led Elster to incorporate a rational choice perspective in his Marxist theory, saying that it is inseparably linked to methodological individualism.
However, this change of direction away from the relational Marxist research traditions has led to many criticisms. Jutta Weldes, whilst recognising the need for some changes in methodology to stimulate a ‘progressive problem-shift’, argues that these changes are a move away from Marxism to another theory altogether.
The adoption of a competing ontological stance thus results not in the reinvigoration of Marxist theory, but in its replacement with a competing research tradition.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Weldes, Jutta, “Marxism and Methodological Individualism: A Critique.” in Theory and Society, vol. 18, no. 3, 1989, p372] 

Weldes is suggesting that empiricist assumptions, and in particular methodological individualism are not conducive with the characteristically relational nature of Marxism.[footnoteRef:14] She insists that Marxist theory is concerned with structural analysis, and these must be considered first prior to the analysis of the ‘intentional behavior or interactions of specific individual.’[footnoteRef:15] With the rational choice perspective, and in particular game theory, the properties of the individuals are already established before the structure is created. It does not allow for the properties of the structure to have any influence on the character of the individual. Even if the values and beliefs we receive through socialisation become internalised we are still constrained by external influences. Other people’s values and beliefs place an external constraint on our actions, through expectations and sanctions. There remains the concept of a social influence, which Weldes says is not consistent with fundamental methodological individualism. [14:  Ibid, p385]  [15:  Ibid, p374] 

The debate about whether methodological individualism can be used in Marxist theoretical analysis, I believe pivots on the crucial point of where this analysis starts. If we start with structures, using macro analysis then the methodological individualism of Elster struggles to find a place, since it is concerned with micro foundations and the prior construction of the individual within social structures.
However, I don’t believe methodological individualism is only looking at individuals as atomistic, acting without reference to others around them. Methodological individualism accepts the significance of relational properties, acknowledging that individuals are influenced by their social position. Marx concentrated his theories on analysing the class struggle inherent in capitalist society over the means of production, but this does not mean we must interpret all social relations using a class analogy, nor an economic motivation. Class and the economy are not the only influences; individuals form relevant relations to social structures other than those directly concerned with the means of production. Individuals are not just workers or owners, they are husbands, daughters, council members and teachers. These roles do have power relations that are significant in terms of economic action, but they are also relations that have relevance for the capacity for social action and social change.
This brings us back to the initial discussion about humanism. As Miliband argued, deterministic theories fail to acknowledge the other roles individuals may possess outside of their class, and how these can have an impact of social change. Macro-oriented Marxism provides a possible analysis for the power relations of capitalism and the continued domination of the ruling class, but perhaps we need to look to other concepts as well to analyse social change. Social structures may influence and perpetuate individual properties, but individuals are conversely capable of influencing the structure of society and moulding social structures through action, not just as a class but along other lines, such as gender, age, and profession. As Marx and Engels said in ‘The German Ideology’ 
social structure and the State are continually evolving out of the life-process of definite individuals, but of individuals, not as they may appear in their own or other people’s imagination, but as they really are[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Karl Marx, Frederick Engels, The German Ideology, (London: Lawrence and Wishart, 1977), p164 ] 

Marx is stating that the influence of the state doesn’t necessarily need to be seen as an external influence as it is in fact a product of individual action. It ‘evolves’ from the actions of individuals and therefore any influence it subsequently has is a result of that action. Social structures will continue to influence individuals and perpetuate the status quo only until there is a change instigated by individuals, who in the event transform their own properties, values and beliefs, and then the whole system starts again.
Some Marxist theories could be interpreted as ‘anti-humanist’, but Marxism does not need to accept this label. The subject is an important factor in the creation of social structures and motivations for social change. Methodological individualism is a useful tool to analyse this individual motivation within Marxist theory.
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