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ABSTRACT
TWO CONCEPTS OF HUMANS ACTING IN HISTORY
IN THE WRITINGS OF KARL MARX

By

Eugene John Valentine

In this work, I argue that in the writings of Karl
Marx from the years 1835 to 1848 there are two different
conceptions of humans acting in history, that these two
different conceptions of humans acting in history give rise
to two different conceptions of freedom, and that these two
different conceptions of freedom differ in respect to the
question of whether one can make human beings free against
their will,

Specifically, I make the following arguments.
First, I argue that from 1835 to 1845 the predominant con-
ception of humans acting in history in Marx's writings is
what I call the autonomous concept of human beings. The
autonomous concept of human beings is that of humans acting
in history from categorical imperatives--from conceptions
of actions which they, in a given material and conceptual
context, rationally determine to be valid for themselves
qua human beings. According to this conception of humans

acting in history, history is essentially the story of men
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and women organizing and living their political, social

and economic lives from a rational determination of what
they ought to do qua human beings. And I argue that from
1845 to 1848 the predominant conception of humans acting

in history in Marx's writings is what I call the heterono-
mous concept of human beings. The heteronomous concept of
human beings is that of humans acting in history from hypo-
thetical imperatives--from conceptions of actions which
they, in a given material and conceptual context, rationally
determine to meet needs which they in fact experience in
that context. According to this conception of humans act-
ing in history, history is essentially the story of men and
women organizing and living their political, social and
economic lives from a rational determination of what will
meet their experienced, or felt, needs.

Second, I argue that these two different conceptions
of humans acting in history give rise to two different con-
ceptions of freedom in the writings of Marx. When Marx
conceives of humans as acting in history from categorical
imperatives, he conceives of them as being free at that
point in history when they live that life which is worthy

of them qua human beings from the rational determination

that it is so worthy. Thus, when Marx conceives of humans
as acting from categorical imperatives, he conceives of
acting from such imperatives as being intrinsic to being

free. When Marx conceives of humans as acting from
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hypothetical imperatives, on the other hand, he conceives
of humans as being free at that point in history when they
are in a position to satisfy those needs which they in fact
experience. Thus, when Marx conceives of humans as acting
from hypothetical imperatives, he conceives of acting from
such imperatives as extrinsic to being free.

Third, I argue that these two conceptions of free-
dom differ in at least one important respect. Whereas it
would be a contradiction in terms to talk of making auton-
omous humans free against their will, whether or not one
could make heteronomous humans free against their will would

depend upon the particular historical circumstances involved.
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INTRODUCTION

In the following work I argue that in the writings
of Karl Marx from the years 1835 to 1848 there are two dif-
ferent conceptions of humans acting in history, that these
two different conceptions of humans acting in history give
rise to two different conceptions of freedom and that these
two different conceptions of freedom differ in respect to
the question of whether one can make human beings free
against their will.

Specifically, I make the following arguments. First,
I argue that from 1835 to 1845 the predominate conception of
humans acting in history in Marx's writings is what I call
the autonomous concept of human beings. The autonomous cen-
cept of humans is that of humans acting in history from
categorical imperatives--from conceptions of actions which
they, in a given historical context, rationally determine
to be valid for themselves qua human beings. According to
this conception of humans acting in history, history is
essentially the story of men and women organizing and living
their political, social and economic lives from a rational
determination of what they ought to do as human beings.

And I argue that from 1845 to 1848 the predominate concep-

tion of humans acting in history in Marx's writings is what



I call the heteronomous concept of human beings. The
heteronomous concept of humans is that of humans acting in
history from hypothetical imperatives--from conceptions of
actions which they, in a given historical context, ration-
ally determine to best meet the needs which they experience
in that context. According to this conception of humans
acting in history, history is essentially the story of men
and women organizing and living their political, social and
economic lives from a rational determination of what will
meet their empirically given or felt needs.

Second, I argue that these two different concep-
tions of humans acting in history give rise to two different
conceptions of freedom in the writings of Marx. When Marx
conceives of humans as acting in history from categorical
imperatives, he conceives of them as being free at that
point in history when they live that life which is worthy

of them qua human beings, from the rational determina-

tion that it is so worthy. Thus, when Marx conceives of
humans as acting from categorical imperatives he conceives
of acting from such imperatives as being intrinsic to being
free. When Marx conceives of humans as acting from hypo-
thetical imperatives on the other hand, he conceives of
humans as being free at that point in history when they are
in a position to satisfy those needs which they in fact

experience. Thus, when Marx conceives of humans as acting



from hypothetical imperatives, he conceives of acting from
such imperatives as being extrinsic to being free.

Third, I argue that these two conceptions of free-
dom differ in at least one important respect. Whereas it
would be a contradiction in terms to talk of making auton-
omous humans free against their will, whether or not one
could make heteronomous humans free against their will would
depend upon the particular historical circumstances involved.

However, before I even set the stage for making the
above-mentioned arguments, I will attempt to justify limit-
ing the scope of the following work to Marx's writings of

the years 1835 to 1848.



CHAPTER 1

A JUSTIFICATION FOR LIMITING THE SCOPE
OF THIS WORK TO MARX'S WRITINGS
OF THE YEARS 1835 TO 1848
There is little difficulty in justifying the year
1835 as the year with which to begin a study of Marx's
views on humans acting in history. The earliest surviving
writings of Marx are three essays which he wrote for his

Abitur in the spring of that year and two of these essays,

The Union of the Faithful with Christ and Reflections of a

Youth in Choosing an Occupation, are often included in

anthologies of Marx's writings and are frequently cited in
works on Marx.l
The difficulty, then, if any, lies in justifying
the year 1848 as the year with which to conclude a study
of Marx's views on humans acting in history. Space and
time permitting, of course, the inclusion of Marx's writ-
ings from 1848 to the time of his death in 1883 would

greatly enhance such a study. Marx's recently popularized

Grundrisse, which he described as a "synthesis of my eco-

nomic studies," was not begun until 1857, and the first
volume of Capital, the ultimate aim of which, according to

Marx, was to "lay bare the economic law of motion of modern



2 Similarly, what

society," was not published until 1867.
is generally considered to be the most representative of

Marx's sociological writings, The 18th Brumaire of Louis

Bonaparte, was not composed until 1852, and it was not

until 1875 that Marx wrote the Critique of the Gotha Pro-

gram, one of his most important statements on the change
of historical epochs.

However, there are several good reasons for holding
that Marx did not alter in any essential way his conception
of humans acting in history after the year 1848. First,
the two books which Marx recommended as introductions to

Capital are The Poverty of Philosophy and the Communist

Manifesto, the first of which was written in 1847 and the

second of which was written in 1848.3 Moreover, in 1859

Marx wrote that it was in The Poverty of Philosophy that

"salient points of our conception were first outlined in a
scientific, although polemical form," and that it was dur-
ing his stay in Brussels (which ended in February of 1848)
that he had developed the "guiding thread" (Leitfaden) for
his subsequent studies.4
A second reason for holding that there was no essen-
tial change in Marx's conception of humans acting in history
after the year 1848 has to do with the fact that the two
fundamental discoveries attributed to Marx by Friedrich

Engels and by later Marxists alike were both made by Marx

prior to that year. The first of these was the materialist
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conception of history. In 1888 Engels wrote that by the
spring of 1845 Marx had already advanced to "the main

"3 This theory

aspects of his materialist theory of history.
of history was first put forth in written form by Marx in
the years 1845-1846. To show that Marx's conception of
history did not change in any of its essentials between
1846 and 1883 one need only compare Engels' description of
this conception of history at Marx's funeral with the des-

cription of this conception of history given by Marx and

Engels in their joint work, The German Ideology, which they

wrote in 1845-1846. Thus, in his speech at the graveside
of Marx, Engels speaks of Marx's discovery of the materi-
alist conception of history as the discovery of:

the simple fact, hitherto concealed by an over-
growth of ideology, that mankind must first of all
eat, drink, have shelter and clothing, before it
can pursue politics, science, art, religion, etc.;
that therefore the production of the immediate
material means of subsistence and consequently

the degree of economic development attained by a
given people or during a given epoch form the

*

Marx nowhere used the terms "materialist conception
of history" or "historical materialism." These two terms
were first coined by Engels. The term "dialectical materi-
alism" was first used by Georgii Plekhanov. (On this point
see: Bottomore, Tom, Karl Marx, Selected Writings in Socio-
logy and Social Philosophy, p. 20; and Jordan, 4. A., The
Evolution of Dialectical Materialism, pp. 53 and 404. For
a discussion of the distinction drawn between historical
materialism and dialectical materialism by Eastern European
Marxists see: Historical Materialism, Basic Problems, edited
by G. Glezerman and G. Kursonov, Progress Publishers, Moscow,
Chapter 2.)

¢




foundation upon which the state institutions, the
legal conceptions, art, and even the ideas on reli-
gion, of the people concerned have been evolved,
and in the light of which they must, therefore, be
explained, instead of vice versa, as had hitherto
been the case.®

And in The German Ideology, Marx and Engels write
of their conception of history that:

n

« « « We must begin by stating the first premise

of all human existence and, therefore, of all his-
tory, the premise, namely, that men must be in a
position to live in order to be able to 'make his-
tory.' But life involves before everything else
eating and drinking, a habitation, clothing and many
other things. . . . Therefore, in any interpreta-
tion of history one has first of all to observe this
fundamental fact in all its significance and all its
implications and to accord it its due importance."

"This conception of history depends on our ability

to expound the real process of production, starting

out from the material production of life itself, and

to comprehend the form of intercourse connected with

this and created by this mode of production (i.e.

civil society in its various stages) as the basis of

all history; and to show it in its action as State,

to explain all the different theoretical products

and forms of consciousness, religion, philosophy

ethics, etc., etc. and trace their origins and

growth from that basis . 7

The second fundamental discovery attributed to Marx

is the concept of surplus value. It was in terms of this
concept that Marx formulated what Engels called "the special
law of motion" of capitalist production. According to this
law, not only the prosperity, but the very survival of the
capitalist, depends upon the ability of the capitalist to
extract surplus value from his workers. That is to say, the
survival of the capitalist depends upon his ability to see

to it that the goods which the worker produces have a greater



value in terms of the socially necessary labor time required
to produce them, than the value of the goods which the worker
may purchase with the wages paid to him. Marx called the
extraction of surplus value from the worker "exploitation,"
and it was this exploitation which resulted in the "rela-
tive," and, ultimately in the "absolute," impoverishment of
the worker.

Now it is true that it was not until the late 1850's
that Marx used the term "surplus value" (Mehrwert) or that
he worked out the mechanics of how exploitation, or the
creation of surplus value, resulted in the relative and
absolute impoverishment of the worker. However, as early
as 1847 in a series of lectures which he presented to the
Brussels German Worker's Society and which were later pub-

lished under the title Wage Labor and Capital, Marx had

already developed the concept of surplus value.
That is to say, Marx had already developed the con-

cept that the profit of the capitalist does not come from

the process of exchange--from buying cheap and selling dear--

but from "the new value created by the worker's labor."8

And thus it was that Marx argued that "the interests of

capital and the interests of wage labor are diametrically

opposed" both when talking in terms of "relative wages" and

when talking in terms of the very "means of subsistence."9

Therefore, I submit that Robert Tucker is correct

in stating that "what Marx produced in the lectures of late



1847 was the future argument of Capital in embryo," and
that the editors of Werke are correct in stating that in

Wage Labor and Capital, Marx discovered "the essence of

those relations of production which are based on the exploi-
tation of the labour power of the worker," and put forth
"in a general form the doctrine of the relative and absolute
impoverishment of the working class under capitalism."lo
A final reason for holding that Marx did not alter
his conception of men acting in history in any essential
way after the year 1848 is that there is, so far as I know,
unanimous agreement among commentators of various philosoph-
ical persuasions that if there is any major conceptual break
in the writings of Marx, that break occurs in his writings
of 1845-1846. It was during these years that Marx developed
his critique of Ludwig Feuerbach, a Young Hegelian whose
writings had had a considerable influence on Marx, especially
on Marx's own critique of Hegel.

Marx put forth his critique of Feuerbach in two

works. The first of these works was his Theses on Feuerbach,

eleven short statements on the philosophy of Feuerbach which

he composed in the spring of 1845 and which Engels hailed

nll

in 1888 as "the brilliant germ of a new world-view. The

second of these two works was The German Ideology which Marx

and Engels began in September of 1845 and stopped working
on in August of 1846. In 1859 Marx wrote of this joint
undertaking that in it, he and Engels "settle accounts with

our erstwhile philosophic conscience."12
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Usually, one or both of these works are cited by
commentators as presenting the strongest case for a major
conceptual break in the writings of Marx. Thus, for example,
Franz Mehring argues that it is first with Marx's "aphorisms"
on Feuerbach and Marx's unfinished critique of Feuerbach in

The German Ideology, that Marx and Engels "completely over-
nl3

come the philosophic past. Similarly, H. P. Adams writes
that Marx's eleven theses on Feuerbach contain the germ of

a "new view of life," and that The German Ideology was writ-

ten to "clear up in its writers' minds all remaining uncer-
tainties on their position with regard to the existing
German philosophies and their own fresh outlook."14
Sidney Hook, one of the original "break theorists,"”
writes that Marx's criticism of Feuerbach "preceded his own

constructive achievements," and that Marx's critical writings

on Feuerbach (his eleven theses on Feuerbach and The German

Ideology) "represent in nuce a turning point in the history

nl5

of philosophy. Louis Althusser, a contemporary "break

theorist" who discusses this question at great length, also
bases his case, as do Hook and others, upon Marx's criticism
of Feuerbach. Thus, he writes:

There is an unequivocal 'epistemological break' in
Marx's work which does in fact occur at the point
where Marx himself locates it, in the book, unpub-
lished in his lifetime, which is a critique of his
erstwhile philosophical (ideological) conscience:
The German Ideology. The Theses on Feuerbach, which
are only a few sentences long, mark out the earlier
limit of this break . . .
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This 'epistemological break' divides Marx's thought

into two long essential periods: the 'ideological'

period before and the scientific period after, the

break in 1845,.16

Just as "break theorists" base their case on Marx's

critical writings on Feuerbach of 1845-1846, thinkers who
hold that there is no major conceptual break in the writings
of Marx base their case on demonstrating that the writings
of 1845-1846 do not constitute such a break. For example,
Istvan Meszaros, in arguing against the thesis that there
is a break between the young Marx and the old Marx, concen-
trates his efforts against representatives of the Marx-

Engels-Lenin Institute who hold that there is a break between

the Manuscripts of 1844 and The German Ideology. Meszaros

argues that "there is neither a 'final reckoning' in The

German Ideology, nor some kind of 'wrestling' in the Paris

Manuscripts which could be interpreted as lagging behind the
presumed mature reckoning."17
Similarly Tucker, who raises the possibility of there
being a "profound rift" in the writings of Marx, sees this
possibility existing, if at all, in Marx's writings of 1845-

1846. Thus he argues against there being a major conceptual

*
break in the writings of Marx on the grounds that:

*For views corresponding to those of Meszaros and
Tucker, see Avineri, Shlomo, The Social and Political Thought
of Karl Marx, and Irving Fetscher's article The Young and
the Old Marx and Marx Wartofsky's comment upon Fetscher's
article, both in Marx and the Western World edited by Nicho-
las Lobkowicz.
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« « o there was no significant hiatus in time
between the initial statement of the Marxist posi-
tion in the manuscripts, which Marx completed in
August of 1844, and the systematic formulation of
the materialist conception of history that he gave
in Part One of The German Ideology.

Tucker concludes:

Scholarly opinion is inclining and will increas-
ingly incline to the view that there is an under-
lying basic continuity of thought not only between
the 1844 manuscripts and The German Ideology, but
more broadly between the early Marx and the Migx
of the later writings culminating in Capital.

In summary, then, I have argued that it would be
justified to limit the scope of a study of Marx's concep-
tion of humans acting in history to Marx's writings of the
years 1835 to 1848. The reasons I gave were: first, Mfrx
himself held that a knowledge of these writings would enable
one to understand the "guiding thread" and "salient points"
of his later writings; second, both of the fundamental dis-
coveries which have been attributed to Marx were made by
Marx prior to 1848; and third, there is, so far as I can
tell, unanimous agreement among commentators on Marx that,
if a major conceptual break occurred in the writings of
Marx, it occurred before 1848.

However, I also noted that, space and time permit-
ting, the inclusion of Marx's writings from 1848 until the
time of his death would greatly enhance a study of Marx's
conception of humans acting in history. Therefore, I will
include in this work passages from such later writings as

the Grundrisse, Capital, and The 18th Brumaire of Louis




13

Bonaparte whenever I believe that such passages will help
us to understand the writings of Marx which were composed

between 1835 and 1848.






THE PHILOSOPHICAL PREDECESSORS OF MARX

To set the stage for the arguments which I wish to
make concerning Marx's views on humans acting in history,
I will first ‘state some of the philosophical positions of
Marx's predecessors which constitute the background against

which Marx wrote.

14



CHAPTER 2
IMMANUEL KANT

It goes without saying that the philosophy of Marx's
immediate predecessors, Hegel and Feuerbach, cannot be under-
stood without a familiarity with the basic tenets of the
philosophy of Immanuel Kant. Foremost among the tenets of
Kant's philosophy for the purpose of this work, is Kant's
view of the human will as something which, depending upon
how an individual wills, can be either heteronomous or
autonomous. Both Hegel and Feuerbach also maintain a view
of the human will as something which can be either autono-
mous or heteronomous but, in the words of Hegel, it was
Kant who first gave our thoughts on autonomy and heteronomy
"a firm foundation and starting point."l

. Kant grounds his views on autonomy and heteronomy
in a metaphysics according to which humans belong both to
the world of noumena and to the world of phenomena. 1In the

%*
world of phenomena, every event takes place" in accordance

*

Kant characterizes the world of phenomena variously
as: the world of "appearance" (Erscheinungen); the world
Of "objects of experience" (Erfahrungsgegenstaende); the
World of "sensuous nature" (sinnliche Natur); and the "sen-
Sible world" (Sinnenwelt).

15
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with natural laws."2 By an event taking place in accordance
with a natural law, Kant means that the event "invariably
and necessarily follows" from an "antecedent state."3 Such
an event is said to be "determined" by this antecedent state,
the antecedent state being the "efficient cause" of the
event in question.4
Now if one wishes to develop a "natural science" of
human actions--if one wishes to develop an "empirical psy-
chology"--one must view the actions of humans solely from
*

the perspective of the world of phenomena. For Kant, this
is because:

« « « all the actions of men in the (field of)

appearance are determined in conformity with the

order of nature . . . and if we could exhaustively

investigate all the appearances of men's wills,

there would not be found a single human action

which we could not predict with certainty and

recognize as proceeding necessarily from its

antecedent conditions.
To view the actions of humans from the perspective of the
world of phenomena, for Kant, entails viewing the will of
the humans who act as being "necessitated" by "sensuous

impulses."6

*To view the actions of humans from the perspective
of the world of phenomena is to take a point of view which
Wilfred Sellars characterizes as "behavioristic in the
broad sense." Of behaviorism in the broad sense, Sellars
writes:

"It has no anxieties about the concepts of sensation,
image, feeling, conscious or unconscious thought, . . .
but requires the occurrence of a feeling of pain, for
example, be asserted only on behavioral grounds
Behaviorism thus construed is only good sense."
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Now if one wishes to develop a "moral science" of
human actions--if one wishes to develop an "ethics"--one
must view the actions of humans from the perspective of
both the world of noumena and the world of phenomena. That
is to say, the "will" (Willkuer) of humans, or that which
directly determines their actions,* must be viewed as being
"affected" both by their "reason" and by their "sensuous

n8 The will of humans must be viewed as being

impulses.
affected both by their conceptions of laws and by their
senses. Thus, when humans act from the conceptions of laws,
their will must be viewed as being "constrained" by those
conceptions, since their will would otherwise be necessi-
tated by sensuous impulses. /A conception of a law which
constrains the will of humans Kant calls a "command of
reason" or an "imperative."g/

Now as we all know, for Kant, reason commands either
"hypothetically" or "categorically." Hypothetical impera-
tives présent an action as necessary as a means to achiev-
ing some "end" which is "external" to the action in ques-

tion.10

Categorical imperatives, on the other hand, present
an action as necessary in and of itself without regard to

an end or purpose external to it.

*As regards the distinction in the writings of Kant
between "Willkuer" and "Wille," the faculty of determining
our causality thru a conception of rules, see: Beck, Lewis
White, A Commentary on Kant's Critique of Practical Reason,
The University of Chicago Press, 1960, p. 180.
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In the case of hypothetical imperatives, reason
determines the will in order to achieve an object which is
desired. If a human did not desire an object then their
reason would not take an interest in the laws which relate
that object to actions they could take to achieve it. Thus,
when the will of a human is constrained by a hypothetical
imperative, reason determines the will of that person "in

the service of" that person's desires,ll

or, to use a phrase
made famous by Hume, reason is "the slave of the passions."*
That is to say, when humans act from hypothetical impera-
tives, their reason is only giving directions for a "rea-
sonable obedience" to the laws in accordance with which
they experience desires.12
For Kant, the object of a desire which a human
experiences is "the condition of the possibility" (Bedingung
der Moeglichkeit) or the "ground of the possibility" (Grund
der Moeglichkeit) or the "basis" (Basis) of an hypothetical

imperative.13

And thus for Kant an hypothetical imperative
is said to be "conditioned" (bedingt) by such an object in
the sense that such an object constitutes the "matter"

(Materie) of that law, the conception of which constrains

*
For a comparison of Hume's doctrine that "Reason

is, and ought only to be, the slave of the passions, and
can never pretend to any other office than to serve and
obey them," with Kant's doctrine of practical reason see:
Kant, Immanuel, Critique of Practical Reason, Translated,
with an Introduction, by Lewis White Beck (Liberal Arts
Press, New York, 1956, p. xii).
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the will.14

And thus it is for Kant that in the case of
hypothetical imperatives, an object which one desires
because of her or his desires is the "determining ground"
(Bestimmungsgrund) of the will.15
Now when a human's will is constrained by an hypo-
thetical imperative, it is constrained by a conception of
a "natural law"--a law which, as it were, nature "prescribes"
(vorschreibt) as a means for achieving the object which he

16 When a human's will is so constrained,

or she desires.
it is constrained by a conception of a law which that
individual did not themselves prescribe or legislate--and
thus that individual's will is said to be "heteronomous."l7
When a human's will is said to be heteronomous, for Kant,
the causality of that individual's actions is said to be
"transcendent”"--that is to say, insofar as humans act
heteronomously, their causality is "dependent upon external
determining causes."18
In the case of a categorical imperative, on the
other hand, reason determines the will independently of any
objects for which an individual happens to have a desire.
That is to say, reason is in no way in the service of an
individual's desires. Thus, Kant writes of categorical
imperatives or "objective principles":
Whatever is derived from the particular natural
situation of man as such, or from certain feelings
or propensities, . . . can give a subjective prin-

ciple by which we might act if we have the propen-
sity and inclination, but not an objective principle
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by which we would be directed to act even if all
our propensity, inclination and natural tendency
were opposed to it.

/When our will is constrained by a categorical impera-

.
I

tive, it is due to the fact that our reason takes an interest -

in a law because that law is inherently rational and thus

20 Thus,

"valid for us as men" (fuer uns als Menschen gilt).
whereas the determining ground of a will which is constrained
by a hypothetical imperative is the "matter" (Materie) of a
law, the determining ground of a will which is constrained

by a categorical imperative is the "form" (Form) or the

21 Therefore, there is no

inherent rationality of a law.
empirical condition, ground or basis for a categorical
imperative, and thus such an imperative is said to be
"unconditioned."z%//

When a human's will is constrained by a categorical
imperative, it is constrained by a conception of a "moral
law"--a law which is prescribed by her or his own reason
alone. Therefore, when a human's will is constrained by
a categorical imperative, it is constrained by a conception
of a law which is self-prescribed or self-legislated--and
thus that individual's will is said to be "self-determined"

n23 When a human's will is said to be auto-

or "autonomous.
nomous, for Kant, the causality of that individual's action
is said to.be "immanent"--that is‘to say, insofar as humans
act autonomously "their causality is determined within

them."24
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In summary, then, when a human acts from a categorical

imperative he or she acts from a conception of a law which
is valid for them qua human beings--valid for them independ-
ently of any inclinations or desires which they experience.
Reason does not command their will in order to achieve an
object for which they experience a desire. However, this is
precisely what reason does in those cases in which the will
of a human is constrained by a hypothetical imperative.
Reason constrains that person to act in the best (i.e.,
rational) way to achieve the object which he or she desires.
Nevertheless, when one views humans acting from
hypothetical imperatives, one does not view their actions as
events taking place in accordance with natural laws, or as
being determined by antecedent states of affairs which are
their efficient causes. That is to say, one does not view
their actions solely from the perspective of the world of

phenomena.
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CHAPTER 3
GEORGE WILLIAM FRIEDRICH HEGEL

Just as, for the purpose of this work, the most
important tenet of the philosophy of Kant is his doctrine
of the autonomy and heteronomy of the will, so the most
important tenet of the philosophy of Hegel is his doctrine
of ethical life (Sittlichkeit). This is because it is in
terms of his doctrine of ethical life that Hegel incorpo-
rates the notions of autonomy and heteronomy into his
writings.

Hegel agrees with Kant that the true freedom of the
individual lies in moral autonomy--acting from duty or from
a conception of what is valid for us qua human beings, even
though so acting may run counter to our empirically given
desires.. For Hegel, it is only in doing one's duty that the
individual achieves "liberation from dependence on mere
natural impulse" or freedom from that which is "immediately
presented by nature, by needs and by desires."l He writes,
"Duty is the attainment of our essence, the winning of posi-
tive freedom."2

However, for Hegel, the philosophy of Kant ulti-

mately reduces the concept of duty to an "empty formalism."3

22
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That is to say, Kant's philosophy does not give us the basis
for rationally determining the content of our duty.

According to Hegel, the philosophy of Kant deals
with the concept of the will solely from the point of view
of "morality" (Moralitaet). From the point of view of moral-
ity, the self-determination or autonomy of the will of the
individual is taken to be the self-determination or autonomy

of the will of the "single" individual--the will of the

l|4

"single person in his own private self will. The viewpoint

of morality is the viewpoint of the "individual in isola-

tion."5 Hegel asserts, "I stand in the moral sphere as a

single will (einzelner Wille) . . ."6

But, Hegel argues, from the perspective of the single
will there is no way to make a rational determination con-
cerning the content of one's duty. "From this point of
view," he writes,

". « « no immanent doctrine of duties is possible;
of course, material may be brought in from outside
and particular duties may be arrived at accordingly,
but if the definition of duty is taken to be the
absence of contradiction, formal correspondence with
itself--which is nothing but abstract indeterminacy
stabilized--then no transition is possible to the
specification of particular duties nor, if some such
particular content for acting comes under considera-
tion, is there any criterion in that pringciple for
deciding whether it is or is not a duty."

*Hegel, who sees Kant's philosophy of moral autonomy
as an attempt to give philosophical underpinnings to Rous-
seau's notion of moral freedom, also characterizes Rousseau
as dealing with the wills of individuals only from the point
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For Hegel, it is only when we take the concept of
the will in its moment of "ethical life" (Sittlichkeit)
that we have the basis for rationally determining the con-
tent of our duty. This is because the "actuality" (Wirk-
lichkeit) of ethical life--that which is effective in ethi-
cal life or that which is the driving force of ethical
life--is "Reason" (die Vernunft). Thus the ethical life
or ethos of individuals--the system of social, economic

and political institutions, laws and customs in which they

of view of morality or the isolated individual. "Rousseau,
Hegel writes,
"regards the universal will not as the absolutely
rational element in the will, but only as a 'general'
will which proceeds out of this individual will as
out of a conscious will. The result is that he
reduces the union of individuals in the state to a
contract and therefore to something based on their
arbitrary wills . . ."

Thus, Hegel devotes a chapter of the Phenomenology
of Mind as well as a number of passages in his Lectures on
Eﬁe Philosophy of History, his Lectures on the History of
Philosophy and his Philosophy of Right to criticizing the
philosophy of Rousseau for also failing to provide a basis
for humans to rationally determine the content of their duty.

Hegel's criticism of Kant and Rousseau foreshadows
present day Marxist criticism of the deontological theory
of John Rawls who uses the Rousseauean/Kantian model of the
self-determination of the single individual. Thus, for
example, Rawls is criticized by Michael Teitelman ("The
Limits of Individualism," Journal of Philosophy, Volume
LXIX, Oct. 1972) for purporting to have a non-socially or
non-historically specific concept of what is rational for
contracting individuals, while actually attributing to
these individuals a socially or historically specific con-
cept of rationality in order to justify a particular con-
cept of the just society.
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participate*-—provides a content for the duties of those

individuals which is "independently necessary and rationally

determinable."9
For Hegel, the ethical life of a people is an objec-

nll Spirit, for Hegel, is reality--

tification of "Spirit.
"the Idea"--as it is "in and for itself." That is to say,
Spirit is the synthesis of the Idea in itself--the purely
formal Idea or "God as He is in His eternal essence before
the creation of nature and of finite spirit," and the Idea
outside of itself--nature or "the external Idea.“12
The history of man's ethical life is the history
of the Idea becoming "for itself." That is to say, the

history of man's ethical life is the history of Spirit

*

For Hegel, viewed objectively, the ethical life or
ethos of a people is the "ethical order" of that people.
The ethical order of a people is the system of laws, cus-
toms and institutions which "in and of themselves" regulate
the life of that people. That is to say, these laws, cus-
toms and institutions do not regulate the life of that
people through the threat of force. Nor, in modern ethical
life, do the wills of the individuals who constitute that
people "simply coincide with" these laws, customs and insti-
tutions as was the case with the Greeks and other people of
antiquity. Rather the individuals who constitute that peo-
ple ultimately adhere to these laws, customs, and institu-
tions on the basis of "subjective conviction" as is the
case in 19th century Prussian Germany.

Viewed subjectively, the ethical life or ethos of a
people is the system of the dispositions and convictions of
those individuals whose "element" is constituted by the
ethical order. In a revolutionary situation, the individuals
who bring into existence a new ethical order have the basis
for rationally determining that it is their duty to do so,
because the new ethos--of which the new ethical order is the
objective manifestation--already exists subjectixely in the
people as a new set of dispositions and beliefs. 0
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objectifying its essence in "individuals as a mass"
(Individuen als die Menge)--in individuals qua participants
in a system of social, economic and political institutions,
laws and customs--in order to experience its essence as
phenomenon and, on the basis of this experience, to re-
objectify its essence in a more concrete form in a new
system of institutions, laws and customs in order to expe-
rience it in a more concrete form.

The essence of Spirit is Reason or "the union of
the universal and the particular in the individual."13

Thus, Hegel writes of ethical life, "What is rational is

actual (wirklich), and what is actual (wirklich) is ra-

Now, for Hegel, ethical life is comprised of three
moments—--the moments of family, civil society and the state.
The family is the embodiment of the ethical spirit* in its
moment of abstract universality. In a family, writes Hegel,
an individual exists "not as an independent person, but as
a member," and thus has no "determinate individuality."15
Therefore, qua family member, an individual cannot will
from duty because individual family members have no formal

rights.16

*For Hegel, Spirit which is objectified in social,
economic and political institutions, laws and customs is
"objective spirit." That moment of objective spirit which
constitutes ethical life is "ethical spirit."
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Civil society, on the other hand, is the embodiment
of the ethical spirit in its moment of abstract particular-
ity. Civil society is an association of individuals brought
into existence by their "needs" (Beduerfnisse), in such a
way that whether these needs be based on "physical neces-
sity" or "caprice" (Willkuer), their satisfaction must be
viewed as "accidental" (zufaellig) because it "breeds new
desires without end," and is not "held in check by the power
of universality."17

Insofar as civil society is viewed as such a "system
of needs," the individual which we have before us in civil
society is the "burgher or bourgeois" or what Hegel calls

18

"man" (der Mensch). By "man," Hegel means Rousseau's

*
"homme" as opposed to Rousseau's "citoyen."
Individuals in their capacity as men or burghers,

Hegel asserts, are "private persons whose end is their own

wl9

interest. And, civil society, as a system of needs, is

an association of individuals for the "attainment of selfish

needs"--it is an association based on "subjective self-

w20 wrn civil society," Hegel writes, "each mem-

21

seeking.

ber is his own end, everything else is nothing to him."

*As Knox points out, the burgher or bourgois was a
burgher of a town as distinct from a citizen (citoyen) of
a state, and therefore an individual interested in civil,
as distinct from political, affairs. Hegel's terms for
civil society is "buergerliche Gesellschaft."



-
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Now it is true that, for Hegel, this association of
subjective self-seeking is possible only because there is
an "interlocking" (Ineinandergehen) of the satisfaction of

22 In civil society, he

the needs of private individuals.
writes,

subjective self-seeking turns into a contribution

to the satisfaction of the needs of everyone else.

That is to say, by a dialectical advance, subjec-

tive self-seeking turns into the mediation of the

particular through the universal, with the result

that each man, in earning, producing and enjoying

on his own account, is eo ipso producing 3nd earn-

ing for the enjoyment of everyone else.?43

What is important to keep in mind, however, is that,

for Hegel, when an individual wills in civil society, he

n24  nat is to say, in

wills solely "on his own account.
civil society, when an individual wills, he or she intends
that which is particular--that which is based on their own
"private," "selfish" or "subjective" need. Individuals do
not will universally--they do not will from the conception
that, in pursuing their own particular interest, they are

helping everyone else to satisfy their particular interest.

Thus, individuals qua burghers, like individuals qua family

*Hegel read, and was considerably influenced by,
the work of the British moral philosopher and political
economist, Adam Smith, (On this point see: Hyppolite, Jean,
Studies on Marx and Hegel, pp. 75-77). When Hegel writes
of civil society as a system of needs--a system or inter-
locking of the satisfaction of the needs of private indi-
viduals--he has in mind Smith's thesis of an "invisible
hand" which regulates the interplay of subjective self-
seeking to the mutual benefit of most individuals.
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members cannot will from duty. In the last analysis, when

willing as members of civil society, humans are capable

only of "moral frustration."zs*
The state, however, is the embodiment of ethical

spirit in its moment of concrete universality. It is the

%*

True, individuals in civil society combine to form
"corporations."” The business or industrial class of civil
society is itself composed of different "branches" or
"classes." To these branches or classes there corresponds
corporations--institutions which are organized to promote
the "comparatively disinterested end of the whole," agg
which function as a "second family" to their members.

For Hegel, such corporations provide men, while still in
civil society, "with work of a gublic character over and
above their private business."?

However, once again, what is important to keep in
mind is that individuals, even when willing as members of
corporations, still will heteronomously. That which is
willed by the corporation member is only comparatively dis-
interested.

When corporation members will they do not will from
a conception of that which is valid for them as human beings,
rather they will from a conception of that which is valid
for them as representatives of a particular interest or com-
plex of needs. And although they will as representatives
of a particular interest rather than as bearers of that
interest, in the last analysis they will heteronomously
because the rationality or basic reason for the individual
willing as a representative of a particular corporative
interest consists in the fact that he or she is a bearer
of that interest.

Unlike willing as a citizen of a state where "uni-
fication pure and simple is the true content and aim of the
individual, and the individual's destiny is the living of a
universal life," willing as a member of a corporation is to
will as the member of an institution where the particular
interests of the members is "the ultimate end of their
association.” In the last analysis, the corporation, for
Hegel, is an institution whose "determination" (Bestimmung)
is only the "protectign and security of particular ends and
interests en masse."
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"end which is immanent" in both the family and civil
society.30 As such, the state is that moment of ethical
life of which reason is the actuality. And, thus, when
humans will as members of the state--when they will as
citizens*——they are able to rationally determine the con-

tent of the duties which they have qua human beings.

*In the Philosophy of Right, Hegel uses the word
"state" to designate both "the actuality of the ethical
Idea" (die Wirklichkeit der sittlichen Idee) and "the
strictly political state and its constitution” (der eigent~-
lich politische Staat und seine Verfassung).3 The state
qua actuality of the ethical Idea is the state qua indi-
viduals participating in a system of laws, customs and
institutions which constitutes an ethos--it is the state
qua ethical community. The state qua actuality of the
ethical Idea is what Knox refers to in Hegel's writings
as "the state proper" or "the totality of human life so
far as it is the life of moral beings united in a com- 32
munity by tradition, religion, moral convictions, etc."
Pelcynski writes of the state as the actuality of the
ethical Idea:

The state in this sense means the whole population
of an independent, politically and 'civilly' organ-
ized country insofar as it 1s permeated by 'ethical
Iife' and forms an 'ethical osger' or 'ethical com-
munity.' (Emphasis supplied)

The state qua strictly political state and its con-
stitution, on the other hand, is a moment of the state qua
ethical community. That is to say, the state qua political
state is the form of political organization taken by the
state qua actuality og the ethical Idea. As such, notes
Pelcynski, the political state constitutes the supreme
public authority of the state. It constitutes the "state
power" (Staatsgewalt) of the state.34 The<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>