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INTRODUCTION

o ——— e ———

This essay was stirulated, perhaps provoked, by my reading of Ferry Anderson's,
Arguments Within En.glish Marxism. Arguments discusses mntenporm-:,r .psrfn'.'llams, and
recalls previous debates between the editors of New Left Review and Edware

Thompson. It is, therefore, an entry-point into English Ma-risnm tRat 'is exemplary

in its tone, coverage and consistency, cin & j _ e

I am concerned, however, with one par;tin::.ular aéﬁect of the debate - the specific

form of scientific rationalism in Anderson's approach, and to a lesser extent in
Thompson's. In choosing to stress this aspect, I am not asking the reader io

accept the usefulness of claims to science or reject the notion of science_altugether.
“That would amount to an unhelpful either/or-ism. Instead, I hold that the social and
historical context of 'scientific' explanation presents problems, which have too
often been overlooked. I am concerned with views of Marxiss that assume an integral
continuity betuggg_buu*g_g?i_q;g_i_em_m its values and socialist and Marxist

derivatives. o . ) yH s
Because science and its connected values of a 'higher rationality?! have such
deep roots in Western civilisation, it has remained difficult to orasp the limits
of positive science. I do not argue against science and scientific rationalism
per se - indeed they are indispenasable as a part of Marxism, and for social trans-
formation. Dut I prefer to use the word 'science! loosely to nean 'really useful
knowledge': knowledge sufficently reflexive to allow other traditions such as
feminism parity, because they too are capable of assisting human emmacipation
in collective struggles. But bourgeois scientific rationalisn, throuch the appearance
of neutrality, does generate positions that are toc easily accepled as beyond
criticism, and Decome, in effect, idealﬂies of science. Hy mroject is to uncover
such ideologies, to realise then for what they are, and move beyond then, in
thought and politics. The emphasis on criticizing & certain scientific rationalisn
should be understood as a tactical position.

Towards the final pages of Arguments Within English Marxisz Anderson declares

support for a 'moral realism'. This is, indeed, what is required: a combination of
subjective and objective poles. But in my view, Anderson's vision is blurred by

a particular rational framework that limits his understanding of romantic, utppian
and moral values and perspectives. The primary aim of this essay is to develop this
argument in some detail.



ANDERSON AND SCIENCE

Arguments is both a theoreticzl and political intervention. Anderson affirms
the importance of Marzist historicgraphy and attempts to shovw that the study

of history is unprocductive withcut scientific theory. He is acutely oware

that the Althusserian noticns of science and ideology (as the only form of
knowledge and its antithesis) arc unacceptable. Instead, he affirms the 'canons
of modern science' and a kind of analytically superier classification of the
tools of historical materialisn. %We must look more closely, however, at

Anderson's definition of scicnce.

Althusser defined historical materialism as the 'scicnce of the higtory of
social formations'. Anderson still wants to meintain that history is a science,
but repudiates Althusser’'s theory of knovlcodge - both of science and of ideology.
Rather, he argues the proper Marxist method of investigaticn is compatible with
that of oodern science. Anderson’s cdiscussion of historiography gives us two
indications of the sources of his approach: the scientific tradition of

philosophy, and Popper's philosophy of science.

In the second paragraph of Arguments the clains of scientific philoscphy are

recalled in 2 gueotation frem Lucic Colletti:

One could say that there are tws main traditions in Vestern
philosophy in this respect: one that descends from Spinoza
and Hegel, and the other from Hume and Kant. These two lines
of development are profoundly divergent. For any theory that
takes science as the sole form of real knovledge, there can
be no guestion that the tradition of Humo-Kant must be given
priority and preference over that of Spino-a-Hegel. (p.6)

Anderson continues, 'the broad truth of this claim is incontrovertible'. We might
ask vhy Marzists must turn to the tradition of Hume-Kant at =117 Colletti pro-
vides us with an answer: .

Unless we are te accept dialectical materialism and its

fantasics of a 'proletarian' biclogy or physics, ve must

nevertheless acknovledge the validity of the sciences of

nature produced by bourgecis civilisation since the Renaissance.
Colletti is here referring to the influence of the work of Engels snd Plekhanov
on the subsequent development of orthedox, and in particular Russian Marxism.
Colletti's position (found in his From Rousseau to Lenin) is that Plekhanov was

fatally influencecd by the germs of an Hegelian cosomclogy and Spinozian meta-

2
physics, together with o monism derived from bhoth philosonhers.

The prcblem with Colletti's interpretation is that he asks us to accept bourgeois
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science as the only alternative to metaphysical dialectics. He is saying, in ek
that the necessary scientific basis of Marxism was constructed before Marx. The
are important reasons why Colletti and Anderson side with bourgeois science and

against interpretations derived from Marx's relation to Hecel. /Anderson views the

philosophy of Western Marxism in terms of two major opposed tendencies: first, the
Hegelian tendency, exemplified by Lukacs, Korsch, and the Franlkfurt school; second, th
more recent, anti-Hegelian reaction, exemplified by Della Volpe, 1letti, and
Althusser. Central to this opposition, according te Anderson, iz the question of
Marxism as science. For the Hegelians, science tends to De seen as a form of
bourgecis alienation; the philosophical critique of bourceois consciousness tends

to displace 'objective! analysis. The anti-Hegelians attack this Hepelian inter-
pretation of Marx, largely on the cgrounds that Marxism is science. But what does
this tell us about Anderson's notion of 'science! as it is derived fro= Colletti?

The theoreticist conception of science prevalent in the work of Della Volpe, Colletti,
and Althusser is founded on the dualistic theory of the source of lnowledge. T hese
philosophers examine the methodological and logical-structural! gimilarities between
Marxism and bourgeois forms of knowledge. For Colletti, Marist science is concerned
with the distinction between thought and reality; while Althusser seeks to distinguish
the real object and the ohbject of knowledge. This recurring opposition displaces

the dialectical reciprocity of form and content so fundamental +o dieléctica.l
materialism., HMarx castigated such Enlightenment materialiss in the Theses on
Feuerbach., EKnowledge that is separate from the object, from the social context, is

a logic that is neither 'about' the world, or "about! I'mman experience, It has

no claim to be called scienctific, i.f it does not present us with Imowledge useful
for social transformations.

This view of science has implications for Anderson's account of the history of
Marxist theory. In Considerations on Festern Marxism he places otherwise diverse
m

theorists (Gramsci and Althusser, Della Volpe and Horkheimer) in the same school.
He focusses on their common attributes, diverting attention from their substantial
differences. This is a little surprising since he does draw attention to the
battle-lines of pro-science and anti-science tendencies. !e concludes the section
on 'Formal Shiftg! in highly theoretical language:

It is perfectly evident that each individual systez in '

this tradition has received the impress of a pluralit;

of determinations, deriving from different horizon- and

levels of the social and ideological structures of its

own time and the past, producipng a wide heterogeneity

of theories - inside the parameters of the basic historical

conjuncture delimiting the tradition as such.3
Mo attempt is mace, however, to relate theorists - empirically-ic the social
and political context in which they were engaged. After all, the wark of Althusser,
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Della Volpe, Thoopson etc. was marked above all by their relation to political
parties and the international climate of the communist novenent. It is true that,
for Ancderson UHestern Marxism was fatally fiawed by the abeonco of large=scale
strucgle: & situation that he finds was chanced by the 'massive revelutionary
upsurce' of ligy-Juae 1968. Dut this large-scale ceneralisation hardly compensates

for the absence of rwore detailed accounts of the historical eontents of theories.

The neglect of context is reinforced by Anderson's conceniion of science itself.
In seeking ito rairtain a scientific conception of Mer—is:, Anderso= follows
Colletti in drawing on bourgeois philosophies of science, i particular the concepts
of Popper and Lakatos. The shifti fron Colletti (a Mer—iz:? te i‘-‘npper {the avowed
anti-Marzist.is not really that surprising. Both advocate, in wy view, closed
systems of thouchi and analysis. It is somewhat ironic that fAnderson nakes use
of Popper's epistemological framework which was desicned io protect Hestern
liberal 'rationaliiy'from Communism and sweeping social chwamge. The linkage
between sper's anti-commruniss and his a-social conecention of science is no
coincidengo. One nicht also rnote the double irony that Foprmer vanted to defend
the 'open society! with a closed system of thought that denied the possibility

of social science.

Anderson criticises Thompson for a 'substantive misunderstandine of the nature
of the sciences in general' (p.11). He ooes on to assert the irportaige of the

hypotheses fournd in Popper's The Logic of Scientific Mscovery: the principle of

falsification - '"that hypotheses were scientific only in so fa= as they could
be falsified, by pertinent empirical testing' (p.12). The claii: of falsification .
and of tke e-pirical testability of theories in closed grotens have Deen seriously
undercined in recent years by mounting criticism fro— mon=larrislis and Marxists,.

While Andersen cight be excused his over-sight of the former, one is distressed by

the onission of any reference to Bhaskar, Collier or Sarer -~ llar-isis wh-:; take
epistemolocical cuestions seriously but arcue against ecpiricist or positivist

Norms,

Nevertheless, it is worth recalling Anderson's use of Fopper and Ia'-atos, and sowme
familiar criticisms, The essence of Popper's position on o-serration statements
is that their accer tability is gauged by their abiliiy ito smovive ricorous tests.
Those that {ail subgeguent tests are rejected, while those that survive all the
tests are then tentatively retaired. The vhole problen, as Fooner himself kmew,
is that the process of acceptance or rejection is & su:lective one:

The empirical basis of objective scierce as thmin motling

'absolute' about it. Science does not mes: upol solid
bedrock. The bold structure of its ithwories rises

-
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were, zbove a swamp. It is like a building erected on piles.
The piles are driven down from above into the swamp, but

not down to any natural or 'given' base: and if we stop
driving.the piles deeper, it is not because we reached firm
+grzl:-cmu:‘ « We simply stop when we are patisfied that the piles
are firm enough to carry the structure, at least for ihe
time being.l

It is precisely because observation statements are fallible, their acceptance

tentative and open to revision, that the falsificationist position is undermined.

This clashes with Popper®s later insistance on science as 'z process without a
subject! = which iz awkwardly reminiscent of Althusser's dictum with reference

to history. Anderson, of course; realises the limits of Popper's hypotheses of
falsification. He calls upon the most sophisticated non~Harxist philosopher

of science, Imre Lakatos. Anderson notes that Lakatos has demonstrated that a
scientific theory can survive a number of falsifications, and must be judged by the
long-run development or deteriura_‘-';.iun of its '"research procramme?!, rather than

by its immediate pattern of disconfirmations or failures. (p.12).

The difficulty (and the appeal) of Lakatos is that he insists that an oljective
scientific method exists, without arguing the case for its existence. It is
precisely because Lakatos does not know of what his method consists 1.:hat he cannoi
recommend any criterion to individual scientists for abandoning their research
programmes. He argues that those working in degenerating research programmes will
'"know' the kind of thing that they must achieve if their procrarme is to make a
comeback. They must develop their prugrame in a coherent way tha® will achieve
some novel predictions, which in turn oust be confirmed. -Fow individual scientists
justify knowledge as sound rests in the end on a quasi—inducti'i;'e principle.

In other words, we are back to the problem of induction and of 'empirical controls!
which was one of Thompson's more salient arguments againgt 'theoreticism! in The
Poverty of Thag_l:z.ﬁ According to Lakatos's most sophisticated methodolocy, there
is no methodology.

Anderson's definition of science occurs in his discussion of historical materialisn.
Weighted as it apoears to be towards abstract scientific philosonhy asd methodologica’
procedures of bourgeois origin, one is forced to ask: how is it possible that a
Marxist does not find this problematic? The anmr- is that fnderscn, even before his
fascination with Continental Marxisnm, viewed natural science as ideologically nevtra1
and se-orate froo the social sphere:

the modern natural sciences are relatively (not, of course,

absolutely) asocial in character. They partake of a

'natural objectivity', which is precisely that of the structure
of their object.®
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But even if one takes this statement at face value, how can it De reconciied
to Marxist science which is about the relation of consciousness to social
reality? Clearly Anderson's leanings towards bourgeocis science leads hic

to completely overlook questions of ideology and consciousness in relation to

abstract theoretical concepts. Conversely, for Marx, science is truth of

being, not only of thinking:

It is only when objective reality universally becones for
man in society the reality of man's essential Dovers, becones
human reality, and thus the reality of his own essential
povers, that all objects become for him the objectification
of himself,  _~_ i.e. he himself becomes the obiect.

Hence natural science will lose its abstractly material, or
rather idealist, orientation and become the basis o0 a human
science, just as it has already become - althougl. in an
estranged form - the basis of actual human life. The idea
of one basis for life and another for science is from the
very outset a lie.7 : :

ANDERSON OMN 'FORCES!

The echoes of the more classical Marxist tradition are

not entirely absent from The Poverty of Theo ry Dut they

are increasingly weak and distant. The Dain score ol the

text is in another key. It is one which is fundamentally

at variance with the mainstream of historical materialisn, (p.36)

It is, and pust be, the dominant mode of production that

confers fundamental unity on a social formation, allocating

their objective positions to the classes within-it, and
@istri>uting the agents within each class, -The result is,
typically, an objective-process of class strupgle. To

stabilize and regulate this conflict, the complementary
modalities of political power, which include repression and
ideology, exercised inside and outside the State, are thereafter
indispenaable. But class struggle itself is not a causal prius in

the sustentation of order, for classes are constituted Ly modes of
production, and not vice versa. (p.55) . .

It is necessary to stress firmly and clearly tha: the 5

whici lies beyond any material alteration by the activities
of iihe present, remoins nonetheless a perpetual and essential
object of knowledge for Marxism, a zone of cognitio- unispaired
= contrary to the theses on Feuerbach - by absenee of transfor-
mation. (p.35) '

all emphasis ia origingl

These statements from Anderson challenge, rather piognantly, the absence of '
classical or mainstreanm historicgl naterialism in Thompsonls The PuVarﬁy of Theory.
It is not my concern to dispute this. Dut I will ‘argue that Andersoals description

of class struggle and the regulating role of ideolngf-bears marlis of a linking of an
Althusserian notion of instances/levels in a social formation, with an orthodox

historical materialism. This perspective, relying as it does on a so-called,

acientific analysis of objective factors and determinations, produces Inmovledge of

limited use for social transformation. Because of its artifical separation of the
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problem of science from the analysis of, ideology and mnscimﬂmss, iz
risks producing closed and 11:!291&91{&]. knowledge.

This separation has deep. mtsm the hnﬁed Justurxes {.if Harszist thinking and contem—
orary am:.a.l.mvemetﬂ:s,_ It .is deepl]r influenced by the legacies of-enlightenment
thinking, the na—hirth of formal logic, and the incorporation of elements of science
into bourgeocis technology. What has been lost is Marx's sense - crucial today - of
the relation between ﬂysfematlc ‘thought (Tscience'! or 'ideolocy!) and the social
mmd:l.t:.nns uf its pruchmt:.m and its use.

Marx insisted many times that '"the rode of production of material life conditions
the social, political and intellectual life process in generalf. Fe arcued that
idenlogica.i mnscimﬁsz arose from coniradictions within the material mode of
production = in the division of 1a.b~nur, mental and mmal distinctions, and the
emergence of classes. 'an-ger;is science arose historically out of these contra-
dictions and tocglt two general forms: the domination of dead 1'5’1‘:“_..1.7* 'I:I-'T-I'Efl_:___ll‘i'lng

labour in the proeess of production, i.e. machines and tadmulngy, ‘and. closed a

social *sment.tr:r.cf discuursa. These two forms are connected, as Harx began to
understand:

This example of labour shows strikincly how even the

most abstract catergories, despite their validity -~

precigely because of their abstractness = for all epochs,

are neveriheless, in the specific character of this

absiraction, themselves likewise a product of historical

relations, and possess their full val:l.ﬂ.lty only fer and
within these relations, 1 :

The resulting fusion of the material cuntri&ici;ibns with their abstract versions has

lead to a widespread naturalisation of ;cltmce and techrmlog} as value-neutral.
_-Fl.u-thernmre, the fajilure to. m:derstand this prm:eas h:sturi-::u_i ¥ and dialectically,

has lead many Marxists to conflate ratlmta.l;ty in gereral with particular historical

ernt:.t;as, like modern science and tech:mlumr. Horeover, the failure to grasp the

role of 1dec:1n»g:.r in the social cnna‘trur:tlnn of material erntities {e.c. mman

labour processes) is re-er forced, or more specificall}' reproduced, by the a-social

character of certain Marxist discourses.

These problems appear most clearlf in Anderson's statements about class struggle

and productive forces, and the relation of ideclogy to theri. - He does not fall

—into the familiar functionalist trap involved in the Althusserian theory of
ideology. Within this framework, as Althusser himself found, 1?‘ it is difficult

to give & major place o the stmggles of classes as a determining historical moment,
-But Anderson's use of 'class s‘ruggle' r}ﬂ..s.rﬂ.tl‘.‘_r similar effects, He posits an
'objective EE ss of class stn:gnie' N a process that ic conceived as oqectr'lna,

ot as subjective pra:;:i.s. For .ﬁndﬂrs&n‘ it is this historical process that is
constitutive. That is why so much emphasis is given to the 13 59 Preface, the
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classic Marx text for the 'objective' determinants of history, with its
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farmulations about 'forces! and 'relations' and- -its strongly. 'scientific' emphasis.

Perhaps this interpretiation of Anderson's historical materizlis: does less than
lustice to his linking of objective conditions to political prazis for socialist
revolution. He dnes & »teapt to marry historical processes, and causal lmowledge of
them, to a political practice of popular self-determination. (pp. 22,85). Dut
socialist consciousness, on a mass level, is supposedly given Ly a knowledoe of
Marxism. It is this which provides 'lines of force for transformation'. (.98
see also pp. 80 & 22). The subjective side of social action is conceived in
terms of a Marxist science being presented to the proletarist irom ouiside.
Once more the subject is mnstituted by the historical process, not, as alsc, in
a popular prexis. /fnderson's reply to Thompson over the tcenetics' of this process
is worth recalling:

For far frow lacking any explanateory principle of a. __ _ " .-

'genetic! type, Marx's theory conspicuously posSsesses

one — set'out with singular clarity and force in the

1859 Preface: the thesis that the contradiction betveen

forces of production and relations of production is the
deepest spring of long-term histerical chapges, (puOt} . .-

Nearly all of fnderson's references to "forces" are interfaced by citation of
G-A. Cohen's work vhose 'intellectual force supersedes virtually all previous
discussion'. {p.72) Sometimes Cohen's work is seen as an iuprovepent on that
of Althusser and Balibar:

There is no doubt that it (Reading Capital et al.) -

can be, indeed has been improved upon: Cohen's

recent re-examination of the components of 'forces!

and 'relations' of production alike represents a

significant advance. But what is quite vmcani-nlic jie

that the kind of systematic conceptual clarificaticu:

attempted by | by Althusser and Balibar was an original
and fruitful enterprise ... (p.65)

4 few comments, therefore, on why Colen's work is seen as so 1:rnorta_"'t are perhaps

in order.

A number of theorisis have followed in the space opened up Ly flthusser, in debates
on culture, ideclogy and, characteristically, 'discourse'!. Itch of this work is
of value to Marxism, although I take the view that we should e careful in
assimilating new insights. HNevertheless, this kind of work, tocether with the
growing importance of feminist® ideas, has provoked a kind of reaction, Cohen's
intervention moves in this direction. It marks a return to a more orthodox:
conception of lar=isns. Perha-aps it is precisely because Cohen seems to ignore the
wider and even pluralist context of Marxist discussion that his work on historical

-

materialiss is seen as so important. . .-




lore specifically, why does Anderson frequenily mention Coben in support of his
view of historical materialism? Cohen's approach is very analytical: his aim is &

clarify Harx's texts, remaining as close as possible to Marx's o view. It dis-

cusses any number of possible interpretations of language and meaning,

Cohen's preferred interpretation of Marx possesses, however, tvo main features,
features characteristic, we have argued, of a scientific rationalism. Cohen lays
great stress on the technical and deterministic features of ia-z's theary of history,
to the marginalisation of 'social' features: productive forces, for ezample, are
described as 'material! and 'nnn-sucia_l'.lz Secondly, his viole method of reading
conforms to that of a rationalistic philosophy - that same tharal, ldefinitive!

and 'scientific?! reading .Hhich, as we have sﬂeﬁ, Anderson zlso pre.';ent:_, as his pre-

ferred vay of worldng.

THOMPSON'S DEFENCE OF HISTORY AND REASON

A number of the criticisms of Anderson's notion of 'science! nade eerlier might
give the impression that my views are close to Edward Thompson's. Certainly,
The Poveriy of Theory makes several similar puints:a that fAlthusserfis 'science!

is a self-e:closed system; that Althusser resembles Popper; thet subjective factors
are submerged under 'ideological domination' in a way evident in szuch of Western
Marxism. While these points of convergence may place me closer to Thompson than
Anderson, I shall argue that the former remains very much within an older framework
of scientific rationalism, and that certain consequences follow from this. My point
of departure is best understood through what I take to be strengths and weakness's
of several connected topics that have concerned Thompson: (i) Zmpiricism and History,
(ii) Political Economy and Culture/Agency, (iii) Science and Retiomality. These
topics are choosen because they highlight significant and radical antiaomies in
Thoopson's thought. In each case I shall argue that Thompson's general position is
progressive in relation to Anderson's, (and also the orthodax tradition), but that
this direction, which gives his work its strength, wvigowmr and weight, also poses

problems.

For more than twenty ¥ears, the miliiant socialist writings of Edward Thompson have
taken a principled opposition to elitest intellectualism: 3

Always life is more unexpected, arbitpery, contradicltory
than the thoughts of the'ph:i.lascpherg who abstract and

make conceptual pattercs ..... Imaginative and intellectual
faculties are not confined to a 'superstructure! and
erected upon a 'base' of things (including men—things);
‘they are implicit in the creative act of labour which

makes man man,.(Letter to the Philistines, 1957 p.129, 131) -




- rodes of comination - domination which desircys every spece for

‘rationality, Thoupson is rightly aware that the exnlansiory and irteroretative

L
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Tg reduce class to an identity iz to forget wiere an
ot in class, but irn ren (Peculiasrities of tie R:ol

Feople are not so stunid as some structuralist philcsophers suppose

thes: to be, (Vhigs and Hunters, 1975, p. 252)

There is no mark rore distinctive of Wester: larmim, —or

core revealing as to their profoundly anti-derocratic premises.
Mether Frankfurt School or Althusser, they are rarled v their
very heavy enphasis upon the insluctable wei-hl of idesleclecal

i{he iniliative or creativity of the mass of tihe neonle =- a
‘domination from which only the enlichtened oiority of iztellectuals
cat strugcle free.

{Poverty o ey . 1970, De 377)

Thorpso:'s coupling of Yintellectualism' with anti-cdecpcralic theoretical
premnises iz accompanied by the res-pect and humility he olserves for tie feelincs
or motives of the labouring classes. Thompson cornlains thint the essential
ratinnalit-i and cultural auvtenocyy of the '"lower classest! las too ofien been
shackled in Listorical study o sore a prieri systen, igposed upon them from
abovel!,

This consistert position in Thompson's work stens at least from his counterposinc

of Socialist imanisno to Stalinise in The Hew Seagoner, and rprobally earlier:

Stalini=- is scedelist theory and practice which has los: tie inoredient of humanity
The first llew Left, of which Thompson was a founder, is itra-igi hecause it places
once again real men and women at the centre of socialish theorT and aspiration,
instead of the resounding aieiractions - 'the Party, larmio—Ilenioo Stalinism,

the Two Canns, The vanouard of the Yorkinrn=Class - so dear %o Etali':‘_ismllj.

i1 to stress the

1k
=S While it is

Thompson'!s disposition to find a radical left alternative led

i
I=lw

resources o~ "Inclish empiricism, romanticism, and tracitio—a
exrtremely ih?or’taﬂt ta find a more popular locaticn for socialist theory and
aspiration Irefrac{:ed through the best national and Ceiccrati tradivions, it is=s
a mistake to assume that they can be unproblematically mil% on to iarxism. This

-

is the root of the radical antinomies in Thompson's thourliw. It is nrecisely
because Eiglish Marxism itself developec in co—existence witl: elenecnis of bourgeois
scientific rationalis (see section five) that Thocpeo—~!s =rincipled opposition

to one form of science and reason is derived from aro-ler tiat limiis its usefulness
for socialists. |

Thompson's defence of 'real history! and its study timour™ a2 method of 'historical
logic! is also rocted in the notion that the empirical eilind (developed over

hundreds ¢f vears) is a form of human reason opposec 1o oveririel seta-historical

modes of larrism < as heavy meta-systems = have resulted i evolutiorism ('progresst)

historicisi (the determirist schema of 'history! beinr oo ovr sicée), and
structuralis: ({he self-reculating =ocial fermation), Thwormpson seens couopletely

T ougirt . 1o De used

£

to miss tie noint that history can, and for a lar—-i

W
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as a testing ground for scientific/philosophical investication. The olject he
not some so-called historical truth, but a continuous testing of particular and

3 : o o 2 I
competing paradigms and theories, each necessarily implicated in political gtions.

Historical realis: is of course, an exiremely direct and accessible neans of
communicating ideas, values and experiences. For instance, the lialdnc of the
English Worlkding Class or Whigs and Hunters are what one night call Irezlist texts'
that are populer not because of any explanatory schema of historical forces and

actors; rather they are widely read for their rich detail and incident. The
assumptions of historieal _m.ateria_lism are implicit rather tha= forced en the

reader through abstract categories. HNevertheless, I must view this sirength with
some scepticism, since although the affirmation and renewal of deep historical values
is important if socialism is to be won through consent, such values cannot be tacitk
accepted as unproblematic or unreified. In other words, historical traditions do
not exist in a vacuum. HNeither are 'facts' equivalent to theory and comparable
categories: facts can neither stand on their own, or 'speak! for themselves. Thus

" the modes of presentation of empirical 'realist' history hold a meta-physical

space that closes the possibility of transforming or radically re-defiming social
and historical values.

In the Poverty of Theory Thompson restated many of the reservations he has long
held concerning the relation between political economy and culture/agency in
Capital and the Grundrisse:

For Marx has moved across an invisible conceptual line froc

Capital (an abstraction of Political Economy, which is his

proper couicern) to capitalism ("the complicated bourgeois systeal),

that is, the whole society, conceived of as an Yorganic systen".

But the whole society comprises many activities and reletions

(of power, of consciousness, sexual, cultural, normative) which are

not the concern of Political Economy, which have been defined out

of Political Economy, and for which it has no terms. Therefore Political
Economy camnot show capitalism as "capital in the totality of iis
relations": it has no language or terms to do this.

(The Poverty of Theory, 1978, p. 25L)

Thompson's point is not so much aimed at HMarx, but at the intellectual auto:
of economic and social science. The connections with modern positivis: and
scientific philosophy are self-evident. In this sense, Thompson is m‘un& an
important arcument.

He appears, however,; to take the .viaw that Marx was caught vp in mid-nineteenth
century intellectual system-building. This view unfortunately, oblscures the fact
that Marx's critique of political economy was levelled at the 'vulgar' bourgeois
economists for erecting an ideological system under the guise of 'scieace!.
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Gouldner had put this point well:

There is thus implicit in the Marxist concept of ideclogy
an understanding of a very special way in which ideolocy and

science were mutually iEEIicatedi sEcificallzi for liarz:,

ideology was failed science, not authentic science. Implicit

in his critical rejection of ideology was an image of true

science that was to be a standard'. 16
Gouldner also notes that Marx never classified the main anti-scientific and
anti-Enlightenment nineteenth century strand of thougl, Roma-:ticisn as
"jdeological. This is a point of some significance in considering Thompson's
perspective that romantic and utopian thought was rejected by Harx; and ust
therefore be added to Marxism.

Thompson does have & point, however, in arguing thet Marx's analysis of capital
tends to leave aside the social fabric of capitalism. Certainir the relation of
ideology to sulture is only present in Capital as a kind of ﬂu!:-—-‘-:a:'..'.'.:.l? It is
nlnost inpossible to establish how culture as 'the general level of civilisation!
(i.e. the habits, customs, traditions, wvalues, etc) relates to the theme of ideoclogy
in Capital. Thompson is therefore right in drawing attention to the lack of a

sustained analysis of the culture/ideoclogy matrix in Marx.

From his defence of socialist humanism, to the debates with /nderson and Nairn over
*English idenlng:r" to his quarrel with Althusser's “th-eolumr" of science, Thompson
has taken a consisteil stand on the 'defence of reason itself'. Af issue in these
debates are a rumber of claims and counter claims about what is science, and what
is ideology. Thompson finds that much of what is passed off as 'science' is
really ideology. In this category he includes 'end of ideology! empiricism, and
rigid conceptual abstractions - the two poles of empiricism and rationalism that
exclude social questions: It was the oldest error of rationalism to suppose that

by defining the non-rational out of its vocabulary it had in some way defined it
out of 1:l1;‘ie.]'E
holds?

But what of the notion of science or reason which Thompson himself

Thompson's view of the relation of Marxism to 'reason' is probably most evident in
his Peculiarities of the English (1965) and Open Letter to Leszel olakowsld (1973).
These texts are well kmown for the attempt to find an alternative to the errors of
orthodox Marxism, to determinism, economism and reductionisn. In partinulal:, Thompso:
wanted to pose = position that allowed an autnnnnj; to social consciousness within a
context which, in the final analysis, has always been determined by social being'.lg
Thus, in overcoming the E:eclmic..:l features of 'base and superstructnre ! he argued
for an autonomous space for thought, morality, mathematics, logic, scientific
discovery alike:
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The error of reductioniss coasists not in e.-:;tzl:....;slu:lg_:
these connections but in the :rqggeé’tzort tiet the' ideas
or evenis are, in essence, the same things as the

- cansative context - that ideéas, religiocus uel:.e...;, or

- aorkd_of art, ‘fiay be reduced [an one reduces z complex
ecuation) ta-the Mrgald ﬂaﬂ;—artma&a—wm.nz they

_ E:'ljrlgﬂﬁ_._zg"*-. :..._. : : _-._

g

This holding of a nm‘:-lﬂ:eolar-;'i.'ca.l .apacaﬂutmde or; above ihe social sphere is

really ve“y close to I_ndarsnrn 's pusltznn. The F.I-El..‘ll'!. ul.u.e_'er*ne is that-Anderson

J_‘I..

- cla:.t:s thau l.armsn: as '.r.-.cxe';c:e '- is nb,]ect:.vei anﬂ. mroduces non-idealngical

immrledge, Hi:.lle ﬁ"m-z..,o't r.:la.:.r:._. ti:.at the emp:l.r:l.ca.l, irtellectual iradition is
the o".l_f suu:-d Casig for real I-:nwledge. The d:l.sr:ussxn_. over Charles Darwin'sg

- plabe in the Bri tJ....:l "‘-J.""'tl'.'.lrlﬂal hEI‘lt:.f‘E shmurs thni‘. for ﬂcu-" Thormsan and

Anderson Darwin was a 'pure' scientist. Fnr T!mmpsc“ the Eaglish intellectual
tradit l-l.l.'.l!‘ was responsible for Da.rw:n, whu was t‘ie protagn,.:l...--.. of an inherited

“empirical baﬁ:f;z Anderson nakes a Bh.ﬂ.rtl d:.stznct:.o.._ etwveen Parwinls-scientific

Wars ¥

ar.hie'rement a:td han 1denlngz.ca.l inpact. e e ol CAERT, L ST o -

th.rvln's discumnes were not, of ‘themselves, Idedlocical: it was
itheir use which was - and about this he [Thompson] says aething
at all, TYet Darwinism is ‘probably the most dranatic case in
history of a scientifie theory giving irmediate birth-to a social
ideology. MNo other scientific discovery was ever as rapidly
'politicized! as thi's. "The survival of the fiitesi! and 1the
natural law of selection' became a ruthless celebmalion of Victorian
racism and imperialism: these axioms provided a Dberison for class
sociely, and a tystigue for militaris=m, Toey &id g0 in the name of
a natural destiny inscribed in the course of -.,.*j-.%__i 5, 22

o

The implication of these writings is that El‘t"iEI‘ t.mre is 2o cornection between
science and ideology, or that natura] sc:enm r:ar be it‘J...-} usnﬂ as, ideoclogy.

Such positions claim, in effecf.,' that science is neuiral Emr_. *:alde-_me.

-

Underlying mnmpsu?'s recoveriesiof 'man's intellectus! h -3'.‘-::'.-‘3,'-;' n- -a...z:aam.st
'ira.‘lues, and of empirical historical loric; is-a fundaberial :;eaara..lo-' .Jetween
the natur-al aud the social, and between the rational and fhe 1deu1m:1ca“ Althouch

_ it is sometines claimed that Thompson was defending the 'procressive! features of
bourgeois civilisation against the dancer of a kind oi ana—cho Jltra-lei'ti's”::,

the inner core of these values are presumed to be neutra_, &g *‘rﬂe frnn ideology.

‘Ihe following passage in which Thoopson is both' quarrelli--r- and Etl"ree:l'.n:j mt"r

o el Sk iy

Knlakow:ﬂu, are ::mmig_:_q_ AP e S LT R LR S T
T e : wcertaln formulations of Marx' 's you allow, “miccest h_'l‘-lal. _ :

I» belived in the particular class:character o tha ‘culture

as a whole™, But these were, e:‘ll.ucﬁaln‘l:l:,"1L E:ms.a__f.l:- fnrm.llat:.ons

and not the true Marx.  For Hﬁmaﬂ's “fu-danestal presuppositions"
coiiceive of socialisn "as & continuation of the spiritual work

of markind", and %as the inheritor and not ihe, desiroyer of the
ex=sting Dourgeois, culture". Ang the ‘existine bovrceois becomes,

Very soon, a synonym for man's universal cul Ture; dindeed perhaps

for rationality itselfr. The idea that paslting should . 1liberate’
itself from its intellectual heritage and create a rew tquant1tat1vﬂly
different' science or logic is a support fo-— olscurantist despotisn.23
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fnd so indeed it is. But we pass in that sentesce
Detween two different propositions. Science a=d

logic are carefully chosen words: and, I acree,
liberation from these leads to obscurantis-. Dut

man's "intellectual heritage" is not sc siuple a wnified
concept; "wan™ has many heritapges, and the livinc do

ot inherit so much received broperiy; they select,

ey use, they transform. And I see o necessary
contradiction between Marx's formulation es to ideoclogy,
or as to bourgeois culture; and his presuppositions

as o the universalist values of rationality.

Thompsor iiere attacks Kolakowski for defending uncritically a bourceois or
high-cultural view of intellectual heritage. But he “co wishes to preserve
large parts of a= inherited culture. Sensitive to the coocectios Detween
culture and class in general, he exempts 'science! (and 'ieyic!) froom any
such deterczination, Indeed, the attempt to find a radical, even socialist
conception of science, culture and knowledge is taker to be an outlandish

perversion of Reason itzelf,

Themipson arrives at this position preeisely because of hig congciots
movement away froo economic categories, and a rejection of ihe rigid
formulas of dialectical materialiss ang more receni ahstract conlcencions
of scientific larwism, In closing this section it is ugeful to coopare
the affirmations of reason found in Thompson and Andersonts worls, The
former grasps reason as Procedures of thought - it is a— eXoression of
his libertarian ara nonconformist challenge to authority and docma,

It eschews system~-building ang theoreticism, and insteac reacon is
comnected ig susjective notions such as poral developrent a=d spiritual
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For Anderson, reason {the theoretical form) often seems embodiezd in its

concrete content. Merxism as science is the highest form of truth because

the Promethean strand of Marxy the development of 'forces' themselves, is

the development of scientific reassn itself. Thus, for Anderscn, the capitalist
system of regulation is cpposed as irrational (vhile capitalisn itself is
basically rational). Thompson calls upon =n equally inviclate raticnality in
affirming reason against the irraticnality of capitalism itsclf. These pos-
itions are very close. They are none-the-less probiemstic from a socialist
perspective. Both contain elcments that subsume and retain bourgecis ideclogy
within Marzism, and negate the possibility of genuine human cmancipation

through a more conscious and egalitarian socialist nroject. They retain, at

z . Cie =)’
the heart of the argument, a largely unreccnstructed notion of 'the sclaut1f1c'.t )

SOME ROOTS AND FORKS OF ENGLISH MARXISM

Contemporary Marxism is distinguisheé from classical Marxzis=m by its olural
and diffuse character. One irmediately thinks of structuralisa, cultural
materialism,critical theory, ané the growing number of positions on the left
that try to synthesize elements of these oroblematics. The plurality of Marxisms
iz in part a reaction to new conditions of crisisg for which classical Marxisn
has no visible ansvers. Ancther stimulant has boen the critigque of the ideolog-
ical maintainance of the sccial order in studies, for ezample, of education and
the media. A notable feature of these perspoectives has becn a borrowing of
coneepts and categories from other traditicns and disciplines. In =ssence, an
often implicit claim is made that the intellect (and therefore the intellectual)
has a certain autonomy from socizl anéd materizl reality. This is cften presented
as some 'relative autonomy' of the superstructure; cultural values cannot he
reduced to, or be strictly determined by the base. I do not went to argue
that such work is misconceived or not important to socialists. But it does
seem o m2 that this whole tendency brings with it an uncritical acceptance
of certain intellectual traditions/methcdslogical procedures etc. If a spaceo
is created vhich has no social detarmination, n2 class content, or historical
linkage to the socizty and its sccial arrangeaents, an idealist continuity is
created with bourgeois values, including the values of science. Contemporary
Harxist problematics may be radical, =ven reavoelutionary compared te cunserv:
ative ideology. But as Marxists we shoulé alsc be aware that radieal thought
is not only formed in cpposition to the existing society and its arrangements,
but dialectically by that social order as well. I we want tc move heyond
theoretical practice tc social transformation e must change the presupposition

that products of the mind can reveal to us the real world without any reciprocal
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society? And of course, the cbverse of this quesh_tm. ¥hat s.pééi"fiﬁﬂl.? is
to be retained for socialism of bourgeois origin? Socialism cannct be made tc
represcnt a complete bresk with the historieal past; such an effort would

reflect an a-histerical utopianism.

In section four I argued that both Thompscn and Anderson take a narrow
and cne-sided wvicw of the relation between rat:.ona.l.lt]r and c.apit.u]:l.m. |
shall I:r:.efl_r mme.rise these view-points because I Hnnt tc argue that in
order to ::o:q;rehenﬂ the roots an form of English H.p.rx:tm we need to _approach
this from a pna1tiun that I a.hall cal.l tcultural mediation'. On the one hand,
Thompson tends to asmclate the *ratlnna.lltr of the 1nhm|rmg classes in
oppumtxnn to capltallst sti:ord.imt:l.nn with c.ritu:a.l mtel'.[ectual ‘traditions.
The implicit assunption herc is that ecllective association and humanitarian/
egalitarian ‘values are ce factoc oppositional :Ec.rnes agru.nst. the evils of
capitalism, which remain unaffected by bourgecis ideclogy. On the other hand,
Anderson asserts that mrking-class pt:=11t1c._. han by and large, been accommodatod
and incorporated into bourgecis hegemonic ideology. It is the capitalist systen
of regulation, and its political and ideological guperstructure which for |
Anderson must be removed. According to Anderson, capitalism is itself rational,
aﬁd together with HMarxist science creastes the possibility for socialism.
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- the transition to the socialist cormonwealth have bcen a sustaining factor of
‘continuity between mainstream larxisn and social democracy (e.g.. &ﬂ;lﬂ:ﬁ;te
socialism) both of which have their origins deep in the intellectual and
cultural roots of capitalis: society. How then do wa break theorctically
with this continuity, and the implicit zdenlo-gzes ef science without relaps-
ing into an a-historical utepisnism? - . - | . ke g Tt foiel

s — L - § 1= - . P -

+ The common assumptiocn on the left has heen to focus almost entirely,
on: the impact of technolegy on socicty - thereby separating the forpative
development of capitalist technology from its sceial and mltuml Gsmt.axt.
‘However, we must first analyse the question af the extent tu m!.::h that '
‘technology was a material reflectiocn, enbediment, cr reification af dm:nan.t
cultural values. This question is not a new one. It was raised by lukacs in
his review of Buhkarin, and by Gramsci in his ﬁ'ﬁgmﬁnt on Ta;‘lnr;m aml _.Fard..h.. EA?}
Flerony in mﬂ:lmlng his mediation theory of te{:imulngy states: 'the essentizl
EII;‘.'IEHi 1.5. ﬂlnt tec]:molngy as one 2f the au"ilflf:t., nf cult-&re Habﬂﬂ:es the
dmmmtﬂaluﬂs contained in that c,ulture’ 3 Furtheﬂ

SRR Er e nen f o scitea . sl e il caspe il oy

D L R s STt
- A3 a. product cof its part:tcular h.,ﬁtarl,pal mrcmatﬁncqg, g Fic
“the technﬂrlogjr that déveloned under czpitalism is a reific-
ation and concrete material manifestation of the dominant
capitalist idea of mpxipizing contrel cover labour in order
tc maximize profits. This control function is reflected
not only in the pachine itsel®, but elso in the accoopanying ris
forms of technical rationality and technical infrastrusture. .

- -
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The mediation theory of technology posits the conception that the
dominant cultural valucs manifest themselves materially in the productive
forces (both internally in machines and externally in labour's subordination
in the process of production). As Gramsci wisely noted, under capitalisz the
superstructures have become increasingly 'dense’ because of the long-ternm
interpenetration of capitalist productive forces and cultural forms. (29)

But Gramsci also saw the dangers of interpreting this in a deterministic way.

As the Frison Notchoolg repeatedly siressed, material forces acquire meaning

enly through human definition and engagenent, which includes a variety of
possible experiences end individual perspectives. If dominant cultural forms
contribute to metaphysical assumptions around science, this docs not mean that
the dialectic between our views of the world and the world itself operates in
mechanical fashion. We must take into account the preblen of culturel resicdues
and the transmission and further synthesis of diverse wvalues at all layers of
society. We should not, in other words, identify as 'bourgecis’ all the forms
of consciousness in capitalist scciety, some values of bourgecis origin, more-
over, are very important if we are able to transform them into the basis of a

democratic and socizlist ethos. (30)

Prcbably the most important meshing together of intellectual assunptions
surrounding science, rationality, democracy and socialism in English Marxism
occurrcd during the 1930's. Contemporary assunptions concerning a socizlist
approach to science and technology, and consequently even the nature of
'Socialism' are in many vays related tc the particulsr synthesi=s that came
into being at that time. A& brief explanation of the events that acted as
catalysts for this development, the form it teok, and why it has been sustained
almost until the present will provide several insights. The neculiar events of
capitalism in crisis, the rise of fasciszm, the Popular Front and the relaticn-
ship of the left to the Soviet Union (in political ané theorotical terns) are

the essential background factors, and to those we could add the upsurge in

scientific znd technolsgical development in the leaé-up to, and cduring the Second
World Yar.

A particularly influential group of Commmist Party scientists, including '
amongst other J.D. Bernal, saw the crisisg of capitalism as the fettering of
Productive forcez {viowed mainly as techncicgy) by capitalist relations of
groduction. A not- uncommeon view, derived from this notion, was that capitalism

was about to collapse under the weight of its contradictions, and that scicnec
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and technology wouléd be instrumental in ushering in the new crder. The Soviet
Union was seen as -z kind of model of the scientific and technocratic socialist

-1\
future. (31) Features of the pericd such as rear et the use and fear

of the bomber which caugeé havec and destruction, and finally the stomic bomb

at the conclusion of the war were conceived as capitalist evils of a war for
gain. Science was being misused in the West vhile (despits later rumours of
the deformation of Lysenkc) science was still conceived as fundamental to social
progress in the Soviet Republic. This dichotomy, or more correctly, blinkered
vigion of fetished science under capitalism snd pure —-ro7.leontic science
under Socialism, is still a prevalent viev amongst some sections of the left.
The. clallcbge io his sioe ihat ihe Polidh wnice SSEilariby™ 2o su yatamantly

mounting may assist the rupture cof such ideclegical sssvmptions.

The pipessf fascism and the connacted defence of democracy was .also zn
extremely ioportant motif of the period. The Marrist left conceived these
developments as a titancic historical clash of the forces of darkmess (chaos
and irrationality) =2gainst civilisation and the forces of truth (order and
reason). Left intellectuals of this period linked fascism with dogma and
reacticnary ideology. Thus for Benjamin Farrington, history showed cbhscur-
antism and persecution among the handmaidens of religi:m*.{f; Freethought
becane asaociated with the development of reason in 2 way that was aloost
synonymcus with democcratic values. In this framework, the Commmist Party
historians drew on English traditions not only in subject matter but intellectuslly
as well. This assisted the formation of an intellectual niche in which Marrists
favoured empiricisn and a more implicit notion of the ideclogical neutrality
of science. This all occurred in part as a reaction tc the abstract system-
building of the 'Diamat'. Because poclitical events were so pressing, all
these strands were mutually reinforcing in their impact on Marxigt intellectuals
in a short space of time. There resulted a tight alignment of politiecal posit-
ions and intellectual outlocks, the cornerstone of which was the idea that
science and reason were the tests of civilisation and that these were threatened
by a surge of unreason - fascism as a kind of Hegelian historical spirit man-
ifested as tyrannical physical force. I think Edward Thompson's approach to,
and understanding of Marxism must be seen in the general contest of the .
scientific rationalism of the 1970's. The criticisms or reservations to which
I have referred in discussions of his position should be placed in this vider
context. All the main features that crystalised and became constitutive of
English Marxism during the 1910s and LO's are prevalent in his cutlook:

English traditionalism, popular democracy, empiricism, anti-thecreticism, a
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privileging of intellectual heritage and a view of natural scicnce as non-

ideclogical.

The main counterpoint to these themes, especially in the work of Edward
Thompson and Raymond Wiilisms, is the stross on utopian and romantic trad-
itions. Yet, in the next section, I want to arguc that this recovery of
ancther aspect of our cultural resources, has bean rather contradictory.
Utcpian and romantic elements have becn sesn as something to be added to a
Marxism which is flawed or as something vhich is in = contradictory tensicn

(3&)

even with Marzign's best side. fgainst this I wish to argue that Merxism

incorporated these slements in its original paradigms.tjﬁ] The following

section will discuss this issue, starting out fron Thompson's and Anderson's

views of romantic thought.

UTCPIAS AND ROMANTICS

Neither Marxzism nor gocialism have anything tc gain from
traffic with it ('desire'), unless it i= given vhat in this
irrationalism it is s0 crpressly constructed to refuse - o
clear and observable meaning. (p.1562).

The difficulty of developing = materialist ethics, ¢t once
integrally histcrical and radically non-utilitarian, it is
this difficulty that Thoopson underrates. Overlooking the
good reasons why Mar: and Engels rejected the 'ethical
sccializm' of the Utopians before them and Luxemburg or
Lenin resisted the 'ethical socialism' of Bornstein or
Hardie after them, the argument of The Poverty of Theory -
tends towards an extrapolation of roral valucs from the
historical past... (p.98).

For historical materialiso at its strongest has alweys been
defined by its supercession of the anti-thesis betwween Romant-
icism and Utilitarianiss which News from Novhere, for ail its
splendour, reiterates...This sense of the dialectical
complementarity of Utilitarianism and Romanticisa i vhat
distinguishes classical Marxism frem the many attempts by
socialists at one time or ancther to construct an cpposition
to ecapitalisa from either standnoint: denunciation of its
irrationality or inhumenity alome (p.169).

Almost all the above guotations are from the 'Utopias' section of Perry
Ancerson's Arguments. It is evident that snderson wants tc talz issue with
Thompson's defence of utopian and romantic thought found in his Pustscrigt
to William Morris - Romsntic to Revolutionary (1977}. A prescriptive, and

over-simplified view might clain that Anderson seeks to marginalise ethical/
moral values and romantic traditions - nrivileging instead knowledge anc
rationality; while the converse would seem to be Thompson's position. Such

a viev presents us with vhat I take tco be a false dichotomy. If Anderson
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is understocd as representing Scccond International Marzism, and its reliance

on such classical texts as the Hanifesto and Socialism: Utopizn and Scientific,

then e have 2 position that excludes utcpion and romantic thought. In

- Thompson's case these strands of thought must be added toc Marrism. In other
words, they both viev these questions from within vhat I have called a “rade-
work of scientific rationalism. The wroblenm is, at a deeper level, the same
in either case: whatever the gvaluation of romanticism, Its themes are

seen as being external te Marrisn, tc be rejected or incorporated from this
(different) Harxist standpoint. BEven in hic most succinet and sympathetic

formulatien, this tension remains for Thonpson:

Te define Morris's position as = Socialist it hns
proved necessnry to subntt larzism itself to self-
criticism: and in particular to call in guestion
the scientific/utopian antinomy. (35)

The over-zrching problem has been that Utopian and romantic thought has
often been labelled ‘idealist® and 'subjective’ by the classical Morxist trad-

ition. Accordingly, it is often inferrccd that ifarxiso has superceded Utepian

Sccialism and romantic criticism of capitalism with a scientific andé
objective perspective. But = nced not leook very far,even in the context of
English Harziso,to recall that deep controversics have alvayo eristed rogard-
ing the antinomies of conscicusness/reality and subject/chbject. The widely

differing views expressed concerning Caudwell's Illusion and Reality in the
{37)

19507 is 2 case in point. Nor was it an accident that Page Arnot wrote
his Vindication of Morris in the 30's, and Thoopson similarily in the 50's

along with A.L. Horton's The English Utopis - all thess works were coloured
i though these were

by their contemporary political contert.
expressly written to retain a visionary conception of the commmist future

as a part of a living tradition (and in part to escape the perils of the
present) they were still allied to the main motifs of the orthodes tradition.
Thompson himself recognised in his Postecript that his original wicw of News _

from Novhere was that it was a' Scientitic Utopiat {39}. The perception of

English Marxists of the utopian and romantic traditions has generally {ané

until mere recently) been through the prism of a mainly orthodex view-point,

Because of this difficulty it is useful to note the work of a Harzist
vho has seen things differently. Ernst Bloch perceéptively held that Harrisnm
had historically taken up and 'incorporated’ elesents of utopian and romantic
perspectives, and although these hsd generally remeined frozen withir:F

arthodoxy, their reactivaticn was required if Marxism was not tc become static

and éoctrinaire. According to Bloch, 'there hac been a somewhat too grest




progress of socialism from utopia to science, with the result that not only

the clouds of utﬂplﬂ hut alsn its pillar of flames have been lzquzdated'iéﬂl.

This sentence has unmistakahla romantlc cannﬂtatlans- But it would be entirely

incorrect tn assume that Bluch was an abstract th1nker - his Utap:anlsm was

e —_l--d--.r ibha  atedl LR

cuncrete-Lu thaﬁ 1t EE ihe qnnnect;qns Exlstlng anthE present with the
ub,]ectlve pﬂssihﬂihes af ‘l'.hEI ' 'noi yei' in t&é *.tutﬁre.- ‘The ﬁotmn ‘of the

nut-yet' is a-kind- af praf:guratlve utnpla 1ntraaected inta the present. In
this way a drnamic hbpe nf_the future-was-llgked with cnncrgte praxis.

r e -
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Although‘thﬂ'ahnvE'is'En“éxéeeﬁinglrLbﬁndenséﬂ'accﬁuﬁt of 'Bloch's '"Utopian

Marxism', the main differences between his position and that of the English
Marxists are three-fold: firstly, his utopianism has a definite and concrete
relation with present strategy and politics;  _secondly his Marxism is relativ-
ely open and reflexive - seeking to aveid what he calls the 'cold stream', i.e.

blind empiricism, positivism and Produktionsvernunft; (41) thirdly, and here

he differs even from Thompson, utopianism is claimed for Marxism, not as part
of an alternative tradition. These points need further clarification, but

at this point I want to look more directly at the problem of interpreting
utopian/romantic thought for socialism, and thus of distinguishing it from
bocurgeois ideology.

One of the most compelling aspects of Marx's early work (1843-4) is its
fusiﬂﬂ of the utopian/romantic and Englightenment standpoints into a =ingle
vision, grasping modern scientific, cultural -end industrial technique as both
liberating and imprisoning forces. With some iﬁpﬂrtant gxcgﬁtiﬂns, Englighten-
ment thinkers and their nineteenth-century Utilitarisn heirs stressed the
former view, Romanties the latter, Utopians occupying a vacillating and enigmatic
space in between. ~In Marx's early writings all these elements were harmonised:

the belief in the emancipatory power of industry is contained within a radical
critique of the alienation of labour in industrial production - a critique
linked to his great eschatological vision of & redemption of the alienated
through their own revolutionary action. In my view, all of these elements
still retain an essential harmony in Marx's later work, although some corment-
ators, perhaps not unjustly,claim that the Enldightenment root displaced the
Utopian/Romantic elements. What is problematic tc say the least, is the way

in which these elements have generally been driven out, as Marxism became an




-3y
-3 -

authoritative paradigm against other compcting systems: the rational/romantic

and scicntific/utopian antinomies wcre still retained within Marxism.

It is important to consider the way scientific rationalism has been
ideologically comnected to utcpian/romantic thought. Neither arc necessarily
'bourgecis"' or 'Marxist' ipso facto. COne way of viewing this problem is
to recall that the Enlightenment embodied a specific form of knowledge contain-
ing ccrtain valugs. Similiarly, Romanticism was znother form of knowledge cm-
bodying specific ethical/moral valucs as opposed to 'purely' rational ones.
However, it vould be a nmistake tc hold that these differing perspectives
constitute '"Two Cultures'. (42) Although science and reason have been pre-
dorinant in both' 'bourgeois' and 'marxist' cultures and belief-systenms,
scicntific and technological advance has often been legitimated through
aesthetic, humane and moral claims. At a cdecper level, science and raticn-
ality have often infused romantic/utopian thought - particularly in connection
with socialism (for exampla, in the works of H.G. Wells and J.D. Bernal). (62)
Indced, - many Ieu_:i_.!!ist. vriters have argued that the romantic/utcpian heritage
'has beon marginalised,tamed and coerced by modern society. So in general,
the complexity and density of these inter-connections presents a real problem
in trying tc supercede these positions and move toward a nev synthesis.

A starting peint is given by Edward Thompscn through his renﬁgnifion that
one conceptual framework shoulé not bo privileged over another. This cccurs

“in his discussion of William Morris as a Marxist and as a Utopian:

We may say, and should say, that Morris was a Marxist

and a Utopian, but we oust not allow either a hyp a:r=or

a sensc of contradiction t3 cnter between the two terms.
Above all, the second term may nct be reduced to the
first. Nor can we allow a condescension which assumes
that the "education of desire" is a subordinate part. (&4&)

Morzover, it shouléd now be clear that there is a sense

in vhich Morris, as a Utopian and moralist, can never

be assimilated to Marxism, not because of any contradictien
of purposes but becausc one may not assimilste desire tc
knowledge, and bccause the attempt to do so is to confuse
twc @iff ront operative principles of culture...The motions
of desire may be legible in the tert of necessity, and nay
then become subject te rational explanation end criticism.
But such criticism can scarcely touch these motions at their
source. (45) :




Anderson cites the latter guotation and finds that it is wrong because it

‘substitutes an ontclogical for an historiecal errlanation of the record of
relaticns between Morris and Marxism' (pl60). He follows this by attempt-
ing to associate Thompson's use of 'desire' with Parisian philogsophic
irrationalism. In the following chapter Anderson stresses his 'historical
explanation' of the Morris-Marrisc relation with a very impressive vieu of
Morris as a revolutionary strategist. There is an =acute dangor here of
falling back into a rigid antinomy betiueeon liorris the revalutionary and
Morris the utopian. Instead, it would be more advantagecus to view Morris
from something like the perspective of Bloch's Utcpian Marxism. In this way
revolutionary and utopian aspects are combined, and a distinctive accent is
placed on the transformation of human and social relations in the movement

tovard the creation of a material class coposition.

Anderson should bo credited for recogniszing the problematic aspect of
developing an ‘ethical socialism', and of focussing too much on vhat ho
calls the 'ontological' side of romantic/utopian thought. But in referring
toc Bernstein or Hardie he notices only thosz socialists that were particulariy
inhibited from developing more incisive values of social transformation. Un-
like Thompson,he is never really able to g- beyond the Enlightenment root of

Harxism, and this is clzarly scen in his eriticism of Nevs from Novhere.

Anderson claims that 'Morris's vision is effectively an inversicn of the
present’ - it is a return t° feudal times, and an 'impulse towards simplific-
ation' {p.167). 1Is this view tenable? Firstly, it is evident that Anderson
wants t2 reject thosc views of Mgrris that are incompatible -7ith a modernist,
highly-organised, scientifically-based socialist system. Hc thorefore quetes
Reymoné Williams to give the impression that horris’s utopian vision vas
divorced from his revolutionary practice. 1In referring to the discontinuity
of the Romantic tradition {(and its submergesnce inte a predominantly

rationally based utopian/romanticisa), Willians asserts that:

s+rsne. vhat the representation of discontinuity typically
preduces is a noticn of socizl sizplicity which is untenable.
The extent to vhich the idea =f socialism is attached to

that simplic ity is counter-oroductive. It scems to nc that

the break towards socialism can only be towards an unimaginably
greater complesity (46)
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Certainly, the noticn of the socialist future as onc of 'social simplicity’
is wntenable. But although Williams's discussions of Nows from Novhere in

his recent Problems in Materializm and Culture (pp. 204-8) are very close

in general terms to Anderson's o'm account, it seems to me that he deces
recognise a ‘'fundamental .tmsion‘ between a Stalinist privileging 'of technology
and production, and the revolutionary socialism of Marx and Morris that
stressed distinctively nev social, human and material relations. " 1 want

to suggest that Anderscn's reading of Morris's Utopianism dislodges it
thesretically and practically from =n important linkage between the present
and the future. Morris was concerned above all to create ths possibility

of real revolutionary change; his avarecness of the destructiveness of
comnodity-production was central to this concern. -Like HMarx, Merris saw

that the agency and ereativity of the working class was central not only to

the proletarian revolution - but to a social and cultural revolution as well.
In this way it is possible to view Morris's Utopianism as comnecting the
necessary revolutionary strategy of the present with the inspiration and
energy of social/human trans-formatien which links the practice of the present
with the hope of “the future.

Unfortunately, Anderson's account of Morris is divided into chapters
on '"utopies' and 'strategies' - a categorical division that in effect sub-
merges the possibility of reconstituting 'Morris the Utopian' and '"Morris
the revolutionary' intc a wnified perspective. It would of course be naive
to claim that HMorris's T_.H:npia was not a rejection of Eurcopean civilisation.
Anderson claims that this sets hin apart'even within the Remantie tradition
he shared, whose real revulsion was from the Industrial Revolution' (p.168).
But Morris need not bz interpreted as an irrational dreamer in this respect,
because the project of genuine social and cultural revolution must uncover
the roots of class and intelloctual dominsnce. This means not only a
radical critigue of the horrors of early industrialism - but the cultural and
ideological roots of bourgeocis society itself. It is indeed surorising that
Thompson and Anderson have largely ignored the work of Christopher Hill
which clearly argues that we must go back to the period of the English

Revolution if we are to understiand the intelléq_:tuul foundations of bourgeois
society. (L&7)

However, I do not want to push this argument tooc far, because in the

final analysis Morri='s plea for a future of social simplicity is probably
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Cerived from Rousscoau rather than Mar:. Rrusseau's perspective is ultimstely
Dessimistic, for it iz not possible i return to pre-industrisl life; while

the Communist Manifesto containe a viableo hope of the future Szyond the dom-

inance of the product ver the producer. T think it iz possible to concejve

of Horris's romantic Utcpianism az grazping a prefound Harxian historical in-
sight into the problem of cepitalist st-te pover, Cerrigan has argued that{&B]
the State is not scparate from or above society, but is intcrnallx related to
the material (includine technelagical) preduction of capitalist compodities,
and to the sccial reprocuction of capitaligt state-forms through 'reguiation:’
and 'crchestreation' of idenlogy and culture. In thiz scnse then, the Morrisian
rejection of tha capitalist ethos and its structures of ideological deminance
amounts to more than mere romantic criticism. =0 is =n insight of tremendous

significanco,

The teleological notion that = ceormmist futurc is beyond capitalist
industrialisn is of coursa ceerly rooted in the Mar:zist tradition. Tt is
alsc found in a2 -or& that Perry Ancdorson holds in high regard - Bahro's The

AMternative in Enstorn Eurogg- Indeod Anderson's comments {found at the enc

of his secticn on Utopias) are significant and ceserve careful attention. For
Anderson, the Alternative ‘reprosents & dedarture freo previous utcpian trad-
itions' and it prescnts 2 'socialist figuratisom of the future beysnd the
anti-thesis betvecn Romanticism anc Utilitarianisn' (5.i74). Those coumonts
are well nut, but I want to suggest that = radical interpretaticn of Morris

is more applicable to our situation to-coy then Anderson's r2ading >f Bahro.
Firstly, the Alternative takos ns its 2remizc the 'backiard' nature of Eastern
Zuropean social formations ang consequently a reliance on the State as the
institution of civilisation, and thas taslmaster of society for technical! and
social development. Huch of Bahro's critique is cenecerned 7ith the -problems
that are thought to arise out of thosc Prooisos:  the hcavy economism of the
bunt for better efficiency and highor procductivity, the problem of burcaucrat-
ization, the need for eXperts, and the Dassivity of the pooulation. Bahro's
programme for transformation is cne of Cultur=] Hevelution seen Drinerily as
changes in the forms of economical -political erganisction.  jnderson corrcctly
notes thet this utopian visien is not speculative - but an crtrapalation of
idealisations on the strength of = concrete znalyzis of tha real -orld. Yhila
I am in agreement with this appraoach ang Perticularly pis attzoot to mowve beyond

ronantic and utilitarian enphases, cortsin arbhivalences remain,
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It is noticable that while Bahro accepts the revolutionary role of modern
science and technology he wants to distance hinself from its technocratic

organisational forms and alienating effects:

¥hat we are dealing with today is precisely a highliy
complex technolegy and organisation of the reproduction
process, which is not seriously disturbed simply by
political changes, but which matcrially incorporates
relations of super- and sub-ordination of the most
far-reaching kind, as well as extreme cifferences in
psycho-physical requirement. (49)

In oy view, Bshro's synthesis remains too closely associated with an accept-
ance of Western civilisation, industrialism, and State-Forms. The ideclogical
assumptions implicit in them should be erposed if socialists are to creste

a real alternative. If these premises are taken -n board then the project

of Cultural Revoluticn will limit itself to modifications of bourgeocis forms.
Is it significant that since leaving the DDR Bahro has shifted to an ecolcgical

perspective on socialism vhié¢h is really closer to a radical interpretation

. 2 ’ i 0
of William Morris's Sccialism? (50)

CONCLUSION

In wviewing Anderson's Argunents Within English Marxism I have tried to

provoke an awvareness of the need to move beyond eristing positions. The
perspective adopted hecre is somevhet unusual for a Marxist in that I view
English Marxism as not only a critigue of the capitzlist system and bourgeois
society, but alsc as being higtoriczlly formed by it, This does not mean
that Harxiso is somchow deformed or that I o plunging us into a nev relativ-
ism. On the contrary, this iz a tactical approach tc uncover the ideologies
of science that have traditionally been present within the classica: heritage.

Finally, I think it important to stress that the argunent of this essay
is not just about questions of science as a matter of epistemclogy or of
method. Perhaps the most pervasive and healthy reacticon t> Althusserianism
on the left has been to recognise the link between epistemclogy and political
form. Ian Craib seems tc echo Edward Thompson's reservations:
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A Marzisa that prosoent t f in teros
choice betveesn unfoundod scicnco =ng idecagy
rejected ++ill hav-

an inbuilt tendency to different
“rganisational forms, and s cifferent political effectivity,
to a larxisnm that attempts to transform an ideclepy oy vork-
ing vith it. 4ind a Poclitically isoiantced and ineffective
Farxism or a Marxisnm rigidified in fixad institutional fornms
will tenc tovards a differcnt concepiion of its own knoledge-
procucing activities than a Marrism sngaged in a living (51)
interacticn vith the class “hose experience it is theerising.'

The pPossibility of Aroducing socinlisgt knoirledge

iz clesely connected to

the resolution of 'abstract® or 'philesophical! ouesticns. These nced not

be viewed as a-political concerns. Indeed, I have tried to Dlace our

philosophical assunptions on an agends of political dchato. Obvicusly,

vhatever oy findings, further contrib tions

n

and practice are nzeded to cpen

up these cuestions. Ts that extant, the ritors discussed serve a Msitive

function. They =re part of o living traditicn. Consequently, to present a

=

neat 'conclusion' would he Aroblematic, =nd = resh and unmarTist thing to go.
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for human life and sccial wsll-being. -
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