
284 The Nation [Vol. 136, No. 3532 

By SIDNEY HOOK 

N March  fourteenth  fifty years will  have elapsed since 
the  death of Karl  Marx. Yet his  doctrines com- 
mand  more influence today  than  the social philosophy 

of any of our contemporaries. Indeed,  history provides no 
parallel to  the  rapidity  with  which  Marx’s ideas have pene- 
trated  the consciousness of the masses throughout  the  world. 
It took Christianity  centuries  to  win  one people; and a t  the 
point of its  greatest development it  was essentially a Western 
phenomenon. Marxism, however, may be regarded  as  the 
first  truly  international  movement ,in culture  and politics. 
From-its--teachings- have-sprung the- guiding--principles-of -the. 
Russian  Revolution  and  the  multiform policies of the Rus- 
sian  state. Since 1875 it  has been the  strongest ideological 
influence upon  the  European  labor movement. Throughout 
large sections of China, especially among  the  younger gen- 
eration, Marx ,and Lenin  have  undermined  the  spiritual au- 
thority of Confucius. In Japan  the  government  has been 
compelled to  recruit a special corps of anti-Marxist  lecturers 
to  counteract  the  spread of Marxism  in secondary schools and 
universities. I n  the  United  States,  where,  until 1929, M a d s  
ideas  were  treated  with academic condescension ‘as strange 
creatures  from  the  intellectual  underworld, they have  emerged 
from  the  study  and  party council to  the  streets,  the factories, 
the daily and  literary press. 

In  view of the rising tide of social  discontent in Europe, 
Asia,  and America, Karl   Marx bids fair  to become to  the 
modern  world  what  Aristotle  was  to  the ancient and  Aquinas 
to the medieval. Wi th  a characteristic difference. Whereas 
both  Aristotle  and  Aquinas summed up  their  cultures, car- 
ried  them, so to speak, to  their  ideal  fulfilment, Marx  sought, 
on the basis of the self-generated antagonistic tendencies  in 
bourgeois society, to transform the ‘existing culture. As dis- 
tinct  from  all  traditional philosophies of acceptance,  his is a 
philosophy of social revolution, This  marks his ideas off not 
only from  the past, but  from all contemporary  forms of social 
criticism. 

Reformists  may  tilt  with reactionaries ; progressives of 
all  varieties  may engage in  blistering polernic with conserva- 
tives and  with each other;  enlightened  liberals  and  human- 
ists  may  heatedly clash over  the  nature of man,  culture,  and 
values. But these differences appear to be trivial  in  the 
light of their common,  even if ununited, opposition to a 
doctrine  which challenges the belief they  all  share: namely, 
that the. ills of capitalist society can be cured  either by legis- 
lative  enactment or by  dictatorial decree, by greater efficiency 
or by greater  humanity, by moral  exhortation  or by scientific 
fact-finding-in short, by any  method save by transferring 
political power  from  the class which  owns  and  controls  the 
means of production to  the class which lives by their use, or 
starves by their non-use. 

T h e  fact  that  Marx’s philosophy is  historically con- 
ditioned by the decline of bourgeois society, and class  condi- 
tioned by the  interests of the  proletariat, explains some im- 
portant  features of his  thought. H e  projects no Utopias. 
Only  the  most  general  outlines or, more  strictly,  conditions 
of Communist  culture  are  indicated in Marx’s  writings;  the 
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detailed, construction is left  to  the  experimental processes of 
a society freed  from class lule. H i s  central concern, theo- 
retical as well as practical, was  the  preparation of the  inter- 
national  working class for  the  conquest of political power. 
A11 his studies converged upon  this problem. It provided 
the  starting-point  and  the  criterion of relevance in his objec- 
tive analysis of the economic tendencies of capitalism. His 
social psychology was developed from  his active  participa- 
tion  in  the class struggles of his  day. His  theory of the or- 
ganization  and  historical  development of culture in terms of 

hypothesis suggested by his analysis of the  contemporary con- 
ditions  under  which successful revolutionary action is pos- 
sible. Whoever overlooks this  unifying principl’e of Marx’s 
thought  can  understand  neither  the man, his achievements, 
nor  the  primary source of his influence. Th i s  is what  Engels 
meant  when he declared at  Marx’s open grave at  Highgate 
Cemetery:  “Before  all else, he  was a revolutionist.’’ 

This  is  not to assert  that  the  truth of Marx’s theories 
depends upon  whether one  accepts Marx’s class bias. Som- 
bart, Max Weber,  Troeltsch  in  Germany;  Beard, Veblen, 
Hobson,  and  Tawney  in  England  and America-“bourgeois” 
thinkers all-have taken  over  and developed many of Marx’s 
insights. This  does not  make  them Marxist-r even 
Socialists. W h a t  is asserted is  that  the very meaning of 
Marx’s  doctrines  cannot be dissociated from his revolution- 
ary objective-and that  taken  out of this  context of class 
motives,  ideals, and action, they  can no more be understood 
than  the prescriptions of a physician can  be understood  with- 
out  reference to an implicit, regulative  ideal of health. T h e  - 

refusal  to  relate  Marx’s “objective”  analyses to  the “sub- 
jective” class purposes of the  proletariat,  which by achieving 
the social revolution abolishes all classes, has led to the mis- 
chievous myth  that  Marxism is an objective science which 
can demonstrate  both  the  inevitability of communism and ,its 
inherent  moral superiority. 

T h e  question whether  Marxism is an objective science, 
free  from  all  value  judgments  and  strictly monistic in  metho- 
dology ,and assumption, is more  than a n ,  academic matter. 
For if i t  is believed that  the  nature of society is such that by 
the development of immanent economic processes communism 
must be realized,  that  history  spirals  toward  the classless so- 
ciety almost  in the same b a y  as the  acorn develops into  an 
oak, then  human  energy becomes a  superfluous  flourish in a 
mechanical system of socially determined forces. A theory of 
economic pixdestination replaces  theological predestination, 
and  the mode of economic production,  self-determined,  self- 
sufficient, and self-evolving, plays the same logical function in 
history as the  will of God in the old theodicies. In moments 
of danger  and possible defeat,  Marxists of this  persuasion 
make invocations to  “the objective  development of productive 
forces inevitably  working  toward communism,” as a pretext 
for  inactivity  in  waging  the class struggle,  or as a  cloak to  
cover the  ignorance  which  can  only be cured by public con- 
fession. On this  view it becomes a mystery why  Marxists 
should  engage in any  political activity, especially in  the  at- 
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tempt  to  convert others to  Marxism.  Their very  activity be- 
comes meaningless in terms of their  own doctrine. 

This difficulty cannot ‘be evaded by admitting  that  not 
all social behavior can be reduced to  the  laws of physics or 
biology. For  either  the specific resultant of the  interaction 
of human  wills is determined in adwuncc by socio-economic 
laws  or i t  is not. If it is, then for all  human purposes we 
have not escaped fatalism, since no matter  what  you  or I or 
anyone else does or thinks, the far-off event toward which all 
social creation is moving  is bound to come to pass. If this is 
not determined in advance, some other  factor or factors 
which are relatively  independent of these laws  (but  not there- 
fore  uncaused) must be introduced,  and  the  strict monistic 
determinism of the system is  shattered. 

This conception of Marxism as a monistic, reductive 
science  of social behavior was the official “orthodox  Marx- 
ism” of the Second International. Logically it was cornmit- 
ted to  the belief in a block-universe in  which class-conscious- 
ness and class action had no more influence upon the  great 
historical pattern which was  unfolding itself than sparks 
thrown off by a rotating wheel upon its motion. Where, 
under pressure of hostile criticism, the existence of plural his- 
torical factors was admitted, as well as causal interaction be- 
tween consciousness and social institutions, orthodox  Marxists 
refused to  surrender  the notion that communism was in- 
evitable-a surrender  which  was logically entailed #by their 
admissions. From  the theoretical postulates of this science 
of Marxism, i t  followed that revolutionary opposition to the 
World  War in 1914 was utopian, because the  war and the 
war psychology inevitably flowed from  the objective constel- 
lation of socio-economic forces of the  time; it also followed 
that  the Russian  Revolution  was impossible because (a)  the 
country  which is more developed industrially presents to  the 
less developed the image of its own  future,  and (b)  no coun- 
try can skip a phase of social evolution. Indeed,  even after 
the  October revolution  occurred, some orthodox  Marxists 
proved that  it was impossible. Before and  during the war 
right-wing Socialists throughout  the  world,  in  order to make 
the  theory of the Social  Democracy square  with  its acts, 
called for  an abandonment of the  revolutionary  phrase in its 
program and  an open declaration of social reform. Left-wing 
Socialists, however, like  Luxern!burg,  Liebknecht, and  Mehr- 
ing in Germany, and Lenin  and  Trotzky in Russia, had for 
years sought to  recall the Social Democracy to the  Marxian 
philosophy of social revolution. T h e  October revolution 
marked  the final  breaking-point in  the relations of these two 
schools, and  the  Third  International  was born. Although 
Communists throughout  the  world follow the program and 
tactics of the Third International-in which the tremendous 
importance of class-consciousness, class-will, and  the role of 
the political party in organizing  the revolution is recognized 
-it is amazing to what  an  extent their  theoretical formula- 
tions of Marxism  are burdened with  the necessitarian ideol- 
ogy of the Social Democracy of before the war.  Bukharin 
and Deborin  are cases in point. 

T h e  key to  Karl  Marx’s  thought is to be found  in his 
lifelong struggle against two diametrically opposed ’ social 
philosophies-mechanical materialism and  romantic idealism. 
T h e  first could not  do justice to the historical and practical 
character of social relationships or explaia  how  man,  deter- 

* mined by his environment  as  he  was, could  revolutionize it. 
T h e  second took two  forms. Either  it was an absolute ideal- 

ism, and  taught  that  natural  and social processes by an  inner 
necessity would  create a society which was objectively desir- 
able-a disguised animism; or it was a  subjective  and  uto- 
pian idealism which believed that communism could be intro- 
duced at any  time in any country independently of the pre- 
vailing objective economy. 

In  his criticism of the idealists Marx performed the gi- 
gantic  labor of showing in  detail how the  capitalist system 
of production  generated the necessary conditions of social 
change. His conclusions concerning the  centralization of 
industry,  the concentration of wealth,  the decline in  the aver- 
age  rate of profits, the squeezing out of the  middle class, the 
existence of an  industrial reserve  army,  the cyclical nature of 
depressions, have been confirmed even by governmental com- 
missions. Marx’s gravest  mistake was  in  not assigning 
greater values to  the temporal coefficients of the process. 

In his criticism of the mechanistic materialists Marx 
insisted that “history is the activity of man in pursuit of his 
ends,” and  that  human history differs from  natural history 
in  that  “we have made  the  former  but  not  the  latter.” Con- 
sequently, no theory  which  operates with a monistic theory of 
economic causation  can be adequate to the  creative  role  which 
man plays in every historical  situation. Without  this  refer- 
ence to possible alternatives of  action-no matter  how limited 
“there  is no historical problem. ‘Mechanical Marxists have 
never been able  to &?plain Marx’s  statement in 1870 that 
“England possesses all  the necessary material presuppositions 
for the social revolution. Wha t  it lacks is the  spirit of gen- 
eralization  and  revolutionary passion.” Marx  taught  that 
the development of productive  forces under capitalism would 
nanow the  range of possibilities of social change to a  point 
where  mankind  would have to choose between communism 
and  the  end of civilization through a series of capitalist wars. 
As valid  today as ever before is Marx’s observation in the 
“Communist  Manifesto”  that class struggles  “invariably  end 
either in  a revolutionary change in the whole of society or 
else in the common ruin of contending classes.” Who can 
now deny that  the belief in Marxism makes a difference to 
the outcome efi the historic process? 

Despite  the  fact  that America approaches most closely 
to  the  Marxian abstraction-the pure  capitalist system-only 
lately has  a wide  interest in Marx’s thought been manifested 
here. T h e  cavalier dismissal of his  doctrines by most Ameri- 
can sociologists is natural in  view of their class  origins, their 
persistent use of secondary sources, and  their conception that 
smial science is glorified fact-grubbing. T h e  revival of 
LMarxism will have to come from American intellectuals 
outside of the universities. Unfortunately some American in- 
tellectuals  going leftward have fallen over each other  in  their 
efforts to  ‘be “orthodox” Marxists.  They -have  swallowed 
the  jumble of mysticism and mechanism which is called “ob- 
jective science” without stopping to  settle  the  intellectual - 
difficulties which they themselves raised only yesterday. This 
is unworthy both of Marxists and  intellectuals. T o  be a 
Marxist demands  a long  and  critical discipline; and  to be an 
intellectual means to judge a conclusion by the  quality of the 
arguments advanced  in its behalf. T h e  subject  matter of 
Marxism  is  not  the  whole universe,  and its method is not  the 
method of authority. Nor does it profess to have  the final 
truth  about  what  it does concern itself with-the theory  and 
practice of social revolution. It is neither  dogma, myth,  nor 
objective science, but a realistic  method of class action. 




