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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

Marxism and Existentialism? The mere proposal of 

a thesis researching for compatibility between these two 

prominent modern philosophical doctrines will no doubt 

strike the vast majority of readers as a somewhat peculiar— 

if not naive and futile—pursuit. This response is certain

ly not without historical grounds either. The Marxist 

response to the social injustices of the 19th century 

Industrial Revolution and the existentialist response 

to the absurdity and contingency of events in a war-ridden 

20th century are widely regarded to be those of collectivism 

and individualism respectively. And the attempt of Jean 

Paul Sartre to synthesize these supposedly antithetical 

philosophies of "Marxism and Existentialism" in his Search 

for a Method and Critique of Dialectical Reason was widely
criticized as a radical conversion from his earlier

Being and Nothingness, one that vastly overstepped the 

bounds of existentialism. This thesis will question the 

alleged contradiction between Marxism and existentialism 

by searching both philosophies for compatible elements; 

this comparison will determine whether or not an existen

tialists social philosophy is logically possible and

1



2

whether or not Marxism can support individual praxis or 

action within a revolutionary movement towards a new social 

totality.

The first step with regard to evaluating both Marxism

and existentialism is one of definition. Perhaps it is

best then if I indicate first what is meant by the terms

"Existentialism" and "Marxism" in this thesis and the

manner in which these two traditions will be approached 

in searching for compatible elements.

It is very difficult to provide an exact definition 

of existentialism. One reason for this is the wide range 

of thinkers who have been placed in the so called "existen

tialist" tradition throughout the course of history. William 

Barrett, in his book, Irrational Man, traces the impetus 

or impulse of the existentialist tradition back to Hebraism 

and the myths of Abraham and Job. He finds it evident 

in the pre-Socratics (e. g. Heraclitus), in St. Augustine, 

Abelard, St. Thomas, Pascal, and even in the Oriental 

philosophies of Buddhism and Taoism. Both Barrett and 

Walter Kaufmann point to Nietzsche and Kierkegaard as 

being the well-springs of modern Existentialism. Many, 

on the other hand, consider Edmund Husserl's phenomenology 

to be the more direct source. It is possible to differen

tiate theistic (e.g., Kierkegaard, Marcel, Buber, Jaspers) 

and atheistic (e.g., Sartre, Heidegger, Nietzsche) branches 

of existentialism as well as a more irrationalist French 

(Sartre, Camus) and more intellectual German (Heidegger,
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Jaspers) tradition. Finally, there have been several 

(e.g., Dostoevsky, Kafka, Camus) labeled as Existentialists 

who were primarily writers and not philosophers per se.

The more precise reason for the difficulty, however, 

is within the very nature of existentialism itself. Exis

tentialism boldly and openly revolts against academia 

and the tendency of western philosophy to reduce all being 

to abstract thought, antecedent intellectual determinations, 
sets of tenets, and so forth. 1 The very heart of existen

tialism is to confront traditional themes in the history 

of philosophy (e.g., moral responsibility, being, freedom) 

in a manner which is less abstract, superficial, academic 

and remote from the personal life of the concrete individual 

existing in the historical present. It cannot be defined 

simply because it is "a free transmutation of living experi
ence . "2

With this in mind, I will not seek to provide a pre

cise, "hard" definition of existentialism. One can focus, 

however, on certain tendencies or "family resemblances" 

evident within existentialism. The important theme, as 

mentioned above, is the primary emphasis on the existing,

concrete individual in the Lebenswelt. or Life world of

experience and time consciousness. Husserl's notions 

of the Lebenswelt and his concept of the intentionalitv 

of consciousness are implicit within the phenomenological 

existentialism (or existential phenomenology) of Heidegger,
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Sartre, and Merleau-Ponty. These existentialists will 

be the most prominent and helpful for the purposes of 

this thesis. Other existential themes or tendencies that

need to be addressed are: the commitment to the values

of human freedom, individuality and authenticity; and 

the emphasis on the absurdity, contingency, irrationality, 

and meaninglessness of human existence.

There is also a certain degree of difficulty in inter

preting the true nature of Marxism. Daniel Bell's Two 

Roads from Marx points towards a duality inherent in Marx's 

writings, notably that of the philosophical/humanistic 

Marx emanating particularly from the Economic and Philo
sophical Manuscripts of .1844 and the later scientific

Marx of Capital (1867). Though Marx never did explicitly 

iron out this duality, Marx's Grundrjsse: Foundations 

of the Critique of Political. Economy (1857-8) is currently 

the subject of much scholarly interest as it combines 

the humanistic concerns of his earlier philosophical work

with the technical concerns of political economy that

dominate his later work in Capital.

My concern here is not to discuss the scope of Marx's 

thought or argue for its continuity, but to search for 

existential themes. This thesis will include an analysis

of scientific Marxism insofar as it is the traditional

or orthodox interpretation, which evolved from Engels 

and was later taken over by Lenin. For the most part,

however, this thesis will be oriented toward the humanistic
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interpretation of Marx (i.e., with its concern for the 

human individual or subject) as presented in the Economic 

and Philosophical Manuscripts and Grundrisse. As the

seemingly most comprehensive work of Marx, Grundrisse

will be examined in detail to the extent that it also

considers the scientific, technical concerns of traditional,

Orthodox Marxism.

Another Marxist source particularly vital for this 

thesis is Georg Lukacs's History and Class Consciousness 

(1923). This book marks the beginning of an idealist 

strain known as Western Marxism. Lukacs interpreted Marx

in a Hegelian context nearly a decade before the discovery 

and publication (in 1932) of Marx's Economic and Philo

sophical manuscripts of 1844. While following Hegel and 

placing reason within history, Lukacs acknowledged the 
significant impact of Kierkegaard,3 who reacted violently 

against Hegel's notion of a dialectic existing in the 

abstract world of ideas and argued that it is individuals, 

not abstract ideas, that are the moving forces in history. 

Lukacs's concern for the human subject is most clearly 

evidenced, however, by his treatment of alienation as 

the central critical category of Marxism. Indeed Lukacs 

not only foreshadowed the discussion of alienation in 

the Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts, but also in 

later existentialist thinkers. According to Lucien Gold- 

mann, Lukacs had a significant impact on Heidegger's 
Being and Time (1927).4 That Heidegger was deeply indebted
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to Lukacs for the development of his own thought may well 

explain how Herbert Marcuse, a student of Heidegger's, 

came to be oriented toward Western Marxism. Regardless 

of who took from whom, Lukacs, in History and Class Con

sciousness . provides a unique humanistic interpretation 

of Marx worthy of consideration in this thesis.

Having identified existentialism with the phenomenolog

ical approach taken by Heidegger, Sartre and Merleau-Ponty, 

and Marxism with the Western Marxist approach of Lukacs 

and Marcuse, this thesis will search for compatible elements 

between the approaches. Areas of possible compatibility 

considered (based on Lukacs's main themes in History and 

Class Consciousness) will include: the dialectical unity 

of subject and object (Chapter II); alienation as the 

central critical category of Marxism (Chapter III); and 

truth as a totality yet to be achieved (Chapter IV). Each 

of these chapters will include the viewpoints of the exis

tentialists and of Orthodox and Western Marxists. The

conclusion (Chapter V) will include a brief, succinct 

summary of the main theoretical arguments presented in 

the thesis as well as a critical analysis of any possible 

practical applications of the theories. With the framework

of the thesis established, I will now present my findings.



CHAPTER II

THE DIALECTICAL UNITY OF SUBJECT AND OBJECT

The relationship between subject and object has been 

a topic of much discussion throughout the history of philo

sophy. Discussion has primarily analyzed the epistemic 

dimension of this relationship (i.e., concerning how the 

human subject acquires knowledge of the world of objects 

about him/her). There have been diverse epistemic approach

es to the relationship of subject and object, ranging 

from a pure subjectivism or idealism that emphasizes the 

epistemic independence of the subjective consciousness 

or spirit from all objects or essences (it is not objects 

that we know, but rather ideas) to a pure objectivism 

or materialism which emphasizes the reflective effect 

of objects or matter on the physical mind (it is objects 

that we sense and know). Before considering the dialectical 

unity of subject and object, it is important to note that 

dialectical reason is "a process of objects 'in the world' 
and the movement of our knowledge of them;"5 "it is process

ful and timebound as are the knowledge and, reality, that 
it unites."® Accordingly, I will be discussing the rela

tionship of subject and object in terms of both an epistemic 

and ontological (i.e., concerning existent realities) 

dimension. I will now focus my attention on the general

7
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(ontological) themes of the existentialist approach to 

the relationship between subject and object.

Existentialism's vast popularity as a philosophy 

can be attributed to its attempts to elucidate less academic

and remote features of the human individual as he exists 
• in the concrete present. Existentialism explores the

inner depths of the human subject—including the feelings 

of nausea and anxiety that man encounters when he comes 

to demand a meaning or a reason for existence and yet 

finds himself in the midst of an existence which is utterly 

absurd, meaningless and contingent. Existentialism has 

not been without criticism, however. Jean-Paul Sartre's 

notions that "hell is other people," and "man is a useless 

passion," as well as his concept of the alienating gaze 

of the Other, have led most to identify existentialism 

with anything but a humanistic philosophy, and the existen

tialist as somewhat of a psychological aberration.

The first point that needs to be made is that existen

tialism is not an idealism or subjectivism whereby the 

human being is equated ontologically with a detached thinker 

or passive spectator in the game or life-process. Existen

tialism views the human subject as a unique Being-.in-.the-. 
world. Man is born in Nothingness and passes with death 

into Nothingness. Man has no nature; he is "an entity 

whose being consists not in what it is already, but what 
it is not yet, a being that consists in not-yet-being."7 

Unlike all other "things" in the world whose mode of exis
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tence consists in w_hat they. . are, already in time, whose 

"potentiality coincides at once with their reality, 

man is only "given the abstract possibility of existing, 

but not the reality. . .and hence "he has to make his 
own existence at every given moment."1^ What is primary 

for man is the will to action; the only authentic meaning

he has to give himself is through the free project that

he launches out of his nothingness.

. . .[life] is the attempt to carry out a definite 
program or project of existence. And his self— 
each man's self—is nothing but this devised 
program. Thus man begins by being something 
that has no reality, neither corporeal or spiritu
al; he is a project as such, something which 
is not yet but aspires to be. . . .although 
the project of being. . . has to be conceived 
of in an idea, "being" the project is different 
than holding the idea.11

Each individual's existence or being is constituted 

through his/her own projects in the light of contingency

or circumstance. Man's freedom consists in his creative

ability to make himself; to be free means to be lacking 

in constitutive identity. However, man would be acting 

in "bad faith" if he were to surrender his own liberty 

in order to possess his being as a thing (Being-ln-.itself). 
Man would be unauthentic to his true Self if he were to 

lose his own subjective being by identifying himself in 

the eyes of the objective Other (e.g., bourgeois).

However, man's ontological structure is not coexisten- 

sive with Being-for-it.se If or the subjective realm of con

sciousness, either. Man's freedom to give his self or
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consciousness a nature of identity can be attributed to 

the intent ional itv. of consciousness. The nature of con

sciousness is that it is perpetually beyond or transcending 

itself. By the very existential implication of intention

ality, the self is open to the world. Man comes to recog-

• nize himself not as a subjective individual but as an

historical one. In the light of historical contingency 

and circumstances he invents for himself a program or 

project of life, a static form of being that gives a mean

ingful answer to the difficulties or limitations posed 

by circumstance. Man is situated within the realm of 

historical necessity that limits his possibilities of 

being from outside along one fixed, pre-established, and

given line by which he may chart his course. Man is limited

by the historical past, but man is free to the extent

that he is a Being-in-the-world from the very beginning, 

open and true to the world of external, ontic facts.

However, he is free by compulsion to the extent that he 

must choose. Man is the being who both chooses (intends 

the world) and is chosen (intended by the world).
® In summation of the general themes of existentialism

on the relationship of subject and object, the fundamental

fact is that the human individual is a Being-jn-the-world.

The existential concepts of freedom and the intentionality 

of the consciousness support this fundamental notion of 

Being-in-the-world and illustrate that the human individual 

is (ontologically) equated with neither a subjective con-
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sciousness (Being-for-itself) nor a natural, objective 

being or "thing" (Being-in-itself).

I will now pass from general themes of the ontological 

dimension to general themes of the epistemic dimension

on the relationship between subject and object.

Husserl's phenomenology is a method that concentrates

the intentionality of acts of consciousness as directed 

outward toward some object (precluding the consciousness 

from being an object for itself). Husserl's pure phenomen

ology is an attempt, influenced by Descartes's goal of 

certitude, to get "back to the things themselves" by direct 

"seeing" or intuition. In order to see the object more 

clearly, it is necessary (through a method called epoche 

or transcendental-phenomenological reduction) to bracket 

or suspend all presuppositions and ordinary existential 

beliefs rather than simply accept them as they are or 

appear to be—as in the natural, "positivist" attitude,

which finds no real difference between "essence" and

"phenomenon" and denies the possibility of observable 

phenomena being the manifestation of a reality that eludes 
ordinary cognition.12 Existential phenomenology (or pheno

menological existentialism) modifies or interprets Husserl's 

phenomenology by challenging and suspending the claims 

of objectivism that man's self possesses a consciousness 

initially secure in itself.
What is natural in him [man] is realized by„ 
itself; it presents no problem. That is precisely 
why man does not consider it his true being.
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His extranatural part, on the other hand, is 
not there from the outset and of itself; it 
is by an aspiration, a project of life. And 
this we feel to be our true being; we call it 
our personality, our self.13

Existential phenomenology points out the necessity

for the movement out of the self into the world and back

into itself.

The naive, proud self-possession of a conscious
ness initially secure in itself is challenged, 
decentered and lost, only to be recovered in 
a more chastened awareness of the self's depen
dence on the other, on the world, on unconscious 
psychological structures. . . . Phenomenology 
is no longer merely descriptive but dialectical 
or critical, no longer concerned merely with 
describing immediate experience, but also inter
preting and criticizing that experience.14 

Existential phenomenology is dialectical also, insofar

as one can see it as a method

. . .rooted in the modalities of time conscious
ness, in which there is a hermeneutically respect
ful orientation towards the past, an eidetic, 
descriptive orientation towards the experiencing 
present, and a hermeneutically suspicious movement 
towards a future theoretical and practical prax
is .15

The "phenomenon" then in phenomenological existential

ism is not an objective thing as it "really" is, nor is 

it an idea that is reflected upon by the detached individu

al. Rather it is an object meant, intended, and experienced 

as it presents itself to the subject's consciousness as 

a real authentic existent. It is "meaning-for-the-experi- 
encing-subject."16

Having discussed general themes of existentialism 

on the relationship between subject and object in both
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the ontological and epistemic dimensions, I will now focus 

on individual philosophies and their approaches to the 

topic at hand.

Unlike Sartre in Being . and Nothingness. who focused 

his thought on the two ends of the dyad (i.e., subject 

and object, Being-for-itself/Being-in-itself) and tried 

to show (with dualistic implications) their interrelation, 

Merleau-Ponty began within the middle of the subject-object 

bond itself, with his concept of the ambiguous body. Accord

ing to Merleau-Ponty:

There are two senses, and two only, of the word
"exist1:': one exists as a thing or else one exists 
as a consciousness. The experience of one's 
own body, on the other hand, reveals to us an 
ambiguous mode of existing. . . . The experience 
of one's own body runs counter to the reflective 
procedure which detaches subject and object 
from each other.1?

For Merleau-Ponty, the body is an active subject and the 
fulcrum of being-in-the-world,1^ and not a passive thing 

as in Descartes's idealism or an encroachment on the trans

cendent soul as in the idealism of Plato. The ambiguity 

of the body is not dualist but dialectical; man is "out 

there in the world perceiving and being perceived through 
his body."19 The individual is immediately social to 

the extent that his self is defined or constituted not 

by himself and not by others—but both together, the reci

procal, dialectical unity of the differences. The active 

subject is situated within an intersubjective world; not 

only does the individual inject meaning into the world

SJRQllege library
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through an intending consciousness, but the world injects 

meaning into the individual and seems to have an intention

ality of its own.

Heidegger also viewed the individual as a Being-in-the- 

world. That man can transcend himself by intentionality
• of the consciousness presupposes an open field or region

where subject and object, Being-in-itself and Being-for- 

itself, meet. Heidegger calls this open field (or region 

or ground) "Being." Being precedes existence, otherwise 

man could not ek-sist or stand out beyond himself within 
time and in relation to time.20 it is important to note 

the primacy that existentialism gives to time or historicity 

as the ground of Dasein or human reality, in contrast 

to the neglect of time in Cartesian dualism. For Heidegger, 

man can make himself be what he is only because all of 

his projects are revealed to him as taking place within 

the open field or region of Being. Subject and object 

are possible and intelligible (fully understood) insofar 

as both stand out in the Truth, or unhiddenness (alethei.a). 

of Being and Time.
® In his later Search for a Method and Critique of

Dialectical. Reason. Sartre modified his dualist approach 

to Being or the Le.benswe.lt (the realm of "I live through" 

in time as opposed to merely "I think") with his concepts 

of praxis and "totalization." Praxis, as purposive human 

activity in its material environment (objective possibili

ty), is the primary concept of Sartre's social ontology.
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The ontological primacy of individual praxis manifests 

itself as "the original foundation of unity, of action, 
and of finality"2^ insofar as it is the (mediating) "unify

ing and reorganizing transcendence of existing circumstances 
toward the practical field."22

However, Sartre does not treat praxis, in its ontolog

ical root, as a multiple series of individual transcendent 

projects but rather as a "totalization." While praxis 

inherits the intentionality of the for-itself or conscious

ness, and while human actions, at any given moment, appear 

to be isolated and unrelated, there is within the intention

ality of each action an opposite, practical activity or 

movement towards synthesizing the totality of multiple 

projects into an emerging, hierarchical whole—which ulti

mately serves as the single, immanent goal (tendency, 

direction, sens) of on-going historical activity. This

was what Sartre termed totalization.

Totalization differs from totality insofar as totality 

is "inert" or static, while a totalization indicates a 

living process in which there is a simultaneous, dialectical 

interplay of objective possibility and totalizing praxis. 

Since the project is a totalization, its meaning is bound 

up with the progressive and regressive movement of tempor

ality. Every action delineates a "practical field" of 

meanings, a field of everyday life which is a subjective 

network of intersecting, intentional action. While the

individual totalizes his act, his act is in turn totalized
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by others. Human action can be grasped only in terms 

of its totalizations, and the dialectic captures the meaning 

of the individual's act through its connections with the 

larger field of society. Sartre's position is best summed 

up by his insistence that "Man is mediated by things to 
the extent that things are mediated by man."23

Having discussed both general themes and specific 

concepts peculiar to individual philosophies within existen

tialism on the relationship between subject and object,

I will now turn to Marxism. The fundamental fact that

needs to be established is that Western Marxism contradicts

positivist, scientific and objectivist interpretations 

given by traditional, Orthodox Marxism. I will first 

look at the Orthodox Marxist's position (as reflected 

in the notion of dialectical or historical materialism)

and then consider the viewpoint of Lukacs and Western

Marxism.

The Orthodox Marxist theory of dialectical materialism 

is a modification of Hegel's dialectical idealism. For 

Hegel, history is the result of an Absolute Spirit unfolding 

itself through a conflict of ideas, each stage of history

representing the synthesis of a thesis-antithesis conflict. 

Orthodox Marxism brings Hegel's dialectic from the world 

of ideas down to natural reality, proclaiming history 

to be the manifestation of an ongoing struggle—the ultimate 

synthesis or Absolute Truth being the development of a 
democratic, Communist utopia by the proletariat. Class
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conflicts are not the result of antagonistic ideas, but 

are determined by contradictions within the dynamic economic

base. For Orthodox Marxism there is an inevitable autono

mous movement of cosmic structures: with the inevitable

forward movement of the forces of production (e.g., tech- 
• nology, labor force), the relations of production (economic

structure or market and the ruling class pattern of owner

ship) will inevitably have to change also. The resultant 

synthesis occurs within the ideological superstructure

(e.g., political structure, law, art, religion), which 

is a reflection of the mode of production (i.e., forces 

of production and relations of production) or economic 

base. Technology will no longer be the underlying motive 

v force behind class struggle, however,when capital inevitably

becomes concentrated into the hands of a few capitalists 

and the lumpenproletar iat (reserve army of unemployed 

workers) is great enough to violently overthrow all existing 

social conditions and seize the means of production. The

State, as a product of class antagonisms, will inevit

ably "wither away."

Orthodox Marxism is a positivism which treats and 

recognizes objects as they appear immediately as things, 

separate and independent of each other; i.e., there is 

a separation of subject and object. Structures are totally 

objective, and men are merely bearers of these objective 

structures. The individual is treated as natural, and 

therefore processes occur without subjects and history
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is without men. Man does not make his own history—instead 

history makes man. Marxist positivism rejects the idea 

of a totality (Hegel) or a mediating intersubjective Leben- 

swelt. and reduces the nature of society to the economic

level.
® Unlike the Orthodox Marxism of Engels, which conceives

of the dialectic as operating in physical nature and empha

sizes economic determinism, Western Marxism a la Lukacs 

seeks to deliver humanity from the throes of economic 

determinism in a bourgeois social totality and postulates

the dialectic as a relation between mind and social history.

Social entities are not to be regarded as isolated, natural 

objects studied by physical science, but as reified person

ality or alienated spirit, while human individuals them
selves are the product of historical forces.24 Lukacs 

does not think in terms of empirical things but rather 

in terms of totality and social process.

. . .the intelligibility of objects develops 
in proportion as we group their function in 
the totality to which they belong. This is 
why only the dialectical conception of totality 
can enable us to understand reality as a social

£ process.25

Also:

Thus thought and existence [subject and object] 
are not identical in the sense that they "corre
spond" to each other, or "reflect" each other, 
that they "run parallel" to each other or "coin
cide" with each other (all expressions that 
conceal a rigid duality). Their identity is 
that they are aspects of one and the same histor
ical process.2®

The consequence of seeing totality as a social process
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is that social existence can be seen as "the product, 

albeit the hitherto unconscious product, of human activi
ty. "27 Seeing human existence as a product of ongoing 

human activity results in the possibilities of intervention 

within a positivist dialectic of nature ruled by laws, 

of social self-determination, and self-conscious social 

production.

It is important to note that Lukacs's concern to

establish the autonomy of human reality and human activity

does not exclude the recognition of the place where nature

impinges on the human scene, nor where humanity imposes

itself upon nature. Natural reality is to be regarded

as dialectical to the extent that it is within the totality.

But in fact, to leave empirical reality behind 
can only mean that the objects of the empirical 
world are to be understood as aspects of a total 
social situation caught up in the process of 
historical change.28

One must also point out that human action itself, 

in its ontological root, is not a law-bound process. Man 

himself, insofar as he is the source of human action as 

human, has an ontological autonomy with respect to the 

historical processes and forces acting upon man. Insofar 

as man's activity is not a process, it is free. Man as 

"subject" is not a passive part or a detached spectator 

estranged from the process, but an active, purposeful, 

intending, conscious subject of total social reality. 

Marx himself insisted that reality is not only "object" 

(i.e., a being that acts, originates action):
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The chief defect of all hitherto existing materi
alism—that of Feuerbach included—is that the 
object, reality, sensuousness, is conceived 
only in the form of the object of contemplation 
but not as hum^n sensuous , activity, practice, 
not subjectivity.^

If reality is equated with human sensuous activity,

man must become conscious of himself as a social individual

or being, as simultaneously both the subject and object 

of an anthropogenetic socio-historical process. Man becomes 

a social being or "total" man by positioning himself in
the world, by actively (re)producing himself in a real✓
sense (not just intellectually or consciously) such that 

he can then see his concrete reflection in a world he

has constructed.

For Marx, this movement of the self into the world 

and back into the self—the unity of subject and object— 

occurs in the human activity of labor. Labor or production, 

for Marx, does not reduce man to a "tool-making" animal 

engaged in the making of things but rather is a human 
process, "man's act of self-creation,"30 or self-determina

tion whereby a subject actively produces itself in the 

appropriation of its objective conditions. Marx states:

This mode of production must not be considered 
simply as being the reproduction of the physical 
existence of the individuals. Rather it is 
a definite form of activity of these individuals, 
a definite form of expressing their life, a 
definite mode, of life on their part. 31

This "mode of life" cannot be reduced to mere economic 

activity but rather is identifiable with Lukacs's social 

totality. Rosylyn Bologh, in her book Dfalectjcal .Phenomen-
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ology: Marx's Methods, borrows the term "form of life"

from Wittgenstein. A form of life is defined as:

A self-reproducing subject-object totality, 
in which human subjects and their objects recipro
cally reproduce each other—the human being 
as an "objective" being expresses its life (sub
jectively) only through its productive relation 
to its objects—objects that in turn reflect, 
and are thus only made possible by, a specific 
human subjectivity.32

Totality for Marx is not a totality of everything 

related to everything else internally, a whole equaling 

the sum-total of its internal parts; rather, "the internal 

relations that make up a totality are the relations by 

which a subject (re)produces itself and its knowledge 
of the object—a relation of subject to object."33 Tradi

tional Marxism views reality as a totality of external 

relations and is concerned primarily with the mode of 

distribution; the development of large-scale industrial 

production is considered essentially as the historical 

mediation from the capitalist mode of distribution to 
the possibility of another.34 Contrastingly, Western 

Marxism treats and recognizes a form of life as a totality

• of internal relations and focuses on production as the

starting-point within the political economy. Lukacs quotes

from Grundrisse:
The result we arrive at is not that production, 
distribution, exchange and consumption are ident
ical, but that they are all members of one totali
ty, different aspects of a unit. . . Thus a
definite form of production determines definite 
forms of consumption, distribution and exchange 
as well as definite, relations between . these. 
differ.e.nt moments- • • •
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To sum up on the two traditions, I have argued that 

Existentialism is not (in its ontological root) an idealism 

or subjectivism and that Marxism is not a positivism or

objectivism. We have seen that both approach subject 

and object in a "third way"—by grounding them in a histor-
• ically specific totality or form of life in which they

are mediated and dialectically united through human activity 

or praxis. A "form of life" or totality as a process 

seemingly corresponds to the Lebenswelt or Life-world, 

to Sartre's notion of the totalization, and to Heidegger's 

open field or region of Being and Time. Lukacs's notions 

of totality as process, reality in the process of Becoming, 

and a totality of internal relations are compatible with 

Heidegger's Being as presence and with Sartre's notion 

of an intersubjective Lebenswelt or totalization. Both 

contradict traditional, positivist Marxism, in which the 

potentiality of a thing corresponds with its reality as 

given in its unmediated external relations. Both regard 

our Being-in-the-world as a unitary phenomenon and not 

the total of separate components.

In conclusion, both phenomenological existentialism 

and Western Marxism reject any dualistic conception of 

the ontological foundation of the social totality. Both 

adhere to the claim that human beings are, in their onto

logical root, neither detached subjects nor natural objects 

and argue that the individual is immediately social and 

a Being in the Life-world of time consciousness through
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a dialectical interplay of subjective (totalizing) praxis 

and objective possibility. This concern for the real, 

authentic relations between human beings extends into 

the next chapter of this thesis on the topic of aliena

tion—which I will now consider.
•



CHAPTER III

ALIENATION

William Barrett, in The. Illusion of, .Technique, remarks 

that alienation "is one of the deepest themes in modern 
culture" but also "one of the most hackneyed. . . ."36 

"The more easily we chatter about it, the more the phenomen
on itself, in its true dimensions, becomes hidden to us."37 

Barrett goes on to give an elementary, etymological defini

tion of "alien" as meaning "a stranger, and therefore 
someone not at home where he is. "38 Man is essentially 

homeless in the world. I will first examine the true

dimension of this human condition according to Marxism.

The concept of alienation in Marx is anything but 

elementary, and accounting for the true dimensions of

this phenomenon is no easy task. Perhaps it would be 

best, then, if I preface my analysis of this phenomenon

• with Hegel, the first philosopher to speak of alienation.

Jean Hyppolite translated Hegel's Entfremdung as 

extraneation of alienation—as the 'strangeness of the 
objectification.'39 Because self-consciousness always 

requires self-objectification, alienation is an ontological 

quality of the human condition. Regardless of the histor

ical circumstances, man has to see himself from the outside,

24
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and this is the source of self-alienation. In the center 

of consciousness, the split within the self is accompanied 

by feelings of anxiety. For Hegel, self-realization, 

the acquisition of self-conscious consciousness, occurs 

through penetrating this individual consciousness presented 

by historical process. The Unhappy Consciousness represents 

the moment when man finally realizes the Absolute but 

experiences it as a place beyond humanity.

One can see some Hegelian aspects within Marx's Eco

nomic and Philosophical Manuscripts of .1844. Marx's concept 

of socialism is the emancipation from alienation, the 

return of man to himself, his self-realization.

For Marx, as for Hegel, the concept of alienation 
is based on the distinction between existence 
and essence, on the fact that man's existence 
is alienated from his essence, that in reality 
he is not what he ought to be., and that he QMght
to be that which he could be Tauthentic self1.4^

Marx also echoes Hegel in that each individual represents 
the same species, humanity as a whole.41 The development 

of man leads to the unfolding of his whole humanity through 

the course of time. The universality of man is linked

to the development of each individual.

Marx differs from Hegel with respect to the means 

of self-realization and the expression of alienation.

Marx altered Hegel's notion of self-realization by including

the dialectic of self-consciousness within a wider dialectic

of labor. For Marx, as mentioned earlier, labor character

izes human activity better than the notion of consciousness
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or thinking because it roots man in nature, centers atten

tion on his sensuous reality, and thus grasps humanity 

"concretely." Man creates himself in the process of work. 

Marx called this position "naturalism or humanism," as 
against "idealism and materialism."42

• As against idealism, Marx posits the primacy of life

over thought: 'consciousness does not determine life,
but life determines consciousness.'43 And Marx refused

to attribute alienation to Hegel's "natural" process whereby

there was an alienation of consciousness when it objectified

itself. For Marx, alienation could only be attributed

to those moments when that objectification was "lost"—i.e.,

when there was a separation of subject and object.

Alienation (or "estrangement") means, for Marx, 
that man does not experience himself as the 
acting agent in his grasp of the world, but 
that the world (nature, others, and he himself) 
remain alien to him. They stand above and against 
him as objects, even though they may be objects 
of his own creation. Alienation is essentially 
experiencing the world and oneself passively, 
receptively, as the subject separated from the 
object.44

For Marx, the process of alienation is expressed

• in work and in the division of labor. Labor loses its 

character of being an expression of man's powers; labor 

is alienated because the work has ceased to be a part

of the worker's nature. Alienation of work, especially 

under the conditions of capitalism, involves an estrangement 

from man's own creative powers. The objects that are 

products of man's act of self-creation, which are re-produc

tions of man's existence and allow man to reproduce himself 

not merely intellectually but actively, are appropriated
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from him by the bourgeois capitalist for surplus value 

or profit. The objects of his own work become alien beings, 

and eventually rule over him, become powers independent 

of the producer. In short, 'The laborer exists for the 

process of production, and not the process of production
® for the laborer.'45

Mark Poster remarks that, to the same extent that 

Sartre's concept of freedom in Being and Nothingness was 

profoundly subjectivist, Marx's concept of alienation 

in the 1844 Manuscripts was strongly objectivist in think
ing.46 Poster adds that, despite Marx's clearly evident 

concern for the individual, such that Erich Fromm refers 

to the philosophy in the 1844 Manuscripts as "humanist 
existentialism,"47 the work tended toward economic determin

ism or a more traditional, Orthodox Marxist interpretation. 

These tendencies notably included the reduction of all

alienation to economic alienation and the reduction of

the "total" man to "homo economicus" or a "tool-making" 
animal.4^

Rather than merely accepting ipso facto that these 

"objectivistic" Orthodox notions of alienation are indeed 

weaknesses, I will first examine the approaches of Marx 

in his later Grundrisse (based largely upon the interpretive 

studies of Bologh and Moishe Postone), and of Western 

Marxism a la Lukacs and Marcuse, towards the phenomenon 

of alienation. Having better "grounded" the discussion

of alienation, I will then judge Orthodox Marxism's approach
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to this phenomenon.

As pointed out in the last chapter, both Marx (in 

Grundrls.se) and Western Marxism conceive of the dialectic 

as a relation between social history and the mind, as 

"a process of objects 'in the world' and the movement 

of our knowledge of them." That a phenomenon is dialectical 

refers to a dialectic of the concrete and its grounds.

This dialectical relation between the concrete and its

grounds is posited as a "form of life." Analysis refers

to the knowledge of social phenomena as grounded in an

historically-specific form of life. Accordingly, both

treat and recognize the phenomenon of alienation as grounded

in a bourgeois form of life. Reification (Lukac's word

for alienation) comes to mean that

. . .man's own activity, his own labor, becomes 
something objective and independent of him, 
something that controls him by virtue of an 
autonomy alien to man. . . . Objectively a world
of objects and relations between things springs 
into being. . . . Subjectively. . .a man's activi
ty becomes estranged from himself; it turns 
into a commodity. . .49

Alienation is thus the historical negation of produc

tion as self-fulfilling activity. Unlike a form of life 

whose mediation entails a dialectical unity of subject 

and object/purpose and activity in the process of produc

tion, a bourgeois form of life mediately separates subject 

and object/purpose and activity in the process of aliena

tion .

Analysis of the phenomenon of alienation in terms
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of a form of life involves a suspension or bracketing

of past grounds and an eidetic description of the concrete

present in order to understand the dialectical relation

between the present and past. An eidetic, descriptive

analysis of the present reveals that capitalism is a social

form in which objectified labor is alienated from living

labor and in which, therefore, social wealth confronts
labor as an alien and dominant power.50 Labor or production

is no longer enriching for the individual; it no longer

is posited as use-value. Instead, labor is to be measured.

in terms of the wealth or (exchange) value it produces.

Wealth is based on necessary (alienated) direct labor

time; direct labor time becomes objectified as value in
commodities, money, and finally capital and machinery.51

Marx states in Grundrisse:

. . . .Real wealth manifests itself. . .in the 
monstrous disproportion between the labour time 
applied, and its product, as well as in the 
qualitative imbalance between labour, reduced to. 
a pure abstraction, and the power of the produc
tion process it superintends.52

That which mediates and makes possible the separation 

of labor from its objective conditions, and the separation 

of purpose from activity, is exchange value, an abstraction 
that is external to the specific production, activity, 

needs, and purposes of labor. Exchange value in the form 

of capital becomes the independent, for-itself, objective

condition of labor. Because the mediation is external

to subject and object, it takes the place of either subject
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or object without being identical with that which it replac

es. Hence, it appears as subject independent of a relation 

to object or as an object independent of a subject.

The mediation is an abstraction from the relation

of subject and object (the ontological root), an abstraction

that denies its origins. The economic terms, labor and

value, are abstractions insofar as they appear to be things

in themselves; their potentiality is taken as coextensive

with their reality. Abstractions are self-contradictory

because they exclude that which is necessary for, and

presupposed by, their existence. They conceal or veil

rather than reveal the authentic relation of subject and

object (labor), use-value and exchange value.

. . .exchange value is an abstraction and a 
self-contradictory thing because it excludes 
use value in its determination and yet its very 
existence presupposes use value. In other words, 
value is treated as an object, money, exclusive 
of any subjectivity. At the same time, it is 
impossible for a commodity to have exchange 
value without a subject for which the commodity 
has use value.53

The concrete, reified present becomes intelligible 

when it is dialectically related to its grounds. Lukacs 

attributes the concrete changes undergone by subject and 

object of the economic process in a capitalist society 

to a (positivistic) principle of rationalization based 

on what can be calculated.54
The fragmentation of the object of production, this 

effort to isolate things and twist them to fit the progress

ive framework capitalism imposes, creates social obstacles
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such that objects are no longer free to be what they are. 

The subject is no longer integrally related to the objective 

conditions of his existence but rather is confronted by

a "second nature."

This fragmentation of the object of production 
necessarily entails the fragmentation of its 
subject. . .Neither objectively nor in his rela
tion to his work does man appear as the authentic, 
master of the process—he is a mechanical part 
incorporated into a mechanical system. . . .As 
labour is progressively rationalized and mechan
ized his lack of will is reinforced by the way 
in which his activity becomes less and less 
active and more and more contemplative. The 
contemplative stance adopted towards a process 
mechanically conforming to fixed laws and enacted 
independently of man's consciousness and impervi
ous to human intervention, i.e., a perfectly 
closed system, must likewise transform the basic 
categories of man's Immediate attitude to the.
world: it reduces space and time to a common
denominator and degrades , time to the dimension
of space.KF

Herbert Marcuse, in One Dimensional Man. explains

this contemplative stance in a closed mechanical system

as "one-dimensional thought."

Thus emerges a pattern of one-dimensional thought 
and behavior in which ideas, aspirations, and 
objectives that, by their content, transcend 
the established universe of discourse and action 
are either repelled or reduced to terms of the 
universe. They are redefined by the rationality 
of the given system and its quantitative exten
sion .56

Thus the history of the bourgeois form of life has 

an immanent (as opposed to retrospective) logic or rationale 
that indicates a form of historical necessity.57 One 

cannot uncover the veil or abstraction that separates 

subject and object if one theorizes in a concrete, alienated
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manner in which things are as they appear themselves.58 

Reality, in its immediate, given structure, is a "second 

nature"—an abstraction that veils the authentic "real" 

relation between subject and object, purpose and activity. 

One must see or grasp the contradiction between ostensible 

appearance and underlying reality within history—that 

is, one must look at the present. mediating bourgeois 

social totality or form of life as a process or Becoming 

of the past and a potentiality of the future.

If Objectivistic/positivistic Orthodox Marxism treats 

social phenomena as they appear themselves before analysis, 

then it logically follows that its interpretation (based 

on a reflective or correspondence theory of knowledge) 

of alienation and its subsequent critique of capitalism 

is a linear extension of a bourgeois, alienated, one-dimen

sional, concrete mode of theorizing, and hence is contradic

tory. Reflective concepts are abstractions, names of 

things whose meanings are simply immediate givens, unground

ed in a historically-specif ic form of life. With this 

in mind, I will now consider Orthodox Marxism's reduction

of all alienation to economic alienation and its reduction

of the "total" man to "homo economicus."

For traditional Marxism, the historically dynamic

element is seen within the economic sphere, where the 

industrial mode of production ("forces of production," 

technology) is considered outside of and in growing contra
diction to that sphere.59 Traditional Marxism, according
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to Postone, grasps only the value dimension—a moment 

of a more complex social totality or form of life—as 
that totality itself.60

Use-value is dealt with only as it is developed 
by Marx on the logical level of the analysis 
of commodities—as the material carrier of ex- 
change-value which, in itself, plays no intrinsic

* role in capitalism. Therefore, the only source
of opposition to the reified value-dimension 
is taken to be that use-value which is not yet 
subsumed by capitalist forms. . . . The notion 
of an immanent contradiction between value and 
use-value (which, to be sure, does not exist 
on the logical level of the analysis of commodi
ties) is absent. The so-called "fetish of com
modities" is therefore mistakenly equated with 
the entire critical epistemological content 
of Capital.61

The consequence of viewing the economic value-dimension

as the source of reification and of the fetishism of com

modities (whereby relations between human beings become 

relations between things) is that socialism is seen as 

a critique of the capitalist mode of dlstribution. not 

production. Because the category of value is here equated 

with the category of distribution—as the unconscious, 

"automatic" regulator of the social distribution of goods 

and services, capital and labor—socialism is considered 

as a social form of the organization of distribution more 

adequate to the industrial mode of production (equated 
with the "forces of production").62 The relations of 

production in capitalist society (private property, "self- 

regulatory" or automatic market) are to be re-distributed 

in terms of organized collective ownership and economic

planning.
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Once this basic one-dimensional framework is accepted, 

however, it follows that the industrial mode of production— 

that based on proletarian labor—is seen as historically 
final.63 This leads to a notion of socialism as the linear 

continuation of the industrial mode of production to which
® capitalism gave rise, as a new mode of political administra

tion and economic distribution of the same mode of produc
tion.64

Western Marxism, in contrast, locates the contradiction 

within capitalism itself, with a bourgeois social totality 

or framework, rather than between capitalism and that 

which is not-yet-capitalized, or between capitalism and 

"nature." In this view, the capitalist social formation 

not only entails reified forms of consciousness and needs, 

but also other socially formed, historically changing 

needs, neither "natural" nor precapitalist, which form 

the bases for oppositional, critical, and revolutionary 
forms of consciousness. 65 in other words, not only the 

world of things, but also social and historical circumstanc

es, become the rulers of man. Beyond the transhistorical

or "natural" necessity of labor as the production of art

icles of human use (a condition of human existence which 

is independent of all forms of society and that can only

be diminished and not entirely overcome), historical nec

essity is inextricably bound with alienation in a bourgeois, 
capitalist form of life.65

Regarding a historically-specific form of life as
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a totality of internal relations, alienation therefore 

means that the totality of social relations (not merely 

the .relations of .production) are such that they are objecti
fied, externalized, and acquire a life of their own. These

alienated structures then react back on individuals as 

"quasi-natural, objective necessity," a "second nature" 
or "phantom objectivity."^7 Mankind overcame the overwhelm

ing domination of Nature at the price of (unconsciously 
and unintentionally) creating a second alienating one.68 

Alienation is distinguishable from oppression and other

forms of non-mediated domination insofar as it is the

domination of social structures which have a specific 

mediational character such that they exist as "abstract," 

"objective" compulsions. Hence, alienation cannot be 

simply reduced to economic alienation.

The traditional "objectivistic" reduction of the 

"total" man to "homo economicus" by Orthodox Marxism 

is due to a concrete, immediate acceptance of the separation

of subject and object as an ontological given. Orthodox 

Marxism approaches the subject-object dialectic as one 

between simple unitary wholes, between a reified objectivity 

(objectified labor) and the human factor (living labor). 

There is no mediating, contradictory "second nature" that 

is the source of alienation or the separation of subject 

and object. This approach to the phenomenon of alienation 

simply in terms of social "objectivity" leads to traditional

assumptions of the essential, quantitative character of
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capitalism and a subsequent critique of the political 

economy only in terms of deformation, oppression, or reifi

cation. There simply is the immediate objective dimension 

of capitalism (understood unequivocally as the source 

of reification and the realm of necessity), which is seen 

as a growing contradiction that oppresses or reifies human 

nature (instincts, impulses, drives). Since Orthodox 

Marxism views the separation of subject and object as 

an ontological given, and the historically dynamic element 

that objectifies the natural and individual's living labor 

is immediately seen within the economic sphere, man is 

ontologically relegated to "homo economicus" or a "tool-mak

ing" animal.

Western Marxism's treatment of the individual as

grounded in an historically-specif ic form of life means

that the individual's alienated acts and intentions do

not originate either with characteristics attributed to 

nature (impulses, instincts, drives) or to individuals 

(e.g., greed, industriousness) outside of social formations, 

but rather are possible and intelligible only within a 

bourgeois form of life. Human nature is properly understood 

as taking form within all aspects of social life, and 

not just within the economic sphere. Man appears to be 

"homo economicus" or a "tool-making" being because an 

alienating "second nature" has veiled his authentic, onto

logical status of being a "total," universally-developed

social individual. This "second nature" is not oppressive
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but alienating, in the sense that it estranges man both 

from the natural, objective conditions of his labor and 
himself. For Marcuse, "all reification is a forgetting"®^ 

of the universal character of the "total" man in his onto

logical root. And for Lukacs, this self-forgetfulness
• or loss of self in reification is assimilated to death.

And just as the young Marx's concept of totality 
cast a bright light upon the pathological symptoms 
of a still-flowering capitalism, so too in the 
studies of Rosa Luxemburg we find the basic 
problems of capitalism analyzed within the context 
of the historical process as a whole; and in 
her work we see how the last flowering .of .capital
ism .,1s .trans.fQr.nied ,fnt.o ..n.-gUgstly...dance,.of .death..
Into. . the , .inexorable march. , .of . Oedipus , .to. . .his
doom.70
Having extensively discussed the approaches of Western 

Marxism, Marx (especially in Grundrisse). and Orthodox 

Marxism to alienation, I will now focus on the approach 

of Heidegger and Sartre to this phenomenon.

Though Heidegger was not a Marxist (unlike Sartre 

and Merleau-Ponty), Lucien Goldmann and Pierre Fougeyrollas 

interestingly enough tried to synthesize a Heideggerian

Marxism. Goldmann, as mentioned earlier, argued that

• Heidegger was greatly indebted to Lukacs for his own 

thought. While Heidegger himself did not interpret Marxist 

claims, he certainly was not indifferent to the alien 

quality of man's existence.

For Heidegger, alienation is inextricably bound to 

the fall of Dasein (Heidegger's word for human reality) 

out of "Being" (the ontological ground where subject and
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object meet). Qasein's fall out of Being is linked to 

an ontological "forfeiture" in which Base in. forgets Being 
for particular, external, trivial things in the technocratic

age of calculated, systematically-coordinated intellectual 

tasks. For Heidegger, night has fallen—the world has 

been darkened by a forgetfulness of Being.

The important point to note here is that Heidegger 

does not argue, either in a subjectivistic or objectivistic 

manner, against technology itself as the ground of aliena

tion. By the very ontological implication of "facticity" 

or Being-in-the-World, Basein is open to the distracting 

and disturbing trivial "ontic" concerns of an inauthentic, 

everyday existence. Das.ein has entered step by step into 

a technical project or framework to which it is now commit

ted. Despite being the historically supreme expression 

of man’s ability to cope with nature, the technical frame

work has an intentionality of its own that eludes man's 
will.72 This technical framework belongs to the world 

of "ontological" possibility, not the world of "ontic" 
fact.73 Heidegger grounds the phenomenon of alienation 

in an ontological technical framework or form of life—which

he calls Gestell.

Leszek Kolakowski, in The. Alienation ..of Reason, seem

ingly provides a would-be Heideggerian account of the 

historical grounds of a bourgeois form of life.

In this radical positivist view, the realities 
of the world—which can, of course, be interpreted 
by natural science, but which are in addition
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an object of man's "existential curiosity," 
a source of fear or disquiet, an occasion for 
commitment or rejection--if they are to be encom
passed by reflection and expressed in words, 
can be reduced to their empirical properties. 
Suffering, death, ideological conflict, social 
clashes, antithetical values of any kind—all 
are declared out of bounds, matters we can only 
be silent about, in obedience to . the. . principle 
of verifiability. Positivism so understood 
is an act of escape from commitments, an escape 
masked as a definition of knowledge, invalidating 
all such matters as mere figments of the imagina
tion stemming from intellectual -laziness. Positi
vism in this sense is the escapist's design 
for living, a life voluntarily cut off from 
participation in anything that cannot be correctly 
formulated.

The concept of alienation presented in Sartre's Being 

and Nothingness. as mentioned earlier, was as one-sided 

as the positivist critique of the bourgeois political 

economy. The notions of bad faith and the alienating 

gaze of the other were not historically situated in a 

bourgeois form of life and were strongly subjectivist.

Needs and forms of consciousness were attributed to the

subjective individual. The meaninglessness of existence, 

the absurdity and contingency of events, the isolated, 

contemplative, passive nature of individuals--all were 

dealt with as givens of the ontological condition. This

concrete interpretation can be understood as the subjective 

compensation or historical negation of the objective (dual

ist) stance taken by positivism.

In his later Critique .of Dialectical Reaso-h. Sartre

contextualized the alienated relation or conflict between 

human beings ontologically with his concept of practico-in-
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ert mediation and historically with his notion of material 
scarcity (natural or induced).75

Sartre's practico-inert can be thought of in terms 

of the "second nature" mentioned earlier. For Sartre, 

it is "simply the activity of others insofar as it is 
sustained and diverted by inorganic inertia."78 Not raw, 

organic nature, but a "second nature" as modified by prior 

praxis (i.e., "worked matter" which has been modified 

by agents who work with it), is the mediating factor that 

separates subject from object, purpose from activity. 

The practico-inert field is "the domain. . .in which inor

ganic materiality envelopes human multiplicity and trans
forms the producer into its product."77 That man is ren

dered the product of his own product is due to the "mon

strous forces" or "the necessities and counterfinalities

of the various systems or apparatuses or collectives to 

which individuals subject themselves or find themselves 
subject."78 Hence, Sartre does not subscribe to mere 

economic necessity or alienation, but rather diachronically

totalizes it within the various internal relations of 

the practico-inert field. Sartre attributes horizontal/ 

vertical alienation to a synchronic/diachronic totalization 

of the practico-inert.

In short, if the mode of production is the infra
structure of every society in human history, 
this is because labor—as a free, concrete opera
tion which becomes alienated in the collective 
and which already produces itself as a transcend
ence of an earlier alienation to this collec
tion—is the infrastructure of the practico-inert
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(and of the mode of production), not only in 
the sense of diachronic totalization. . but 
also synchronically since all, ■ the, contradictions 
of the. -pr.acticQ-inert are necessarily constituted 
by the re-alienation of the worker in his labor.

Sartre historically grounds alienated needs and forms

of consciousness and the subsequent relations between 

human beings in the practico-inert field in terms of materi

al scarcity. Sartre traces the history of a bourgeois 

form of life not in terms of "intellectual laziness" (as 

Kolakowski and Heidegger would claim) but in terms of 

scarce matter and the historical necessity of the domination

of Nature.

. . .Scarcity as the negation in man of man 
by matter is a principle of dialectic intelligi
bility. Man sees his action stolen and deformed 
by the world in which he registers himself. 
Scarcity is fundamental for the understanding 
of our history. It remains, however, a contin
gency. Alienation in its two primary forms 
of alteration and objectification is an & priori 
necessity. Matter upon which work has been 
done bears the stamp of man. It is his objectifi
cation. But matter further alienates in itself 
the act that has done work on it, not purely 
as force or purely as inertia, but through its 
inertia it returns to each the force of the 
work of the other.^0

In summation, the dimension of scarcity that positivis

tic, "deterministic" Orthodox Marxism fails to account 

for is time. Both Marxism (Western Marxism and Marx in 

Grundrisse) and Existentialism grasp this dimension by 

recognizing and treating the form of life as an historically

specific process of Becoming.

The principle of analysis for both Marxism and Existen

tialism is to recognize and treat concepts as grounded
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in an historically-specific form of life. Through an 

analysis of a bourgeois form of life, the phenomenon of

alienation is seen as a separation of subject and object,

purpose and activity, such that man is estranged from 

both the natural, objective conditions of his labor and 

himself. That which mediates and makes possible the frag

mentation of subject and object, purpose and activity 

in the system of production is exchange value, an abstrac

tion that veils or conceals its authentic ontological 

origins. Exchange value or social wealth confronts labor 

as an alien and dominant power out of historical necessity. 

In order to cope with material scarcity, capitalism imposes 

a progressive framework based on a principle of rationaliza

tion that isolates and measures labor in terms of the

wealth or (exchange) value it produces. Wealth is based 

on necessary direct labor time which becomes objectified 

as value in the form of capital. Capital (e.g., machinery) 

then reacts back on the worker as a "second nature" or 

"phantom objectivity" that renders him the product of 

his own product.

Both Marxism and Existentialism recognize and treat 

a form of life as a totality of internal relations, and 

therefore alienation is not limited to the economic sphere. 

The positivist principle of rationalization extends into 

all aspects of the social totality such that what emerges 

is an immanent logic based on one-dimensional thought.

Because the state legitimizes the principle of rationaliza
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tion stemming from the system of production, Marx's Gru.nd- 

risse. is a critique of the political economy. The reifica

tion of social forms is such that social structures have 

a mediational character and therefore exist as abstract, 

objective compulsions of a "second nature."

• Finally, both Marxism and Existentialism recognize

and treat the irrational, passive, isolated, contemplative, 

tool-making, one-dimensional man as grounded in an historic- 

ally-specific bourgeois form of life.

Hence, the fundamental fact for both Marxism and 

Existentialism in this chapter is that alienation is the 

negation of the real authentic relationship of subject 

and object, purpose and activity. The question that remains 

is whether or not men can transcend the self-forgetfulness 

of reification. This question will be dealt with implicitly 

in the next chapter concerning truth, which I will now

consider.



CHAPTER IV

TRUTH AS A TOTALITY YET TO BE ACHIEVED

In the previous chapter, I focused on the approach

of both Marxism and Existentialism to the dialectical

relationship between the concrete, reified present and 

its historical grounds in the past. In this chapter, 

I will focus on the dialectical relationship between the 

concrete, reified present form of life and its tendency 

towards a future totality yet to be achieved. I will 

first examine the approach taken by Orthodox Marxism.

Orthodox Marxism claims (based on a reflective or 

correspondence theory of truth) that the future revolution 

of the proletariat and the following social totality (so

cialism) can be determined by an analysis of the immediate, 

progressive nature of the industrial mode of production 

("forces of production," technology). Based on a "historic

ally relative" reflection upon the growing contradiction 

between capitalism and "nature" or that which has not-been- 

capitalized, Orthodox Marxism concludes that the end or 

goal of conquering nature will inevitably be attained 

(under socialism) and that history would end when man 

reached this end. Hence, there is both a teleological 

and eschatological character to Orthodox Marxism.

44
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Western Marxism, as pointed out in the previous chap

ter, argues that reality in its immediate, given structure 

is a "second nature," an abstraction that veils the true 

relation between subject and object, purpose and activity. 

Truth does not correspond with reality in its immediate, 

given structure. Orthodox Marxism's correspondence theory 

of truth is viewed by Western Marxism as concrete and 

absolute, and not critical or dialectical. A reflective 

approach towards the growing, quant1tatlye contradiction

between capitalism and that which is-not-capitalized leads 

to the assumption that changes in society are inevitably, 

progressively oriented toward this end, thus binding or 

subjecting it to some law or formula outside temporal 

processes. In short, such an interpretation does not 

allow or account for regressions in history. It fails 

to consider that a qualitative historical development 

implies qualitatively changing needs and forms of conscious
ness, including those with oppositional content.81 Western 

Marxism would subscribe to John Dewey's pragmatic critique 

of (Orthodox) Marxism:

The fundamental defect was lack of perception 
of historical relativity. This lack is expressed 
in the conception of the individual as something 
given, complete in itself, and of liberty as 
a ready made possession of the individual, only 
needing the removal of external restrictions 
to manifest itself. . .these particular ideas 
of individuality and freedom were asserted to 
be absolute and eternal truths; good for all 
times and all places.

For Western Marxism, the history of the bourgeois
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form of life has an immanent (as opposed to retrospective) 

logic that indicates a form of historical necessity. Because 

this present is determined as a contradictory totality,

it logically posits beyond itself the possibility of a 
future, nonalienated form—historical freedom.83 History 

is thus to be analyzed as a dialectical movement from 

contingency to a necessity of a contradictory nature such 
that historical freedom becomes a possibility.84 This 

view undercuts any teleological or eschatological theory.

Socialism is posited here as the possible emancipatory 

negation of alienated labor. This potentiality or tendency 

within the immanent historical process can only be made 

conscious by seeing or grasping the present bourgeois 

totality or form of life as a process or Becoming. One 

cannot uncover the veil or abstraction that separates 

subject and object if one theorizes in a concrete, alienated 

manner in which things are as they appear themselves. 

One must grasp the contradiction within history—that 

is, see the present as a becoming of the past and a potenti

ality or tendency toward the future.

With regard to the meaning of truth, Lukacs states:

It is true that reality is the criterion for 
the correctness of thought [truth]. But reality 
is not, it becomes. . . .consciousness (the 
practical class consciousness of the proletariat) 
is a necessary, indispensable, integral part 
of that process of Becoming.85

Because reality is not as it appears to be, but rather

is a potential Becoming toward a future when the "second
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nature," reification, and historical necessity no longer 

exist, truth (as the grasp of reality) exists only in 

a future tense as a totality yet to be achieved. For 

Lukacs, alienation will end and truth will actually exist 

only when the proletariat attains self-knowledge of itself 

as both the subject and object of history. In other words, 

in order for reification to actually end and the possibility 

of truth to become actual, the proletariat must (subjective

ly) become self-conscious of reification and (objectively) 

transform the reified components of society. Subject 

and object, theory and practice, purpose and activity 

are united through praxis.

Reification is, then, the necessary, immediate 
reality of every person living in capitalist 
society. It can be overcome only by constant

reified structure of existence by concretelv
relating to the concretelv manifested contradic-
tions . of. the total development bv becoming .con-
scious of the immanent mQanings of thesecontra-

Lukacs's ascribed consciousness is related to Hegel's 

theme of recognition—that it is not necessary to posit, 

at the beginning of thought, a concept that captures the 

full presence of being, because reality unfolds in time. 

Lukacs argues that the relation to totality does not need 

to become explicit, that the plenitude of the totality 

does not need to be consciously integrated into the motive 
and objects of action.87 Lukacs argues further that what 

is important is that there should be an aspiration towards 

totality, that action should serve the purpose in the
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totality of process.88 it £S only necessary to integrate 

the content of each specific event into the unfolding 

totality of contents. For Lukacs, in each epoch of history 

all views were partial and incomplete. Hence time was 

an open unfolding of possibilities in which each, moment 

was both absolute and relative; it is absolute in relation 

to itself and relative in relation to the past and future. 

There could be an aspiration towards the totality based 

on a relativization of a relative truth. Finally, Lukacs 

argues that whether an action is right or wrong is to 

be judged relative to its function in the total process, 

and that an adequate, correct consciousness means a change 
in its own objects, and in the first instance, in itself.89

The, . proletariat. ....is not, a .group, of individuals
it . is a form of life. Hence, to act in the 
name of the proletariat is to act on the possi
bility of socialized self-determination, the 
possibility of the free, social individual, 
the elimination of all external mediations (be
tween subject and object) that alienate the 
social actor from its conditions of existence 
. . . . This leaves socially conscious praxis 
as the only mediation between subject and ob
ject.90

Bologh's argument against positing the proletariat as 

a group of individuals or as the subject of the historical 

process is made with regard to Lukacs. Bologh argues 

that Lukacs's failure "to ground the concept of proletariat 

in totality as a process by which it produces itself as 
such,"91 means that the proletarian and proletariat con

sciousness become independent troubles (to be solved by 

a party) ungrounded in a specific process of production
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that brings them into existence as such. Rather than 

seeing the party or theory as a metaphor for self-learning 

or self-consciousness, Lukacs interprets these concepts 

concretely and the party becomes a separate, static, nonhis- 
torical entity.^2

Postone and Bologh argue, based on their studies 

of Marx's Grundrisse. that a future totality or form of 

life will be the object of revolution (the worker's project 

or aspiration to be authentic) only when the time is ripe— 

only when the form of life reaches a non-identical moment. 

Due to historical necessity, the possibilities of existence 

are presented to the worker. This notion correlates with 

Marx's concept that consciousness does not determine social 

existence, but rather social existence determines conscious

ness. Time, until this moment, is not relative but reduced 

to the absolute dimension of space. The worker will be 

free for the truth (socialism) only when historical freedom 

is revealed as a possibility in the concrete present, 

but not when the abstraction of exchange value (in the 

form of capital or objectified past labor time) veils 

the true relation of subject and object and reifies the 

present. This non-identical moment or contradiction occurs 

when there is a superfluous. unemployed reserve army of 

the proletariat. Superfluous labor time is the historical 

negation of necessary labor time, which is materially 

grounded in scarcity. The worker is free for the truth 

(socialism), to see his true nature as an historical being
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and to freely create a project of life when he becomes 

self-conscious of the limitations to his existence presented 

by capitalism in the deadly form of reification or aliena

tion of the spirit. Praxis or an aspiration towards a 

totality yet to be achieved is only possible and intellig

ible and just, when it is grounded in the form of life 

which presupposes its existence.

Hence, while Lukacs acknowledges that consciousness 

of the immanent contradictions of an historically-specific 

bourgeois social totality is a pre-condition of praxis 

or a disrupting of the reified social structure, he ascribes 

consciousness to a group of individuals based on their 

ability to discern (from relative truths) the reified, 

alienated condition of men and things. In short, Lukacs 

does not transcend Hegel's Absolute or the Absolutism 

of Orthodox Marxism. Authentic consciousness can only 

become visible when the historical process requires it 

to come into force; i.e., consciousness is given (not 

ascribed) when there is a crisis or non-identical moment 

in the economy. If "all reification is a forgetting," 

then self-consciousness or a remembrance of the self is 

necessarily dependent on some alarming, contradictory 

non-identical moment. It is in this respect that Rosa 

Luxemburg argues for "the limitless viability of capital

ism" if it can continue to cope with material scarcity.

. . .It is evident that if the limitless accumula
tion of capital can be assumed, then the limitless 
viability of capitalism must follow. ... If
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the capitalist mode of production can ensure 
the unlimited increases in the forces of produc
tion and hence of economic progress it will 
be invincible.93

If and when history does reach a non-identical moment, 

then existential/dialectical phenomenology accounts for 

the flowing unfolding immanent possibilities of the future 

and the reifying limitations of the past within the pres

ent—neither by contemplation nor by pure intuition but 

by reflexive, mediated time consciousness that allows 

the individual to become one with the historical process 

(i.e., to recognize himself as an historical being). A 

reflexive, hermeneutically respectful suspension of past 

necessary labor time (objectified in the form of capital) 

and an eidetic, descriptive analysis of the present when

history___h&§... £S<KhQ,d..%.. nQQ-Xdqqt.j.c&l...mQmQnt. whereby

productivity has developed to such an extent that value 

becomes increasingly inadequate as a measure of wealth 

(i.e., the total labor time defined as socially necessary 

by capitalism is superfluous . .labor ■time anachronistic 

with respect to the given level of productivity) leads 

to a hermeneutical suspicion of the immanent tendency 

of history towards freedom (disposable labor, time leaving 

room for the development of the individual's full productive 
forces).94

There is also a dichotomy within the existentialist 

tradition with regard to the manner in which truth is 

attained. I will first consider the approach of the exis-
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tential Marxists Sartre and Merleau-Ponty.

Like Lukacs, Sartre and Merleau-Ponty stressed the

need to grasp . the . totality- or form of life within the

interworld of history. Sartre emphasized that the observer- 

had to implicate or engage himself in the act of comprehen

sion .

All forms of "de-situated" knowledge (value-free 
sociology, objective science, etc.) were ruled 
out. In order for dialectical reason to be 
effective, the knower had to totalize his own 
investigating purposes. Engaged in the "totaliza
tion in process," the knower had to grasp the 
totalization from within history, or else. . . 
there could be no intelligibility of human action.
The social scientist could not remain a remote, 
disinterested observer.95

Sartre's concept of engagement—the commitment of 

the individual to confront the socio-historical exigencies

of his time—is in direct contradiction to any positivist 

doctrine that stresses the passive, immediate critical 

acceptance of the given (alienated) socio-historical situa

tion .

Unlike Lukacs, however, Sartre and Merleau-Ponty 

do not look upon the "objective possibility" of conscious-

• ness and freedom as a matter to be decided by the will

of the Party, but rather as a matter relative to a given 

historical situation. For Sartre, "objective historical 

necessities" are not "nuances in the objective possibili- 

y % ties of consciousness " (as they are in Lukacs), but

rather are socio-historical . .exigencies which restrict

the effective choices which lie open to praxis and thus
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provide a certain instrumentality which characterizes 

the final result.Because "the system of production 

is for a class the necessary condition of its ability 
to exist,"98 the practical class consciousness of the 

proletariat presupposes an objective, qualitative contradic

tion or non-identical moment within the bourgeois system 

of production. Sartre states:

The historical whole determines our powers at 
any given moment; it prescribes their limits 
in our field of action and our real future; 
it conditions our attitude toward the possible 
and the impossible, the real and the imaginary, 
what is and should be, space and time.99

Once the worker recognizes the immanent possibilities 

history has presented to him and realizes that he is an 

historical being, he is free to participate in the histor

ical mission of his time. To say that the individual's 

acts as they are known are determined by the historical 

whole or form of life within which they occur is not to 

say that the individual has no choice, no will of his 

own, no opportunity to be creative or spontaneous. It

is that social conditions and relations constrain and

make possible the individual's acts and purposes. Thus 

the possibility of types of acts does not originate with 

the individual, but with the relations and conditions 

within which the individual acts. Within these constraints, 

the individual may be creative and spontaneous. One must 

remember that the worker can freely choose to be unfree—

that is, he can say, "No!" to socialism. He cannot be
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forced to be free.

Though the worker is self-conscious of the immanent 

contradictions (second nature, reification, historical 

necessity) of the process, he is not concretelv free to 

the extent that he is still alienated by structures within 

the practico-inert field under the material condition 

of scarcity. In this sense, truth is posited as a totality 

yet to be achieved by sociallv-CQnsciQus praxis—the only 

possible mediation between subject and object, theory

and practice, purpose and activity. As Merleau-Ponty 

points out, in order for the individual to give meaning

to his life through this project, in order to transcend

the limits of his past, in order to be free—he must will 
freedom for, .all.. 100 He cannot freely choose to alter

the historical situation on his own. Moreover, because 

man is still alienated, he remains a risk for the Other

and the Other is a risk for him. One must remember that

a bourgeois form of life does not entail an authentic 

social, anthropological ontology. The possibilities of 

transformation or historical freedom are presented out 

of historical necessity--not from human nature based on 

humanistic impulses or drives. In man's alienated condi

tion, a collective project of life aiming to overcome 

alienated labor, the "second nature" of historical necessi

ty, is more a pragmatic matter than a humanistic one. 

With the emancipation of alienated labor and other internal 

relations of the totality, universally-developed, "total"
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social . ■individuals will then emerge. The question is 

then: how can alienated individuals collectively transcend

historical necessity without remaining a risk for the

Other?

Sartre's concept of the mediating Third provides 

a solution to socially-oriented praxis without Gelasse.nhe.it. 
(Heidegger's term for self-surrender) in doing or partici

pating; i.e., such that each individual is an end in himself 

and not simply a means to the end of the Other. The Third 

is a totalizing praxis insofar as he mediates (mediation 

as praxis is unifying as opposed to dividing) multiplicity 

within his own field of action and totalizes through a

transcendence for his own ends.For the group, the

Third is internal; each other member of the group is a

Third to the individual. For the series, the Third is

external; the grouping of groups (group-in-fusion) is

a relation of Third to Third. Collective responsibility

and solidarity within the group-in-fusion is essential

during moments of regression or counterfinality and is

insured by an oath or pledge.

The interiorization of multiplicity, which yields 
the common individual, is not a theoretical 
abstraction from individuating features but 
a praxis, a practical accommodation of one's 
project to our project. "The third party, Sartre 
argues, is my objectivity interiorized." (CDR.
377) It is not an alienated objectivity; rather, 
it is the quasi-object/quasi-subject of recipro
city mediated by the group.102

Contrary to the position of Sartre and Merleau-Ponty, 

the "existentialists" Heidegger, Jaspers and Camus reject

Gelasse.nhe.it
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the possibility of man's grasping totality through an 

analysis of history since he lives in the midst of this 

totality. History as an entirety can exist and have meaning 

only in the eyes of a detached observer outside it and 

outside the world. Man cannot penetrate the horizon of 

the Encompassing but must search for the Truth that is 
Being.

For Heidegger, "Being itself is finite in essence

and is only revealed in the transcendence of Da-sein as
projected into Nothing. "103 it ts only when we realize

Nothingness, our limitation of existence—that we realize

Being itself. However, "Nothing ceases to be the vague

opposite of what-is: it now reveals itself as integral
to the Being of what-is."104 Being is finite in essence;

it is presence. We only have to stand open to Being to

understand the true nature of what is, to uncover the

veil of appearance and reveal its unhiddenness. Barrett

describes the story of Dasein thus:

He is thrown into the world, and loses himself 
in its various external trivia; but through 
the encounter with death, in the light of his 
own extreme possibility that death discloses 
to him, he mav rise to a level of authentic 
existence. He may even become aware of the 
unique and authentic sense in which his existence 
is historical, and so play a free and authentic 
part in the historical mission of his time.105

Heidegger is speaking of death as the immediate limitation 

or negation of existence. However, if Dasein is thrown 

(gew.orfen) into the world and loses himself in its various

external trivia prior to his encounter with death, then



57

Dasein is not yet free for the Truth that is Being, for 

the existential consideration of death, or the free pursuit

of authentic self-determination. Dasein must first confront
social, external obstacles—he must encounter the death 

of his physical existence (i.e., the loss of self, self-for

getfulness of reification), the finitude of economic fatal

ism (capitalism). The possibility of grasping the Truth 

is not at zero distance as Heidegger would claim. Self-con

sciousness of Being and Time is only possible when history 

reaches a non-identical moment. Only then can Dasein
recognize the past as a limitation or .negation of ..flowing 

existence (objectified labor time in the form of capital, 

dead labor) and as integral to the Becoming of the present 

ontological condition of alienation. Once aware of the 

limitations to existence (alienation, historical necessity, 

"second nature"), Dasein can transcend (through praxis) 

Nothingness and actually reveal the Truth that is Being.

For Jaspers, "what must be done in thinking of life 

is to be served by a philosophy that discovers truth by 
retrospection and by anticipation."106 However, the bour

geois form of life has an immanent (as opposed to retro

spective) logic. One must confront the past through 

the present.

Philosophers who, Like Jaspers, do not look 
upon philosophy as a type of knowledge but only 
as an attempt to elucidate Existenz, or even 
as an appeal to others to make such an attempt, 
do not transgress the positivist code.107

Heidegger, Jaspers, and Camus look to the way Truth
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is elucidated through the aesthetic dimension or sphere 

of existence. For Heidegger, language is the "House of 
Being"108 and poetic language reveals the Truth which 

is Being. For Jaspers, ciphers that manifest the encompass
ing may appear in art forms. 109 And for Camus, the truth- 

to-be-made (totality yet to be achieved) is revealed through 

art, which provides the final perspective on the content 

of rebellion or praxis.

An argument can be made that the truth of man' s alien-

Barrettated condition can be revealed in art. William

states in Irrational Man that "Every age projects its
own image of man in art"Hl and argues that, even without

existentialist philosophy, "we would know from modern

art that a new and radical
in this period. "H2

conception of man was at work

The subjectivity that is generally present in 
modern art is a psychological compensation for, 
sometimes a violent revolt against, the gigantic 
externalization of life within modern society.

Barrett points out the lack of any clear demarcation of 

foreground, middleground and background—the flattening 

out of all planes into one dimension—in modern art (e.g., 

Cubism). Modern literature, as an art form, is not unaf

fected by the externalization of existence either. Barrett 

focuses on the flattening out of climaxes and time in 

such works as Joyce's Ulysses and Faulkner's The. Sound 

and the Fury. That many of the "existentialists" (Dostoev

sky, Nietzsche, Kafka, Sartre, Camus) used literature
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as a medium of expression suggests perhaps an effort to 

"ground" the reader within an imaginary situation such 

that he/she can more readily attain self-conscious meaning, 

truth of the given, immediate situation.

There are several problems with the argument for 

art as the dimension or sphere of truth. The first problem 

is that art is not grounded in the modalities of time 

consciousness, and is therefore an abstraction from the 

life process. It is based merely on immediate, unreflective 

experience and is, at most, (subconsciously) retrospective. 

While the artist may have an acute perception of reality 

in its immediate given structure, the artist does not 

recognize or treat the reified present as a historically- 

specific process of Becoming. Because art reflects the 

reified present neither as a Becoming of the past nor 

as a tendency towards a future totality, it is without 

power to represent the truth (a totality yet to be achieved) 

adequately.

There is development in art, but no progress
. . .every fresh work of art is the solution 
of a fresh problem which arises. . .out of the 
artist's unreflective experience. . .the relation 
between good and bad art is not an historical 
relation, because the problems arise out of 
the flow of unreflective experience, and that 
flow .is, .not an .historical. .P.r.Q_ce,gs_.114

One can see the result of a historically ungrounded, 

concrete artistic expression of the totality with the 

Bauhaus's attempt at a reunification of art and technology. 

The bauhaus experience showed that:
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No matter how rapidly man adjusts to technological 
change, he cannot keep pace with all the social, 
economic, psychological and political implications 
of technology. . .he cannot attempt to impose 
new patterns of life based on revolutionary
design solutions before . .society . ..is . .ready..to
accent them.^5
The second problem is that art is without power to 

bring about the truth (socialism). The power to both 

grasp the truth and unmask the veil that conceals reality 

through praxis is given to the proletariat by history.

. . .it is only in art that the relation to
landscape is 
unproblematic \ 
ten that even : 
gap . opening . m

expressed in an appropriate and 
vay, although it must not be forgot- 
Ln art we .find the same .unbridgeable
a between sub.iect and ..object that

we find confronting us everywhere in modern
life,, and .t hat art . can. do no more . than . shape
this problemat is ittiQ.uk... haaasgr. £ip,di,h.g... a .. real
solution to it. But as soon as history is forced 
into the present—and this is inevitable as 
our interest in history is determined in the 
last analysis by our desire to understand the 
present—this "pernicious chasm" opens up.H®

In summation, truth is posited throughout all approach

es as the grasp of reality. The difference hinges on 

the conception of reality in its immediate, given structure. 

For both Marxism and Existentialism, reality in its immedi

ate, given structure is a "second nature" that veils the 

authentic relation of subject and object. Reality in

its immediate, given structure does not actually correspond 

with reality in ius ontological root or origin. Hence, 

any positivistic approach to truth, based on either a 

correspondence or representative theory of knowledge (Ortho

dox Marxism) or an attempt to elucidate existence through

the aesthetic dimension (Heidegger, Jaspers, Camus), is

ittiQ.uk
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regarded as a concrete, absolute mode of theorizing un

grounded in an historically specific form of life—and

hence contradictory.

Because truth is the grasp of reality, and because 

reality in its immediate, given structure is an abstraction 

that fails to represent either subjects or objects realist

ically, truth only exists in a future tense as a totality 

yet to be achieved. In order to become self-conscious 

of the immanent contradictions within the reified present 

(historical necessity, second nature, alienation) that 

are abstractly concealed in the world of appearances (his

torical contingency, reified Nature, economic oppression), 

the individual must grasp the historical totality when 

it is forced into the present by a crisis or non-identical 

moment in the system of production. Once the individual 

recognizes the present (superfluous labor time) as a Becom

ing of the past (necessary direct labor time objectified 

in the form of capital) and a tendency toward the future

(disposable labor time), he is self conscious of his authen-

tic existence as an historical being and free to make

History.

Although the individual is self-conscious of the

limitations of his past and the possibilities of the future,

he is still alienated—and therefore he must objectively 

transform the second nature in order for truth to actually 

exist. Also, he is not free to attain this truth on his 

own. Socially-conscious praxis is the only possible
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(re)unification of subject and object, purpose and activity. 

It is through socially-conscious praxis that man transcends 

his pre-history and becomes one with History. As an authen

tic historical being, man is free for such important exis

tential considerations as death and suffering and to become 

a universally-developed "total" man through authentic

self-determination.

Hence, both Marxism and Existentialism lack the teleo

logical and eschatological character necessarily implicated 

within any positivistic mode of theorizing. Truth is 

posited as a possible totality of the future, and History 

will begin with the attainment of that totality. Both 

conceive of the proletariat as a form of life, thus ground

ing praxis within history and rejecting an arbitrary group

ing of individuals or any concept of radical freedom.

Having completed my analysis of Marxism and Existen

tialism concerning the relationship between the ontological 

origins of the past, the alienated condition of the present, 

and the emancipated totality of the future, I will now 

briefly speculate on the compatibility of these two philo

sophies .



CHAPTER V

CONCLUSION

In this thesis, I have sought to clarify the positions 

of Marxism and existentialism on the relationship of subject 

and object, the nature of alienation, and finally the

nature of truth in order to determine whether one can

argue for elements of compatibility between the two tradi

tions. Based on my findings, I ultimately sought to deter

mine whether Marxism can justifiably support individualism 

and whether existentialism can properly be considered 

a social philosophy. In order to find a viable solution 

to these questions, it was necessary as a pre-condition 

to suspend all presuppositions and acknowledge that there 

are no clear-cut definitions of either philosophy. Accord

ingly, I examined both Western and Orthodox Marxism, as 

well as Marx's Grundrisse. which comprehensively combines 

g the humanistic concerns of the E^JiQmic_,an,d,.Ph.ilP.SQP.hi.C.nl

Manuscripts-Q£-1S44 with the technical concerns of Capital.

With regard to existentialism, I examined both the Marxist 

approach of Sartre and Merleau-Ponty and the non-Marxist

approach of Heidegger to the existence of the individual

in Being and Time or the Lebenswelt.

I have found that both Marxism and existentialism
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are philosophies of mediations. Marxism and existentialism

are not to be understood in terms of dialectical materialism

or subjectivistic idealism, as both approach reality in 

a "third way." Both conceive of the dialectic as a relation 

between human reality and its grounds in historicity or 

time. The dialectic is contextualized ontologically in 

terms of a "form of life" or a "self-reproducing subject- 

object totality in which human subjects and their objects 

reciprocally reproduce each other."

The dialectical unity of subject and object/purpose 

and activity is regarded as a positive mediation proper 

to ontological origins. For Marxism, human subjects and 

objects reciprocally reproduce each other in the process 

of labor. Labor is man's act of self-creation; it allows 

man to actively re(produce) himself in an objective, real 

sense (not just intellectually) such that he can see his 

concrete reflection in a world he has constructed. For

existentialism, the dialectical unity of subject and object 

is ontologically possible when the intentional consciousness 

(which is always consciousness of something) creates 

itself and gives subjective existence meaning through 

projects in-the-world.

A negative mediation necessarily entails an alienating 

separation of subject and object, purpose and activity. 

For Marxism, that which mediates and makes possible this 

separation in the system of production is exchange value, 

which is objectified in the form of capital. Because
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the mediation is external to subject and object, it takes 

the place of either subject or object without being ident

ical with that which it replaces. Because the form of 

life is a totality of internal relations, alienation means 

that the totality of social relations (not merely the
• relations of production) are such that they are objectified,

externalized and acquire a life of their own. Alienation 

is thus distinguishable from oppression and other forms

of non-mediated domination insofar as it is the domination

of social structures which have a specific mediational 

character such that they are "abstract," "objective" compul

sions of a "second nature." For existentialism this "second

nature" that mediates and makes possible the separation 

of subject and object is referred to as the practico-inert 

(Sartre).

For both Marxism and existentialism, the abstract

nature of the concrete, reified form of life becomes intel

ligible when it is related to its historical grounds.

For Marxism, the distinction between positive and negative 

mediations is based on a qualitative historical process 

of Becoming grounded in time. An alienating bourgeois

form of life (in which labor is to be measured in terms 

of the wealth or exchange value it produces) is based 

on a reduction of disposable labor time (which leaves 

room for development of the individual's full productive 

forces) to necessary direct labor time. Alienation is 

thus inextricably bound to historical necessity. And
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for existentialism, the value dimension is dialectically 

related to historical necessity, which has its grounds 

in material scarcity.

Thus, Marxism approaches the historically-specific

form of life as a dialectic of labor, and time, while exis- 
• tentialism looks to the dialectical relationship between

the and jaaiXsa- However, while

Marxism views the economy or labor as primary, and existen

tialism gives priority to the intentional consciousness, 

both refuse to isolate through analytical reason one sector 

of the totality. Both view reality as an historically- 

specific form of life in which all parts are interconnected.

Marxism and existentialism consider dialectical reason

to be as processful and timebound as the knowledge and 

reality that it unites. Therefore, self-consciousness 

of the immanent contradictions (alienation, "second nature," 

historical necessity) is given by history when it reaches 

a non-identical moment. Both Marxism and existentialism

are anti-positivistic in that each deems it impossible 

for the proletariat to attain self-knowledge through an 

analysis of reality in its immediate, given structure. 

Reality in its immediate, given structure is an abstraction 

that fails to represent either subjects or objects realist

ically. Reality as it appears, before analysis in its 

immediate, given structure is economically oppressive, 

reified, and historically contingent--but not alienating, 

a "second nature," or historically necessary.
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While both Marxism and existentialism assert the

ontological primacy of praxis, the proletariat is regarded

as a form of life whose needs and forms of consciousness 

presuppose a change or crisis (i.e., value is no longer 

an adequate measure of wealth) in the bourgeois system
• of production. Because the bourgeois form of life has

an immanent (as opposed to retrospective) logic inextricably 

bound to the historical necessity of coping with Nature, 

and a "second nature" that veils the authentic ontological 

origins of the past through the process of alienation 

(all reification is a forgetting), the past must be con

fronted in the present when history reaches an alarming, 

contradictory moment. Thus, both reject the notion of 

a group of individuals (party elite or vanguard) that 

is the cutting edge of reality and that can "telescope" 

the revolution. Truth is posited as a possible totality 
of the future, in which man is both the subject and object 

of History and free for human, existential considerations 

(e.g., death, suffering), the development of self-fulfilling 

productive forces, and authentic self-determination. This
e view undercuts any teleological or eschatological notions 

without sacrificing man's freedom. While history indicates 

and offers possibilities, it is man in the end who is 

free to act upon these possibilities and make his own 

History.

I have found that, by the very implication of being 

a philosophy of mediations, Marxism is concerned for the
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human individual and existentialism can be thought of 

in terms of a social philosophy. For both Marxism and 

existentialism, the development of each social, individual 
leads to the unfolding of humanity in Being and Time. 

The central category in the critique of capitalism is 

alienation, which separates subject and object/purpose 

and activity and reduces the "total," universally-developed 

social individual into a "crippled monstrosity." By way 

of a final conclusion, Existential Marxism may be loosely 
defined as follows ;U7

. . .a non-Leninist Marxism that conceptualizes 
advanced industrial society in a way that points 
toward the possible elimination of its alienating 
structures; that looks to all the relations 
of daily life, not simply to the relations of 
production, to make society intelligible; that 
picks up from existentialism the effort to capture 
human beings in the moment of their active crea
tion of the world, in their subjectivity; and, 
finally, that rejects the attempt to have a 
closed theory complete within itself.
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