Can we defend Marxism against the charge of anti-humanism by allowing that it posits a form of methodological individualism?

‘Although very antagonistic to liberal-individualism in his approach to the question of the individual in society, Marx was not a philosophical anti-humanist who denied the significance of the individual’.

Ian Forbes

It would be hard to overemphasize the significance of Karl Marx on intellectual thought. Since his passing in 1883, his political, philosophical and economic theories have been subject to a wealth of diverse interpretations; some heralding his genius, others his culpability as a progenitor of terrible totalitarian tragedies. Against charges that Marxism is anti-humanistic, Elster posited that the theory should be re-interpreted from the standpoint of methodological individualism. In this essay, I will show that, while Marxism as formulated by Karl Marx is not anti-humanist, as claimed by Louis Althusser, neither are the claims of Jon Elster an effective counter-claim. Instead the role of the individual in Marx needs to be affirmed as a complex participant in an equally complex social system.
Louis Althusser branded Marxism as anti-humanist both philosophically and theoretically. The French Structuralist Marxist, concerned to articulate an authentic reading of Marx’s thought, highlights the dichotomy between 'Young Marx' and 'Mature Marx'. He identifies that his early socialist humanism, most evident in Economics and Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844 was abandoned by 1845, and is incompatible with the scientific, structure-concerned theory of his later writings, such as Das Kapital.

Althusser sees authentic Marxism to be anti-humanist as it challenges the privileging of the individual. Althusser claims that Marx’s science of history has no place for such an entity as the individual, pointing to the Sixth Thesis on Feuerbach (1945) in which Marx argues that the true essence of humanity is found in the relations of heterogeneous individuals, i.e. in society. Althusser writes, ‘It is impossible to know anything about men except on the absolute precondition that the philosophical (theoretical) myth of man is reduced to ashes.’
 Althusser seeks to show that Marx’s notoriety is found in his radical disposal of the concept of the abstract individual.
In Making Sense of Marx, social and political theorist Jon Elster offers an alternative interpretation of Marx's ideas. Elster, who like Althusser designates himself a Marxist
, suggests that there are two distinct orientations in Marx's writings - methodological individualism and methodological collectivism – between which Marx switched back and forth. Elster argues that Marx sought to highlight the micro-foundations of macro-phenomena. As in science, ‘there is a need to reduce the time-span between explanans and explandandum […] in order to avoid spurious explanations’
, so methodological individualism, a form of social atomization, is a reduction utilized by Marx to emphasize that all social phenomena can only be understood in terms of the individual actors who are their architects. 
Ian Forbes offers an alternative reading to both the perspectives above. While he agrees with Althusser that Marx did make a break with philosophical humanism, he sees that the individual retains a place of value in Marx’s system. However, he notes that Marx did not explain social phenomena on the basis of the individual alone; the explanation for them must include reference to social forces and institutions to which they are interconnected. His interpretation of Marx here echoes the writing of Mandel who contends, ‘Individuals […] divorced from the social conditions in which they are embedded, are as unreal, abstract and metaphysical (mythical, pure products of imagination) as ‘history’ is in general and in the abstract’.

In relation to his understanding of man, Marx spoke of alienation. Althusser, arguing for an anti-humanist reading of the later Marx, identifies that post-1845 Marx had abandoned this early Hegelian and Feuerbachian influence on his thought. In The German Ideology, Marx speaks of ‘real individuals, their activity and the material conditions of their life’.
 Marx further states in the section on ‘First Premises on Materialist Method’: ‘As individuals express their life, so they are. What they are, therefore, coincides with their production, both with what they produce and with how they produce. The nature of individuals thus depends on the material conditions determining their production’.
  A dialectic between individual and economic forces appears to be clearly established. However, Althusser, seemingly selective in his reading of Marx’s work, claims that authentic Marxism is founded on the view that history is a process without a subject, as articulated in Marx’s later writings. He also detects abandonment of the early Marxist concepts of ‘the negation of the negation’ and ‘supersession’ (Aufhebung).
  
Alternatively, it is arguable that the development apparent in Marx’s writing is a change in terminology rather than a fundamental theoretical shift. The concept of alienation could be argued to be evidenced in German Ideology in which it is explained as the result of the division of the workforce: ‘the contradiction between the interest of the separate individual or the individual family and the communal interest of all individuals who have intercourse with one another.’
 Marx certainly never denounced the idea of alienation in any overt manner.
Elster sees alienation as a fundamental tenet for Marx throughout his work. He says, 
Alienation, broadly speaking, is predicated on the basis of a possible better use of the productive forces, and the contradiction on the basis of a possible faster development. Actually, the two phenomena are closely related. By suppressing alienation, free rein will be given to the creative abilities of the members of society. […] But, to repeat, this is only possible on the technical basis created by capitalism itself. It is the ladder that humankind kicks out from under itself when it is no longer needed.

Elster gives attention to Marx’s espousal of the self-realisation of individuals through a movement towards a socialist system. However, he suggests that Marx’s writing may be irredeemably utopian. He suggests that what ought to be supported is ‘the general ideal of equal self-realization, at least if the equality is that of material prerequisites for self-realization rather than of the extent to which it actually is assured’.
 Here he articulates a methodological individualism that acknowledges the concurrent value of methodological collectivism. This activity necessitates an assessment of gains and losses from the individual who will participate if it is deemed to be ultimately beneficial. 
The question of active or passive participation of the individual is one that has been the source of some dispute within Marxist scholarship. Having stated in his Theses On Feuerbach, ‘the human essence is no abstraction inherent in each single individual. In its reality it is the ensemble of the social relation’
, he paradoxically in German Ideology says, ‘Men are the producers of their conceptions, ideas, etc., - real, active men, as they are conditioned by a definite development of their productive forces and of the intercourse corresponding to these, up to its furthest form’.
 Regarding this some might propose that Marx seeks to adopt a functional individualism as an explanatory device in order to allow the subject an active role within the binds of the social structures.  
Some analysts of Marx have highlighted that his later writings are critical of human rights. Marx may be read as saying that human rights are a product of the very dehumanization they were intended to oppose. In German Ideology he addresses the concept of individual freedom directly: 
Only in community [with others has each] individual the means of cultivating his gifts in all directions; only in the community, therefore, is personal freedom possible […] In a real [wirklich] community the individuals obtain their freedom in and through their association.
 
Some have concluded that the result of this idea of interconnectedness and reciprocity in the relation between the subject and the social phenomena is a human freedom that is merely superficial or illusionary. A juxtaposing of the individual and societal forces in this manner seems to oppose a reading of Marx as individualist. Yet, to interpret passages like the one mentioned above as completely eradicating the subject, in the manner that Althusser suggests, seems a step too far. As Geras contends, 'to attempt to respond to that kind of argument […] by denying that there is a human nature, is to meet a powerful ideological opponent with a weapon that is useless’.
 Instead it can be concluded that the emphasis on freedom in Marx’s writing, which involves the inseparability of individual and community, where the individuals' collective use of reason is utilised to develop their concrete social relations as a proper sphere of realization of human freedom, highlights the value of the individual and thus jettisons the charge of anti-humanism. 
On the basis of Marx’s theory of man as Althusser understood it, he also sees Marxism as anti-humanistic in that it rejects a humanist reading of history which regards the patterns, orders and change in historical life to be evidence of human progress. He writes that Marx was responsible for, ‘the formation of a theory of history and politics based on radically new concepts: the concepts of social formation, productive forces, relations of production, superstructure, ideologies, determination in the last instance by the economy, specific determination of the other levels, etc.’.
 For Marx, transformations of society are not the activity of the individual; change only occurs when a mode of production, economic exchange or resulting class struggles call for it. 
Conversely, for Elster there is no ‘history’ endowed with a logic of its own that is separate and apart from the human beings who are its actors and participants. He emphasises the importance of showing the micro-foundations of collective action. For him, it is not sufficient to refer to shared interests as the ultimate impetus for the attainment of a political end; it is necessary to identify the individual-level circumstances leading to collective action. He highlights that, were this not so, free-riding and prisoners' dilemmas would make collective action unattainable. Elster criticizes Marx’s understanding of history, stating that it is halfway ‘between a fully religious and a fully secular’ vision.
  Elster seems, with his methodological individualism which treats history as episodes of individuals competing to resolve conflicting self-interests, to overlook Marx’s historical explanation of class society and capitalism.
In fact, in The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Napoleon, written by Marx between December 1851 and March 1852, he writes, 
Men make their own history, but they do not make it just as they please; they do not make it under circumstances chosen by themselves, but under circumstances directly found, given and transmitted from the past. The tradition of all the dead generations weighs like a nightmare on the brain of the living. And just when they seem engaged in revolutionizing themselves and things, in creating something entirely new, precisely in such epochs of crisis they anxiously conjure up the spirits of the past to their service and borrow from them names, battle slogans and costumes in order to present the new scene of world history in this time-honored disguise and this borrowed language.
A more plausible interpretation of Marxism here is to highlight, like Althusser, the involvement of individuals in constructing their own history. Marx’s optimistic material dialecticism explains the causes of developments and changes in human society by social classes and the relationship between them, bound up as they are with political structures and economic activity. While this is not methodological individualism in the manner conceived by Elster, it may be a philosophical methodology that gives credence to the individual while acknowledging the context within which said individuals are confined.
As evidenced above, modern scholarship is yet to come to an agreement on an authentic reading of Marx’s work. The status of the individual remains obscure. To read his work as anti-humanist or as articulating a methodological individualism are both problematic. However, a study of these varying interpretations can offer the discerning student some helpful insights which contribute to a more developed understanding of his theory. 
For those who read Marx’s writings closely, it seems undeniable that he affirms a form of humanism in his early work. Even Althusser supports this reading.
 To strip Marx, therefore, of his interest in Man would be to rob him of a central tenet of his whole system. Further, Marx’s own testimony in Capital Vol. 1 seems to implicitly repudiate any anti-humanist reading. He writes, ‘By activity in the world, and changing it, [man] at the same time changes his own nature and develops the potentialities that slumber within him’. 
 
It is my conclusion that Marx should be interpreted without full recourse to methodological individualism or anti-humanism.  Time and again throughout his exploration of the individual in history and society, he offers a critique of individualism while affirming the value of the individual. He values human agency as much as it helps to explain social and historical processes and he offers a sophisticated perspective on the individual within a specific society. To reduce Marx’s analysis to less than this would do a great disservice to a thinker who has shaped much of modern sociological thinking. 
Bibliography 
Nicholas Abercrombie & Bryan S. Turner, June 1978. "The Dominant Ideology Thesis".  British Journal of Sociology.
Louis Althusser, 1963a. “Marxisme et humanisme” Cahiers de l’Institut des Sciences Économique Appliquées 20 (1964): 109–133; tr. as “Marxism and Humanism” by Ben Brewster in For Marx (London: Verso 2005).
__________. 1967b. “La tâche historique de la philosophie marxiste” tr. by G.M. Goshgarian as “The Historical Task of Marxist Philosophy” in The Humanist Controversy and Other Writings (London: Verso 2003).
Benton, Ted, 1984. The Rise and Fall of Structural Marxism: Althusser and his Influence, London: McMillan.
Callinicos, Alex, 1976. Althusser’s Marxism, London: Pluto Press.
Elster, Jon.  1985b. Making Sense of Marx.  Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

__________.  1986d. An Introduction to Karl Marx.  Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

__________.  1988d. "Marx, revolution and rational choice" in Rationality and Revolution.  See M. Taylor, 1988.

Forbes, Ian., 1990. Marx and the New Individual, London: Unwin Hywin.
Geras, N., 1983, Marx & Human Nature: Refutation of a Legend, Verso, London. 

Harnecker, Marta, 1994. “Althusser and the Theoretical Anti-Humanism of Marx,” Nature, Society, and Thought, 7 (3): 325–329.
Harvey, David. “Political Theory,” Political Theory, vol. 14, no. 4, 1986, pp. 686–690. JSTOR.
Mandel, Ernest, 1989. Ware, Robert; Nielsen, Kai, eds. Analyzing Marxism: New Essays on Analytical Marxism. Calgary: The University of Calgary Press. 
Marx, K., 1983. Capital: A Critique of Political Economy; Volume I, Lawrence & Wishart, London.

__________.  1984. Capital: A Critique of Political Economy; Volume II. Lawrence & Wishart, London.

__________.  1984. Capital: A Critique of Political Economy; Volume III. Lawrence & Wishart, London.
__________.  1976. “Theses on Feuerbach”, from Frederick Engels, Ludwig Feuerbach and the

End of Classical German Philosophy, Peking: Foreign Languages Press. 
Marx, K., Engels, F., In Arthur, C. J., Marx, K., Marx, K., & Marx, K., 1974. The German Ideology. London: Lawrence & Wishart.
Miller, Richard W., 1999. Carver, Terrell, ed. The Cambridge Companion to Marx. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Narveson, Jan (2001). The Libertarian Idea. Orchard Park, New York: Broadview Press. 

� Marx and the New Individual, p. 220


� ‘Marxism and Humanism’, Cahiers de l’I.S.E.A., June 1964. https://www.marxists.org/reference/archive/althusser/1964/marxism-humanism.htm


� Though, according to David Harvey, ‘Elster’s rush to “disambiguate” Marx (his term, not mine) is so headlong that we find Marx’s contributions reduced to a rubble of statements that are either trivial and true or nontrivial and untrue’. Harvey, David. “Political Theory.” Political Theory, vol. 14, no. 4, 1986, pp. 686–690. JSTOR, JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/191290.


� Making Sense of Marx, p. 5


� Ernest Mandel, “How To Make No Sense of Marx” (1989). Originally published in Analyzing Marxism. New essays on Analytical Marxism, edited by Robert Ware & Kai Nielsen, Canadian Journal of Philosophy, Supplementary Volume 15, 1989, The University of Calgary Press, pp.105-132.


� Marx and Engels, Prometheus, p. 36-37


� ibid.


� The German word used by Hegel to express the concept of ‘overcoming’. 


� German Ideology, p. 22


� Making Sense of Marx, p. 518-19


� Making Sense of Marx, p. 518-19


� “Theses on Feuerbach”, p. 64


� German Ideology, p. 13-4


� German Ideology, p. 78


� Marx & Human Nature: Refutation of a Legend,  p.16


� https://www.marxists.org/reference/archive/althusser/1964/marxism-humanism.htm


� Making Sense of Marx, p. 109


� Althusser: Marx’s philosophical anti-humanism does provide an understanding of the necessity of existing ideologies, including humanism. But, at the same time, because it is a critical and revolutionary theory, it also provides an understanding of the tactics to be adopted towards them, where they should be supported, transformed or consulted’. 1967, p. 241


� Capital 1, p. 169





9

